
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The pedagogy of the mosque
Portrayal, practice, and role in the integration of Turkish-Dutch children
Sözeri, S.Y.

Publication date
2021
Document Version
Final published version
License
Other

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Sözeri, S. Y. (2021). The pedagogy of the mosque: Portrayal, practice, and role in the
integration of Turkish-Dutch children. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-pedagogy-of-the-mosque(1286a623-a609-40f2-939a-fbe2d5162810).html


The Pedagogy of 
the Mosque: 

Portrayal, Practice, and Role in the 
Integration of Turkish-Dutch Children 

Semiha Sözeri 



 
 

	

THE	PEDAGOGY	OF	THE	MOSQUE:	
PORTRAYAL,	PRACTICE,	AND	ROLE	IN	THE	

INTEGRATION	OF	TURKISH-DUTCH	
CHILDREN	

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This research has been funded by the University of Amsterdam. 
 
 
ISBN: 978-94-6419-115-8 
 
 
Cover design & lay-out: Semiha Sözeri 
 
 
Photo on the front cover by: Abdullah Ghatasheh from Pexels.  
https://www.pexels.com/@abdghat  
Photo of mosque students on the back cover by: Diyanet Netherlands (Islamitische Stichting 
Nederland). 
https://diyanet.nl/hdv-camilerinde-egitim-basladi/  
Photo of the author on the back cover by: Efe Kerem Sözeri. 
 
Publisher: Gildeprint, Enschede. 
 
Copyright: © 2021 Semiha Sözeri. All rights reserved.  
No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or 
transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 
otherwise) without the written permission of the author of the book. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Pedagogy of the Mosque: 
Portrayal, Practice, and Role in the Integration of 

Turkish-Dutch Children 

ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT 

ter verkrijging van de graad van 

doctor 

aan de Universiteit van Amsterdam 

op gezag van de Rector Magnificus 

prof. dr. ir. K.I.J. Maex 

ten overstaan van een door het College voor Promoties ingestelde 

commissie, 

in het openbaar te verdedigen 

op maandag 8 februari 2021, te 14.00 uur 

door Semiha Yalmaz Sözeri 

geboren te Momchilgrad 



 
 

 

 

Faculteit der Maatschappij- en Gedragswetenschappen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Promotiecommissie  

Promotor: prof. dr. M.L.L. Volman Universiteit van Amsterdam 

Co-promotor: dr. H. Kosar Altinyelken Universiteit van Amsterdam 

Overige leden: prof. dr. T.V.M. Pels 

prof. dr. M.J. de Haan 

prof. dr. J.T. Sunier 

prof. dr. W.G.J. Duyvendak 

prof. dr. A.B. Dijkstra 

dr. J.A. Schuitema 

Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 

Universiteit Utrecht 

Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 

Universiteit van Amsterdam 

Universiteit van Amsterdam 

Universiteit van Amsterdam 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To my Emir Minas and Leyla, 

 and to future generations of multicultural children 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

CHAPTER 1 General introduction 1 

CHAPTER 2 Mapping discourses on mosque education in the 

Netherlands: A content analysis of the Dutch press, 

2010–2016 

15 

CHAPTER 3 Turkish mosque education in the Netherlands: 

Organization, objectives, curriculum, content and 

language policies 

29 

CHAPTER 4 Pedagogies of Turkish mosque education in the 

Netherlands: An ethno-case study of mosque classes at 

Milli Görüş and Diyanet 

55 

CHAPTER 5 Training imams in the Netherlands: The failure of a 

post-secular endeavor 

77 

CHAPTER 6 Turkish mosque education in the Netherlands: Aiding or 

frustrating integration? 

93 

CHAPTER 7 General conclusion and discussion 115 

REFERENCES  129 

APPENDIX Classroom observation framework at the mosques 143 

SUMMARY  145 

SAMENVATTING (Summary in Dutch) 155 

LIST OF PUBLICATIONS  165 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR  169 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  171 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“What is most important for you:  

  Being Turkish, being Muslim, or being Dutch? 

  Being Muslim. 

  Why? 

  Because then I can go to paradise.” 

  (Mosque student, 11 years old) 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

General Introduction 

 

Aim and scope 

This dissertation aims to shed light on a very contentious, highly politicized, yet understudied 

field: mosque education provided to school-aged children with Muslim immigrant 

background in a non-Muslim country. To our knowledge, it is the first PhD study, nationally 

and internationally, to analyze the role of mosque education in the integration of Muslim 

youth in a Western context. The research is based on evidence from the Turkish Islamic 

communities in the Netherlands. Focusing on the Turkish mosques in the Netherlands is 

interesting for two reasons. First, the Dutch-Turks constitute not only the largest Islamic 

community in the country (CBS, 2018), but also are found to be more self-contained and 

isolationist than other migrant communities (Huijnk & Dagevos, 2012). Secondly, the 

Netherlands has repeatedly been singled out as the European country which has experienced 

the most pronounced paradigm shift in its integration policies and debates: from 

multiculturalist accommodation of minorities before 2000, to assimilationist integration 

policies after it (Vasta, 2007; Banting & Kymlicka, 2013; Entzinger, 2014). Duyvendak 

(2011) names the processes accompanying this shift “the culturalization of citizenship”: i.e. 

defining citizenship, integration and migrants’ belonging to the nation based on beliefs, 

cultural values and norms, rather than on civil rights and legal status. After the shift, Islam 

was framed as the main source of  migrants’ cultural “incompatibility” (Ghorashi, 2017, 

p.2429), and the influence of mosques on Muslims’ lives in the Netherlands was seen as 

undesirable (Sunier, 2016). 

In the last two decades, non-formal Islamic education provided in the mosques has 

attracted a lot of political and media attention due to allegations of mistreatment of the 

children (Van der Hulst, 2013), indoctrination with illiberal values, fears of youth 

radicalization and alienation from Dutch society (Isitman, 2018). Politicians both from the 

right and the left of the political spectrum have voiced their concerns about the influence of 

mosque education on the lives of the youth. For instance, chairmen of political parties Gert-
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Jan Segers (ChristenUnie) and Klaas Dijkhoff (VVD) have suggested to the Parliament legal 

changes which would allow the educational inspection to monitor not only regular schools, 

but also forms of informal education such as the extracurricular mosque classes 

(Kouwenhoven & Holdert, 2019). Similarly, Lodewijk Asscher, former Minister of Social 

Affairs and Employment (2012-2017) and chairman of the Dutch Labour Party (PvdA), has 

repeatedly expressed his concerns about the influence of the Turkish Islamic organizations 

Diyanet, Milli Görüş, Süleymanlı and the Gülen movement on youth in the Netherlands, 

claiming they can have a frustrating effect on integration processes (Besselink, 2014). Femke 

Halsema, mayor of Amsterdam from the Dutch left-wing green party GroenLinks, has also 

voiced criticism about the quality of mosque education, pointing at bad physical conditions 

and the lack of qualifications of the mosque teachers, suggesting that there is a need for better 

control and inspection (Koops, 2019). 

The public and political attention for mosque education and the role played by Islamic 

organizations in the lives of youth with migrant background is not surprising. Both in 

Western Europe and in the U.S., Islam has been seen as an obstacle to the integration of 

migrants (Foner & Alba, 2008). Moreover, there has been a perceived incompatibility of 

educational goals between citizenship education in schools, on the one hand, and the goals of 

Islamic education, on the other hand. Critics have claimed that the Islamic pedagogical 

practices encourage unquestioned acceptance of teacher authority and knowledge, and by 

relying on curricula imported from Muslim-majority countries fail to prepare the students for 

navigating life in pluralistic democracies (Halstead, 2004; Saada, 2013). Citizenship 

education in many European countries, on the other hand, aims at stimulating student 

autonomy, critical thinking, and promoting tolerance towards different worldviews and 

values (Schuitema et al., 2008). Connected to that, there has been a growing body of 

scholarly work studying the mainstream Islamic schooling in non-Muslim countries (Fuess, 

2007; Berglund, 2015; Bourget, 2019), and particularly its interplay with citizenship 

education (Aslan, 2015; Al-Refai & Bagley, 2008). This work has revealed that perspectives 

on what citizenship education should entail are affected by sociopolitical discourses on 

Muslims and Islamic schooling taking place beyond the school. 

Considering the heightened interest in the role of Islamic education in the lives of 

Muslim youth in non-Muslim societies, and allegations about low quality and relevance of 

mosque education, the scarcity of studies on mosque education is remarkable (Berger, 2014; 
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Pels, 2014). This is particularly striking when taking into account that mosque classes are the 

most accessible and widespread form of Islamic education in Western countries: almost all 

mosques offer classes to the children in their communities. 

There are a number of studies on mosque education in Western context. To name a 

few, the scholarly works of Östberg (2000), Maylor et al. (2010),  Gent (2011), Berglund and 

Gent (2018), Rajabi-Ardeshiri (2011), Ahmed (2012), Rosowsky (2013), van de Wetering 

and Karagül (2013), Noh et al. (2014), Bartels and de Jong (2007) and Walseth (2016), 

dealing with different aspects of mosque education and mosque activities targeting migrant 

youth in various European countries, have been informative to the different studies in this 

thesis. This dissertation, however, builds primarily upon the pioneering research by Cherti 

and Bradley (2011) “Inside Madrassas: Understanding and Engaging with British-Muslim 

Faith Supplementary Schools”, and the research on mosque pedagogies carried out in the 

Netherlands by Pels and colleagues (Pels et al., 2006; Pels et al., 2006a; Pels et al., 2006b; 

Pels et al., 2016). The research by Cherti and Bradley is particularly insightful as it is based 

on fieldwork including interviews with major stakeholders (e.g. parents, (ex-)students, 

mosque teachers, authorities from the community) and a survey of 179 madrassas (i.e. 

mosques providing extracurricular Islamic education) affiliated with different Islamic 

communities. It addresses three key issues uncovered through literature review and analysis 

of the media coverage of madrassas in Britain, namely: (1) lack of factual documentation 

about the educational activities of madrassas, (2) concerns about the role of madrassas in 

social cohesion and radicalization, and (3) impact of madrassas on children’s education and 

welfare. The research findings indicate that the studied madrassas are oversubscribed, 

underfunded, have narrow curricula which make weak links to the British context, and rely 

mostly on pedagogically untrained imams and instructors. While the research fails to uncover 

any results with regard to the impact of madrassas on youth radicalization, it makes the 

controversial revelation that the use of corporal punishment in supplementary faith-school is 

legally allowed in Britain, and calls for its ban. Equally important is Cherti and Bradley’s 

conclusion that the influence of madrassa education in the lives of Muslim children in Britain 

could be two-fold. It could either contribute to the development of a positive dual identity and 

social cohesion, or enlarge the divide between the different identities and communities, 

depending mainly on the skills and vision of the madrassa teachers. Non-British-born imams 

who are trained abroad are identified as less likely to be able to offer the children the 
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necessary guidance for developing their identity as British Muslims and navigating life in a 

diverse, multi-faith society. 

In the Netherlands, Pels and colleagues first conducted municipality-commissioned 

research on the pedagogical practices in one Turkish mosque (affiliated with Milli Görüş) and 

two Moroccan mosques in Rotterdam in 2006, which a decade later was followed by another 

municipality-commissioned research on the pedagogical practices of a Utrecht-based Salafi 

mosque featured in media in relation to youth radicalization. While the first round of research 

aimed at supporting pedagogical innovation at the mosques and focused more closely on 

didactics, learning goals and teaching materials, the later research in Utrecht had a widened 

scope including attention to the role of the mosque classes in fostering social cohesion and 

integration of the children. Both rounds of studies were based on classroom observations and 

interviews with parents, mosque teachers, and (ex-)students, and had similar conclusions. The 

mosque education in the researched communities had the primary purpose of transferring 

Islamic knowledge, teaching Islamic norms and values, and reinforcing the religious and 

ethnic identity of the mosque students. Building links between the Islamic community and 

mainstream society, or the different identities of the children was secondary to that objective. 

Teaching materials were found to meet these objectives in varying degrees as there was no 

standardized curriculum for mosque education. Nevertheless, Pels and colleagues found 

evidence of some pedagogical changes as traditional teaching styles defining the Qur’an 

education in the mosques in the 80’s seemed to be replaced with more child-friendly and 

play-based pedagogies. However, the researchers point out that dominant didactics are still 

based on one-directional initiate-response-evaluate techniques (i.e. there is little room for 

dialogue and critical discussion of the material). Moreover, particularly the second round of 

research in Utrecht signals concerns about the influence of education in the AlFitrah mosque: 

the content of the classes is said to contain dogmatic fundamentalist messages which require 

the students to limit their contact with their native Dutch peers and the broader Dutch society. 

This dissertation aspires to build upon these studies and contribute to the scant knowledge 

about mosque education, and its role in the integration of Muslim children with Turkish 

migrant background, by examining five interrelated aspects of mosque education with the 

following questions: 
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1. Portrayal: Media portrayal has a significant effect in shaping the attitudes and 

opinions of the audiences (McCombs & Reynolds, 2002). What can the Dutch public 

learn about mosque education from the media? Specifically: what are the major 

discourses on mosque education in the Dutch press?   

2. Practice: How is mosque education in the Turkish communities organized with regard 

to its curriculum, learning objectives, content of teaching materials and language 

policies?  

3. Pedagogies: How does teaching and learning happen in the Turkish mosque 

classrooms in the Netherlands? What kind of pedagogical approaches are practiced by 

imams and mosque teachers in their lessons?  

4. Training of Dutch imams: Imams trained abroad are often accused of inability to 

connect to the life-worlds of Muslim youth growing up in Europe and to provide 

appropriate support with the challenges the children face as Muslims in a non-Muslim 

society. How to explain the lack of imams educated in the Netherlands? What are the 

reasons behind the failure of the state-funded Islamic theology programs and imam-

trainings at Dutch universities?  

5. Role in integration: What is the role of mosque education in the integration of the 

Turkish-Dutch youth according to their parents, imams, mosque teachers and major 

stakeholders? In what ways could it be aiding or frustrating the integration of the 

youth?  

 

Central theoretical concepts 

The five studies in this dissertation are underpinned by multidisciplinary theoretical 

approaches: they employ conceptualizations from media studies, educational sciences, 

Islamic philosophy of education, political science, sociology and migration studies. Similar to 

the British research by Cherti et al. (2011), this dissertation starts by locating the investigated 

question within the public and political debates in the media. The first study, dealing with 

media discourses on mosque education, is based on a framework which integrates insights 

from studies on media portrayal and framing of Islam and Muslims, and a review of the 

scholarly literature on mosque education in the West. The four dominant representation 

frames developed by van Drunen (2014) in her study of Muslims in Dutch newspapers, 
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namely “problematization”, “homogenization”, “otherness” and “fear and threat”, have been 

informative for the analyses of the discourses on mosque education. 

The next study, addressing the actual practice of mosque education, is guided by a 

heuristic device based on Walker’s (2003) ideas of the fundamentals of curriculum. Central 

concepts guiding this exploratory study are content (subjects, themes, ideas and tasks 

included in the teaching and learning activities), purposes (objectives and learning goals), and 

organization (the optimal coordination of content for achieving the desired purposes). Special 

attention is paid to the dual function of language policies as a medium of instruction and a 

learning goal in the mosque curricula. Furthermore, the theoretical framework of this study 

also integrates conceptualizations from the Islamic philosophy of education which are 

essential for understanding the principles on which Islamic teaching and learning are based. 

These are tarbiyah, referring to the nurture and care for the formation of the moral 

personality of the child including attention for (context-appropriate) identity development, 

and ta’lim, referring to the transfer of knowledge from teacher to student. 

The third study, zooming into the pedagogical practices in the mosque classrooms, 

beside tarbiyah and ta’lim, introduces the Islamic educational concepts of ta’dib and tajweed. 

The first concept is concerned with teaching the students to act and live according to the 

Islamic behavioral norms, and the latter highlights the centrality of memorization and 

recitation practices to teaching Islam. The analyses in the study are also informed by the 

Islamic primary-source pedagogies identified by Alkouatli (2018), namely, Relational 

Pedagogies, Pedagogies of Mutual Engagement, and Pedagogies of Conscious Awareness. 

Study four delves into the delicate dynamic between the right of religious 

communities for Islamic (higher) education and the boundaries for state-intervention in that 

realm imposed by the principle of separation of church and state in the Netherlands. The 

intellectual and cultural vision of the imams is often seen as defining for the messages 

transmitted in the mosque classes, and hence, the training of imams (just like training of 

teachers and principals in regular schools) is highly relevant to the study of mosque 

education. In the British study on madrassa education, for example, 75% of the mosques 

relied on imams to teach the lessons, and the most common criterion for recruitment of 

mosque teachers was a completed theological training (Cherti & Bradley, 2011). Similar to 

other European countries, the Netherlands has also attempted to create academic programs 



7 

 

for Islamic theological education, yet, without success. This chapter analyses the reasons 

behind the failure of state-funded Islamic theology and imam-training programs in the 

Netherlands in the light of de-pillarization processes in Dutch society and different theoretical 

accounts on secularism. Habermas’ (2008) concept of post-secularism is instrumental in the 

interpretation of the findings. 

The fifth study addresses the perceived role of mosque education in the integration of 

Muslim youth with a Turkish background. The theoretical framework of the study takes into 

account the transition from multiculturalism to assimilationism in the Dutch integration 

debates and policies, and the conflicting findings about the role of Islam in the integration of 

descendants of Muslim migrants. While the study acknowledges the elusiveness of the term 

“integration”, for analytical purposes it nevertheless adopts an operational definition 

informed by the conceptualizations of Givens (2007) and Klarenbeek (2019). That is: “a 

reciprocal process of cultural convergence between the native majority population and the 

Muslim minority with migrant background, in which accommodation of the cultural and 

religious differences of the minority by the native majority is as important as migrants’ host 

language proficiency and identification with the host nation” [Chapter 6]. 

Data collection and methodology 

This dissertation consists of qualitative studies defined by an exploratory and interpretative 

methodology. To set the stage for our fieldwork and data collection, I first conducted a 

content analysis of the portrayal of mosque education between 2006 and 2016 in the largest 

Dutch daily newspapers: De Telegraaf, AD, De Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad and Trouw, by 

analyzing 45 newspaper articles containing references to mosque education in the 

Netherlands. The sample was obtained using the Lexis Nexis database. This was an important 

step which allowed me to map the competing discourses used by the media when 

communicating news about this topic to the public.  

This was followed by a round of semi-structured interviews with experts and major 

stakeholders such as imams, mosque teachers and chairs of the largest Turkish Islamic 

organizations in the Netherlands, representatives from secular Turkish migrant organizations, 

senior policy advisors on integration from the Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs and 

Employment, municipal policymakers in the field of diversity and radicalization in education 

in Amsterdam and Utrecht, academics with expertise on Islamic communities and Muslim 
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youth in the Netherlands, lecturers from the Dutch imam-training programs. The interviews 

took place between July 2016 and January 2017. The data collection was based on a 

combination of expert sampling (Dorussen et al., 2005) and heterogeneous purposive 

sampling techniques (Etikan et al., 2016). In other words, some participants were chosen 

because of their expertise on the researched subject, and others because of their relevant but 

different perspectives, experience, or insider knowledge.  

The networking during the first round of data collection has paved the way for 

additional sources of data. For example, I was invited by one of the participants and allowed 

to take fieldwork notes during an expert meeting on mosque education organized by CMO 

(Contactorgaan Moslims en Overheid) which is an official governmental lobby organization 

for more than 380 mosques and 10 Islamic umbrella organizations in the Netherlands. The 

expert meeting was not open to the public, and took place on 15 September 2016 in The 

Hague, with key representatives of all major Islamic communities with Turkish, Moroccan 

and Surinamese background. The expert meeting on mosque education has provided me with 

the opportunity to meet personally the chairs and representatives of the Turkish Islamic 

organizations which I wanted to include in my PhD research. Following it, I was allowed by 

representatives of the Milli Görüş and Süleymanlı communities to join two roundtable 

meetings on improving the quality and relevance of mosque education organized for their 

own mosque teachers and imams. Both communities were informed about the aims and scope 

of my research on mosque education in the Netherlands and allowed me to take fieldwork 

notes. 

While all high-profiled participants have been very cooperative in agreeing to being 

interviewed, gaining access to conduct case-studies with classroom observations and 

interviews with the mosque teachers, mosque students and their parents, has been the product 

of a long and effortful negotiation process. The reasons behind the difficulty of access to the 

mosques are partially already known in this field of study: Islamic communities which are the 

constant object of negative media portrayal, often question the intentions of researchers and 

are cautious about allowing the gaze of perceived outsiders in their private realm (Bolognani, 

2007; Gent, 2011; Scourfield et al., 2013). During the fieldwork for this dissertation, 

however, the situation was compounded by two political events: (1) the failed Turkish coup 

d'état attempt on 15 July 2016, and (2) the escalated diplomatic tensions between the 

Netherlands and Turkey following the expulsion of a Turkish minister who was banned from 
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attending a Turkish electoral rally in Rotterdam on 12 March 2017. The aftermath of both 

events was characterized by increased tensions and polarization within the Turkish migrant 

communities which became distrustful towards each other and extremely careful not to be 

linked to the Gülen-movement which was allegedly behind the coup attempt (for general 

description of the different Turkish Islamic communities, see Chapter 3).  

Nevertheless, two of the largest Turkish Islamic organizations providing mosque 

education in the Netherlands, Diyanet and Milli Görüş, agreed to participate in the research 

by approving access for fieldwork at one Diyanet and one Milli Görüş mosque (for an 

overview of the characteristics of the case-study mosques, see Chapter 3). The fieldwork at 

the Diyanet mosque has been conducted between March and May 2017, and has resulted in 

four classroom observations, and interviews with one imam, three mosque teachers, 14 

students and 12 parents. The fieldwork at the Milli Görüş mosque was conducted between 

October and December 2017, and has resulted in five classroom observations, and interviews 

with one imam, four mosque teachers, 15 students and 16 parents (one of whom was also the 

educational coordinator of the mosque). The interviews with the students have been insightful 

for the studies in Chapter 3, Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, however, for the sake of sharper focus 

on the studied issues and limitations of space, student data has not been included in the 

analyses.  

For a more complete overview of the teaching practices in the Turkish mosques, I 

have contacted the Süleymanlıs as well, however, this community chose to limit their 

participation to the expert interviews and a roundtable discussion on the subject. Table 1 

displays all collected data in the PhD project, and Table 2 provides an overview of the data 

used at each study (see the appendix for the classroom observation framework used during 

the fieldwork at the mosques). 
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Table 1.  Data collected in the PhD project “The Pedagogy of the Mosque: Portrayal, 

Practice, and Role in the Integration of Turkish-Dutch Children”. 

Methods N Recorded as Average 
duration 

Profile of the participants 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

99 Audio files; verbatim 
transcribed 

40 minutes 104 participants in total: 
imams (N=10), mosque 
teachers (N=9), parents 
(N=28), students (N=29), Islam 
experts and key stakeholders 
(N=28) 

Classroom 
observations 

9 Filled in a classroom 
observation 
framework  

75 minutes Imams, mosque teachers and 
students attending the mosque 
classes at Milli Görüş and 
Diyanet case-study mosques 

Roundtable 
meetings on the 
pedagogy, 
didactics & 
social relevance 
of mosque 
education 

2 Fieldwork notes  2 hours Imams and mosque teachers 
affiliated with Milli Görüş and 
Süleymanlıs 

Expert meeting 
on mosque 
education 
organized by 
CMO 

1 Fieldwork notes 3 hours Imams, education coordinators, 
representatives and chairs of 
the major Islamic organizations 
affiliated with CMO (including 
Diyanet, Milli Görüş and 
Süleymanlıs). 

 

The methodological approach guiding the fieldwork at the mosques can be described 

as an ethno-case study design. It has been developed by Parker-Jenkins (2018) who suggests 

that this new design allows researchers to blend characteristics of traditional ethnographic 

research with case-studies. Differently than ethnographic research which requires longer 

immersion in the field ranging from months to years, and case-study design which might be 

based on observations ranging from hours to weeks, ethno-case study offers a middle ground 

in which the researcher spends longer time in the field than during a traditional case-study but 

still recognizes that the insights from the observations are embedded in a richer and wider 

context than the one captured within the chronological boundaries of this design.  

To perform the qualitative content analyses in each study, the texts were coded using 

the qualitative data-analysis software Atlas.ti. A combination of inductive and deductive 

approaches to data coding was employed. That entailed developing and applying a primary 
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coding list based on theoretical concepts from the literature, while keeping the research 

design reflexive so that new concepts can emerge from the data through rereading the texts 

for discovering new patterns of meaning (themes) (for detailed discussion of thematic 

analysis see: Braun & Clarke, 2012; Altheide & Schneider, 2013).  

Table 2. Overview of data used at each study. 

Study 1: Portrayal Articles from the Dutch press selected from the 
Lexis Nexis database (N=45). 

Study 2: Practice (Curriculum, 
learning objectives, content of 
teaching materials and language 
policies) 

Semi-structured interviews with experts and 
stakeholders (N=38); 
Ethno-case study data: 9 classroom observations 
and 9 semi-structured interviews with the imams 
and mosque teachers (N=9); 
Fieldwork notes from the expert meeting on 
mosque education and roundtables. 

Study 3: Pedagogies Ethno-case study data: 9 classroom observations 
and semi-structured interviews with the imams, 
mosque teachers, and an educational coordinator 
(N=10). 

Study 4: Training of Dutch imams Semi-structured interviews with 38 experts and 
stakeholders (N=38). 

Study 5: Role in integration Semi-structured interviews with 38 experts and 
stakeholders (N=38); 
Ethno-case study data: semi-structured interviews 
with the imams and mosque teachers (N=9); 
Semi-structured interviews with the parents 
(N=28). 

 

Ethics 

Prior to data collection, the research has been granted approval from the Ethics Review Board 

of University of Amsterdam on 1 June 2016 (ERB number: 2016-CDE-7099). All 

participants have been informed about the aims and scope of the research, and the 

confidential and voluntary nature of their participation via bi-lingual informed consent letters 

in Turkish and Dutch. The children in the mosque classrooms have also been informed about 

the research before the start of the classroom observations. They have been allowed to ask 

questions about the research in an informal and accessible environment. Considering the 

sensitivity of the studied subject, the names of the participants have been anonymized 

numerically (e.g. Imam1, Parent2) instead of pseudonyms to avoid any unwanted association 

with actual people. 
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On positionality and reflexivity 

In all social studies the positionality of the researcher, i.e. researcher’s stance towards the 

social and political context within which the study is conducted, and researcher’s personal 

characteristics, beliefs and attitudes, are likely to have an influence on the way the research is 

conducted (e.g. on the chosen analytical lenses, and the way research questions and 

interviews are formulated). This is even more true for qualitative research which depends on 

a researcher’s subjective observation of the field and interpretation of the findings. Scholars 

agree that the best way to deal with researcher’s reflexivity and positionality is to 

acknowledge it exists and it may have an effect on the analyses of the findings (Berger, 2015; 

Pillow, 2003; Palaganas et al., 2017). 

In the context of this research, it is possible to talk of dual researcher’s positionality. 

On the one hand, lack of previous links or affiliation with any of the studied Islamic 

organizations, and showing signs of secular/non-religious Turkish identity (as seen in my 

non-Islamic dress code outside of the mosque, and respectful abstinence of participation in 

Islamic rituals such as fasting and prayers) might have positioned me as an outsider to the 

studied religious population. On the other hand, my identity as a native Turkish speaker, who 

has grown up as a member of a Turkish minority in another European country (Bulgaria), and 

who has taken mosque classes herself as a child may have situated me in the position of a 

perceived insider to the studied Turkish Islamic communities. The shared ethnic identity and 

demonstrated understanding of the experiences of Muslim minority youth may have had a 

conducive effect on building trust with formal gatekeepers granting access to fieldwork in the 

mosques.  

Also, mosques are considerably male-dominated spaces. The special areas for women 

are segregated from the larger prayer spaces for men. Almost all classrooms except one at the 

studied Milli Görüş mosque, were also segregated by sex. It is very likely that my identity as 

a young woman conducting research in mosques, might have influenced the characteristics of 

the participants I could reach. This might be the reason behind the underrepresentation of 

fathers in the sample (only three out of 28 parents), and male mosque teachers (two out of 

nine). Nevertheless, I have not perceived this as an obstacle in conducting observations in the 

mosque classrooms as they were equally divided into four boys’ classrooms, four girls’ 

classrooms, and one mixed classroom. Neither I noticed unwillingness on the part of imams 
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(who are by default all men) in conducting individual interviews with me. This, however, 

does not exclude the possibility that not only imams, but all participants might have 

formulated their answers differently if they were talking to a male researcher.  

Last but not least, during the fieldwork at the Milli Görüş mosque I was visibly 

pregnant. In many Islamic communities, including the studied population, motherhood is 

attributed a sacred meaning (Wadud, 2006). My image as a pregnant woman might have had 

a facilitating impact on connecting with the participants in Milli Görüş mosque as particularly 

the female mosque teachers have been very accommodating in introducing me to parents and 

assisting with the scheduling of interviews. This helping attitude has eventually resulted in 

the collection of more data in shorter time at the second case-study mosque. 

Structure of the thesis 

In the next chapters, this thesis follows the outline of the studies presented above: 

study 1 addressing the discourses on mosque education in the Dutch press is reported in 

Chapter 2. Study 2 examining the organization of Turkish mosque education in the 

Netherlands with regard to its curriculum, learning objectives, content of teaching materials 

and language policies, is presented at Chapter 3. Study 3 focusing on the pedagogical 

approaches in the Turkish mosque classrooms is reported in Chapter 4. Study 4 analyzing the 

reasons behind the failure of the state-funded Islamic theology programs and imam-trainings 

at the Dutch universities is presented in Chapter 5. Finally, study 5 exploring the perceived 

role of mosque education in the integration of the Turkish-Dutch students is reported in 

Chapter 6. The dissertation ends with Chapter 7 which brings together the findings of the 

different studies and presents reflections on the contributions of this PhD research to the 

field. The last chapter also addresses the limitations of the studies in this thesis, and offers 

recommendations for policy, practice and future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

Mapping Discourses on Mosque Education in the Netherlands: A Content Analysis of 

the Dutch Press, 2010-20161 

 

 

Introduction 

This article aims to contribute to the knowledge on media discourses on mosque education in 

the Netherlands. There are many studies dealing with the portrayal of Muslims and Islam in 

different Western media (d’Haenens & Bink, 2006; Hussain, 2000; Jackson, 2010; Kabir, 

2007; Said, 1997; Schiffer, 2008; Shadid & van Koningsveld, 2002). There is, however, only 

one study on the media representation of mosque education in the West (Cherti et al., 2011). 

Media content influences the attitudes and the beliefs of the audiences (McCombs & 

Reynolds, 2002). Hence, a study of the portrayal of mosque education can contribute to our 

understanding of the polarized context within which Muslim communities are providing 

religious education. It can help identify the tensions between Muslim parents’ rights to 

educate their children in accordance with their beliefs and the politicized debate on civic 

integration of the second and third generation Muslim youth. The language used in press 

portrayals often defines the vocabulary which policymakers and schoolteachers use in their 

interaction with Muslim students and mosque educators.  

Mosque education is defined in the literature by different terms such as Qur’an 

schools, madrassas or mosque schools. In this study, we adopt an inclusive definition of 

mosque education. It refers to all forms of non-formal religious education provided by the 

mosques, including Qur’an schools teaching how to read the Qur’an, hifz classes teaching 

 
1 This chapter is a pre-print version of: Sözeri, S., Hülya Kosar-Altinyelken, H. & Volman, 

M. (2019). Mapping discourses on mosque education in the Netherlands: a content analysis 

of the 

Dutch press, 2010–2016. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 40 (3), 

358-371. The Version of Record of this manuscript has been first published online on 19 

April 2017, and is available in Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education by 

Taylor and Francis. DOI:10.1080/01596306.2017.1316705. 
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Qur’an memorization and recitation, and more general Islamic religious education classes 

focusing on knowledge about the life of the prophet, Islamic lifestyle and rules of conduct. 

Since the educational activities of the mosques in the Netherlands fall beyond the regulatory 

framework of the state, their choice of curriculum, textbooks and governance regimes are 

entirely autonomous. Thus, it is important to differentiate them from the state-regulated and 

state-funded Islamic primary schools.  

The central question that guides this article is: What are the major discourses on 

mosque education in the Dutch press? To that end, using the methodological strategy of 

content analysis, we examine data from the five most circulated daily newspapers in the 

Netherlands between 2010 and 2016. The article is structured as follows: First, we provide an 

overview of the scholarly debates on mosque education in Western societies. The studies 

about the practice of mosque education present a primary source of reference on which we 

base our analysis of the portrayal of mosque education in the Dutch press. By outlining the 

issues arising from the literature, we aim to set the stage for comparison with the media 

representations found in our study. Next, we briefly examine the portrayal of Muslims and 

Islam in the Dutch press so far. Then, we analyze the press discourses on mosque education 

in the Netherlands, based on their coverage in the five largest Dutch newspapers in the past 

six years. In the conclusion, we highlight our major findings, discuss their implications and 

offer some suggestions for further research. 

 

Scholarly debates on mosque education 

 

Despite its high societal relevance and the growing interest by politicians and the general 

public, the existing research on mosque education in non-Muslim societies is extremely 

scarce (Berger, 2014; Moore, 2012; Pels, 2014). The few studies regarding the influence of 

mosque education on children point to two contending lines of thought: Some studies discuss 

the positive effects of mosque education on self-esteem, school performance, and cultural 

intelligence, and others suggest that mosque education might undermine reading 

comprehension skills, civic values education, and social cohesion. 

Some of the scholars who claim that mosque education benefits Muslim children have 

found that it is linked to a greater sense of belonging, confidence and self-worth and that it 

influences children’s learner identity development positively (Ahmed, 2012; Meer, 2009). 

Östberg (2000), for instance, found that Qur’anic instruction was correlated with higher 
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cultural competencies and stronger self-reflexivity of the Pakistani children in Oslo. 

Similarly, Gent (2011) who conducted participant observation and interviews with students of 

a Qur’an class in a London mosque claims that children reported increased well-being (e.g.: 

“praying gives you energy”, p. 12), and ability to successfully transfer the skills learnt at the 

mosque to their schools (such as memorization and recitation). Moreover, Maylor et al. 

(2010) establish positive links between attending mosque classes which provide homework 

assistance and reinforcement of good attitudes to learning at the mainstream schools. 

On the other side of the spectrum, studies conducted by critical scholars have drawn 

attention to contradictions between mosque education and schools. Rosowsky (2013) who 

conducted research in three mosques in the UK, observed that students were taught to decode 

the sacred script ignoring the meaning of the words they read.  He suggests that this type of 

instruction may have serious implications for reading in schools, “to the extent where 

meaning of the words becomes incidental, and where such nonunderstanding is also not 

disconcerting to the young reader” (p.76). Considering the role of proficiency in the majority 

language for the academic achievement of the children from immigrant background, 

normalizing reading without comprehension may constitute an obstacle to the development of 

their reading comprehension skills at school. 

The pedagogical quality of mosque education has also received various criticisms. 

Some authors note that volunteers teaching in European mosques usually lack any 

pedagogical training (Sieckelinck et al., 2012) and warn against cases of maltreatment of the 

children at the mosque classes, among which the use of corporal punishment (Cherti & 

Bradley, 2011; Rajabi-Ardeshiri, 2011). Lewis (2002) points out that religious instructors 

who are educated in their country of origin are unable to relate the content of the lessons to 

European societies, and to the cultural life-worlds of the Muslim youth. Likewise, Cherti and 

Bradley (2011) report that 40% of the respondents in their study of British mosque education 

were taught by foreign imams who were not seen as capable of providing adequate support to 

children “in understanding their dual British-Muslim identity” (p.6). 

Critics also question the compatibility between citizenship education and mosque 

education. While citizenship education aims at developing critical thinking, respect for 

opposing views and independence (Schuitema et al., 2008; ten Dam & Volman, 2004), 

mosque education is said to indoctrinate students with a one-sided approach, promote 

acceptance of authority and inhibit learner’s autonomy (Halder, 2013; Sahin, 2013). 

Moreover, some studies note that mosque education may be promoting traditional gender 



18 

 

roles and sexist attitudes (Cherti & Bradley, 2011) offering “conflicting perspectives over the 

issues of educational contents, dress code and segregation” of boys and girls (Bhuiyan, 2010, 

p.109). Such practices may place the students in the position of constant negotiation between 

the allegedly contradicting values of schools and mosques, especially if they observe a sharp 

discrepancy between the two realms. Critics have argued that this may result in a divide 

between the civic and the religious identity of the children, reinforcing the differences 

between the two and affecting social cohesion negatively (Cherti & Bradley, 2011; 

Community Cohesion Independent Review Team, 2001; Ousley, 2001). 

The only research focusing on Dutch mosque education is a study by Pels and 

colleagues (Pels et al., 2006; Pels et al., 2006a; Pels et al., 2006b) conducted in one Turkish 

and two Moroccan mosques. The researchers note that in all three mosques, the classes 

present a parallel world to the mainstream schools as the content of the study material makes 

weak connections with the realities experienced by children in Dutch society. Only in the 

Turkish mosque Ayasofya, social issues such as the emancipation of women and child abuse 

were lightly touched upon. Nevertheless, Pels and colleagues claim that they have observed 

reformed pedagogical practices in which milder child-friendly instruction with a space for 

“discussion, singing and methods of learning with an element of play” (Pels, 2014, p.69) 

replaced previous authoritarian teaching styles. This finding is suggestive of reform processes 

which some mosques might be undergoing. 

 

Portrayal of Islam and Muslims in the Dutch press 

The representation of mosque education is situated within a broader media portrayal of Islam 

and Muslims. Existing studies point out to a general tendency for negative representation of 

groups usually characterized as the “others” of the mainstream society (Erjavec, 2001; 

Brooks & Hébert, 2006; KhosraviNik, 2010). Islam and Muslim immigrants, in particular, are 

structurally portrayed through negative imagery in many Western media outlets (Bullock & 

Jafri, 2000; Kabir, 2007; Poole, 2006; Shadid & van Koningsveld, 2002). Especially after 

9/11, the media discourse on Islam has been dominated by associations with terrorism and 

essential “otherness” of the Muslims (Morey & Yaqin, 2011). The only study on the portrayal 

of mosque education in the West is from Britain (Cherti et al., 2011). The British context is 

peculiar because via the project “Islam and Citizenship Education” the government has 

introduced a curriculum of citizenship education in more than 300 mosques. The study has 

found that the storylines in the British press focus on child protection and extremism 
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prevention through citizenship education in mosques. This suggests that the debates on 

mosque education are embedded within a discourse on securitization of Islam. Securitization 

of Islam is not only portraying Islam as a source of threat, but also designing education and 

immigration policies based on that assumption (Cesari, 2010). 

There are a few studies which analyzed the representation of Islam and Muslims in 

the Dutch press. A pioneering study by ter Wal (2004), for instance, compared the portrayal 

of Islam before and after 9/11 in the quality newspaper De Volkskrant. It showed that before 

9/11 the coverage focused more on personal experiences of religiosity by the Muslims, while 

after 9/11 the focus shifted towards the relation between religious fundamentalism and 

integration. D’Haenens and Bink (2006), on the other hand, analyzed the Islam-related 

articles in the popular newspaper De Algemeene Dagblad. Their results show that there is a 

significant increase in negative framing about domestic Islam after the murder of the Dutch 

filmmaker Theo van Gogh by a radical from Dutch-Moroccan background in 2004. 

More recently, van Drunen (2014) who studied the framing of Muslims in eight Dutch 

newspapers in an ordinary non-election period between September 2010 and March 2011, 

showed that the four most dominant frames with regard to Muslims are “problematization”, 

“homogenization”, “otherness”, and “fear and threat”. The “problematization” frame focuses 

on conflicts and problems caused by Muslims. The “fear and threat” frame contains messages 

on perceived threats from Muslims. The “homogenization” frame indicates generalizations 

regardless of the differences among Muslims. Lastly, the “otherness” frame accentuates 

differences between Muslims and non-Muslims. It is expected that the unfavorable portrayal 

of Islam and conceptual homogenization of Muslims would be reflected also in the portrayal 

of mosque education by the Dutch press. 

 

Method  

The Netherlands is an interesting case-study for two reasons. Firstly, it hosts one of the 

highest percentages of Muslim population in Western Europe, estimated at 6% of the total 

population in 2010 (Berger, 2014). The largest Dutch Muslim communities are from Turkish, 

Moroccan and Surinamese background. There are 475 mosques belonging to the different 

communities (Berger, 2014) and almost all of them offer educational programs. Some sources 

claim that nearly half of all Dutch-Turkish and Dutch-Moroccan children attend mosque 

classes (Driessen & Merry, 2006). Secondly, in the past decade, the country has experienced 
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a shift from an official policy of multiculturalism towards immigrant assimilation, in a more 

drastic way than other countries (Entzinger, 2003; Vasta, 2007). 

To obtain our sample, we have used the Lexis Nexis database. The sample consists of 

the five largest daily newspapers in the Netherlands: De Telegraaf, De Algemeene Dagblad 

(AD), De Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad and Trouw (NDP Nieuwsmedia data, 2013). Based 

on previous studies of the Dutch press, we categorize De Telegraaf and AD as popular 

(tabloid) newspapers, and De Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad and Trouw as quality press 

(Schafraad, 2009; Vliegenthart, 2007). Popular press is said to cover the news in a more 

sensational and less nuanced way than quality press, and to share the anti-establishment and 

anti-immigrant sentiments of the populist right-wing parties (Mazzoleni, 2003). We have 

restricted the time frame to the last six years. Thus, the articles included in the analysis are 

published between the 16th of March 2010 and the 16th of March 2016. The reason for 

selecting the year of 2010 as a starting point has to do with the significant rise in anti-Muslim 

attitudes in the Netherlands as manifested in the electoral success of the extreme right-wing 

party PVV (Party for Freedom) in the same year.  

The articles were retrieved using the search terms koranschool OR madrassa OR 

moskeeschool (Qur’an school OR madrassa OR mosque school). The initial sample consisted 

of 163 articles which did not necessarily refer to mosque education in the Netherlands. We 

experimented with filtering the results by the term nederlands* (Dutch) but this resulted in 

omitting relevant articles and thus we did not apply the filter. One major limitation of using 

Lexis Nexis is that the search terms may produce symptomatic rather than pertinent results. 

Therefore, we needed to eliminate manually some of the articles which did not refer to the 

Dutch context. Consequently, we ended up with a sample of 45 articles. The main focus of 

the articles was not necessarily religious instruction, but they all contained references to 

mosque education in the Netherlands.  

The methodological strategy employed to analyze the texts was qualitative content 

analysis which is characterized by reflexive research design allowing new concepts to emerge 

through constant discovery and constant comparison (Altheide & Schneider, 2013). In this 

regard, the codes were developed on the basis of the theoretical review of the literature on 

mosque education, however, new codes were added as they emerge from the texts. This 

resulted in a list of 22 codes with 85 coding instances in total as some news items contained 

more than one code.  The coding was done via the software ATLAS.ti by two researchers 

until “convergent validity” of the coding was achieved (see Friese, 2014, p.134). Beside the 
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codes, the identity of the actors was also taken into account, that is who gets to speak about 

mosque education.  

Mosque education is a rather wide-spread practice among the Muslim immigrants. 

However, only forty-five out of 163 articles deal with mosque education in the Netherlands 

as opposed to 118 articles on mosque education abroad. This illustrates the relative 

invisibility of domestic mosque education in the Dutch press. Since the aim of this paper is to 

understand the discourses about the mosque education in the Netherlands, articles focusing 

on mosque classes in Muslim countries, e.g. Senegal, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Bangladesh or 

Morocco were not included in the analysis. The portrayals of mosque education in the 

omitted news items contained mainly references to jihad-recruitment, Islamic terrorism and 

religious radicalism in the Middle East. This is in line with the results of previous research on 

Islam in the Dutch press showing that “foreign Islam is more often associated with terrorism 

than Dutch Islam” (d’Haenens & Bink, 2006, p.147). Such media representations are likely to 

influence the construction of negative images among Dutch public about the teaching 

activities of the mosques in the Netherlands as well.  

 

Findings 

Most of the discourses emerging from the literature were also reflected in the portrayal of 

mosque education in the press. The majority of the coding instances contain problematic 

associations with mosque education, the main issues being allegations of corporal 

punishment, restrictive gender norms, links with religious extremism and local opposition to 

mosques. The results also show that quality newspapers provided more balanced coverage 

than popular dailies by reporting also on positive aspects such as benefits of mosque 

education for identity formation and cognitive development. Table 3 gives an overview of the 

codes grouped in discursive categories and distributed by newspaper. 
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Table 3. Distribution of codes per newspaper. 

 

 

 Telegraaf AD Volkskrant NRC Trouw Total 

Pedagogical practices      29 
Corporal punishment  0 1 4 1 6 12 

Cognitive benefits of Qur’an classes 0 0 1 3 4 8 

Changing pedagogical climate 0 1 2 1 0 4 

Rote learning 0 0 1 0 1 2 

Negative pedagogical climate 0 0 1 0 0 1 

Authoritarian pedagogy 0 0 1 0 0 1 

Inadequate training of imams 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Gender norms      10 

Gender norms 1 1 3 1 4 10 

Radicalization and extremism      16 

Links with religious extremism 3 0 0 1 5 9 

Foreign financing 2 0 1 0 1 4 

Preaching intolerance 2 0 0 0 0 2 

Islamization 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Social cohesion and segregation      16 

Local opposition 7 0 0 0 0 7 

Social cohesion 0 0 1 2 2 5 

Segregation 0 0 0 0 4 4 

Links with mainstream schools      1 

Cooperation with formal schools 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Other codes      13 

Islamic identity maintenance 0 0 0 3 0 3 

Parental religiosity 0 0 1 1 1 3 

Physical conditions 0 0 0 2 1 3 

Authoritative parenting 0 0 2 0 0 2 

Bad neighborhood reputation 0 0 0 1 0 1 

No to public financing 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Total coding instances 17 3 18 16 31 85 
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Pedagogical practices 

Corporal punishment is the most dominant theme. It was present in four of the five 

newspapers referring to cases of child abuse in Moroccan mosques. For example, Trouw (6 

April 2013) wrote about a legal complaint filed by the mayor of Tilburg against the local 

Salafi mosque regarding five cases of child abuse which were investigated by the GGD 

(Municipal Health Service). The voices of the children, parents or the mosque representatives 

are noticeably absent in this account.  

An interview with the Dutch Moroccan writer Mano Bouzamour provides a first-hand 

account about his own experience in mosque classes in Amsterdam which he attended 

between the ages four and 13. Here we can trace both the issues of child abuse and the 

unfavorable physical conditions of the classroom in the mosque:  

… a concrete, damp cellar with no windows and no ventilation, lit with fluorescent 

tubes, where it often was talked about the fire of the hell, seventy times hotter than the 

fire on the earth. If you had not learned the Qur’anic verses, you were beaten on your 

palms with a bamboo stick (NRC Handelsblad, 23 November 2013). 

Samira Bouchibti, a Dutch Moroccan politician and writer, also reflects on corporal 

punishment: “Children are still sent to Qur’an schools on Sundays. To a not so pleasant 

environment where sometimes they are beaten” (De Volkskrant, 12 May 2012). Considering 

the scarcity of available official information about the physical conditions and pedagogical 

practices in the mosques, accounts like these become a main source of reference for the 

Dutch public. Although the accounts are published in quality newspapers, the balanced nature 

of the portrayal is arguable as the realities are constructed only by powerful public figures 

rather than ordinary Muslims. 

Other references to the pedagogy of the mosque also portray a negative climate, 

including a fear-based, authoritarian approach among instructors, emphasis on indoctrination 

and rote learning, and inadequate pedagogical training of imams and volunteer teachers. 

These accounts suggest that due to their lack of familiarity with the Dutch culture and 

language, imams are not able to offer adequate support to the children:  

There is radicalization, the imams don’t have a good idea what is going on among the 

youth, they either speak no Dutch or don’t speak it well enough, and they are not 

capable of translating theology to the practicalities of everyday life 

(Trouw, 24 February 2016). 
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There are, however, also reports pointing towards positive changes in the pedagogical 

climate of mosques. Critical Muslims such as the Dutch Moroccan writer Abdelkader Benali 

who attended mosque education in the past comments that “a lot has changed in between” 

(De Volkskrant, 9 April 2011). Likewise, Muslim adolescents in their early twenties are able 

to observe reformed practices as well: 

When I was a child, almost no girls were coming to the mosque. This has changed. 

Boys and girls sit in the same classroom for a Qur’an class or Arabic lesson (NRC 

Handelsblad, 7 November 2011). 

Moreover, as already mentioned, all of the quality newspapers contained also 

references to the benefits of mosque education. Differently than the articles on corporal 

punishment, these articles made space for the agency of the students attending mosque 

classes and the accounts were mostly presented via their voices. The students claimed that the 

mosque classes had a disciplining effect on them and helped them perform better at school 

(NRC Handelsblad, 21 June 2014). Some claimed that despite memorization and repetition 

techniques, mosque classes helped them to learn Arabic (Trouw, 8 March 2013; Trouw, 4 

November 2015) and even develop a taste for poetry (De Volkskrant, 8 June 2013; Trouw, 1 

March 2014).  

 

Gender norms 

Reference to gender norms was present in all newspapers and encompassed a diversity of 

issues related to the rules of conduct for Muslim girls. The dailies portrayed the mosque 

education mainly as something which enforces inequality between Muslim girls and boys. 

The references described the compulsory segregation between sexes in the mosques (De 

Volkskrant, 7 March 2012), restrictions on dress code (“you cannot wear short skirt or tights”, 

Trouw, 8 March 2013), and the forbidden handshaking between men and women observed by 

imams (AD, 18 June 2013). Moreover, traditional expectations in terms of gender roles were 

cited, according to which the girls are not allowed to move away from parents for their 

studies (Trouw, 15 January 2014), and are described as child-bearers and the primary 

caretakers at home (NRC Handelsblad, 7 November 2011). Among all articles containing a 

code on gender norms, only one presented a critical stance against the “feminist” presumption 

that a headscarf symbolizes the oppression of the Muslim girls (Trouw, 14 February 2015). 
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Radicalization and religious extremism 

Framed in a more negative light than the gender norms are the references to links with 

radicalization and religious extremism. The references to links between mosque education 

and religious extremism include accusations of mosques about preaching intolerance or 

calling on jihad against democracy. Similar to the academic discourse on radicalization, 

Salafi mosques are highlighted for being associated with controversial imams who “incite 

children against the society” (De Telegraaf, 5 February 2016), or who allegedly have links 

with “jihadist groups in his homeland Syria” (Trouw, 5 April 2013). Although the number of 

Salafi mosques in the Netherlands is limited, the discourse on religious extremism results in a 

general securitization of mosque education. This leads to the creation of defensive rhetoric by 

moderate Muslims. For example, a Dutch-Moroccan community who constructed a new 

mosque explicitly distances itself from assumptions about foreign donors who are likely to 

lend not only their financial resources but also their radical religious ideas (Trouw, 28 

January 2014). 

 

Social cohesion and segregation 

The discourses on segregation and social cohesion are closely related. While the articles on 

social cohesion accentuate religious diversity either in a neutral or a positive light, all articles 

on segregation are framed negatively and stress the decreased opportunity for contact 

between Muslim children attending mosque education and their non-Muslim peers. There are 

concerns that participation in mosque classes limits children’s exposure to the Dutch 

language and culture (Trouw, 30 November 2011). One of the articles explicitly refers to the 

report of Lodewijk Asscher, Minister of Social Affairs and Employment (2012-2017), on the 

isolationist tendencies within the Dutch-Turkish community suggesting that mosque 

education creates “parallel societies” and is counteractive to successful integration (Trouw, 

22 November 2014). Mosque education is portrayed as a factor which deepens societal 

segregation without providing information on possible socio-economic reasons behind it. The 

exclusionary reactions (or “othering”) of the non-Muslim majority are illustrated by the 

resistance of the local community to the construction of new mosques with Qur’an schools. 
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Bridges with schools 

The topic of cooperation between schools and mosques is covered only once. In an opinion 

piece in De Telegraaf (5 February 2016), the Dutch Romanian journalist Nausicaa Marbe is 

critical against calls from pedagogue Mirte Loeffen for more collaboration between mosques 

and schools. Loeffen, who organizes trainings for schools on dealing with radicalization 

among students, has suggested increasing teachers’ knowledge about Islam for a better 

connection with the Muslim students. This proposition seems unacceptable for the journalist 

of De Telegraaf. She questions the role of the mosque in educating Dutch Muslim children 

and portrays mosques and schools as incompatible “others”. 

To contrast, De Volkskrant (7 March 2012) makes space for the voice and agency of 

Muslims themselves and presents the example of the recently constructed Dutch-Surinamese 

mosque Taqwah mosque in Amsterdam. The mosque is an illustration of an attempt by the 

local Muslim community to bridge the gap with schools by offering homework assistance in 

mixed-gender lessons in Dutch.  

References on extending citizenship education to mosque education are absent from 

the press discourses. There are, however, some critical opinion pieces which focus on the 

incompatibility of civic values and mosque education. NRC Handelsblad (23 April 2011), for 

instance, quoted Mike Huckabee, a former Republican presidential candidate in the US, 

referring to madrassas as something which do not belong to the West and as such, 

incompatible with liberal citizenship. Similarly, the historian Simon Schama was quoted for 

stating that the mosques can be tolerated in the Netherlands as long as they do not preach 

about jihad against democracy (NRC Handelsblad, 3 November 2011). Both cases exemplify 

boundary drawing in defining the values of the nation.  

Incidentally, it is pointed out that mosque classes can play a role in Muslim children’s 

identity development. “Almost every Moroccan boy goes through an identity crisis”, one of 

them says, and those who attended mosque classes appreciate the positive recognition of their 

identity in mosques: “Only in the mosque you are not that Moroccan. You feel recognized” 

(NRC Handelsblad, 7 November 2011). This statement suggests lack of recognition in other 

spheres of social life and problematizes the role of the schools in inclusive identity building. 

The only article dealing with the separation of mosque and state advocates that no 

public funding should be made available for mosque education (Trouw, 25 March 2016). This 

raises the dilemma of whether mosque education should belong to the private or public realm. 

Situating mosque education inside the public realm would affirm mosques as legitimate 
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actors in children’s educational lives. Situating it outside of the public realm, however, tends 

to limit mosques’ role in designing solutions to educational and social problems of Muslim 

youth. Furthermore, it undermines state’s capacity in ensuring that no isolationist tendencies 

are cultivated by the “imported imams” of the so-called “parallel communities”.  

 

Discussion and conclusion 

This article provided an analysis of discourses on mosque education as discussed in the most 

circulated Dutch newspapers between 2010 and 2016. The leading issues with regard to the 

pedagogical practices in the mosques are illustrated by reports on child abuse and the 

inadequate pedagogical training of religious instructors. With regard to gender norms at the 

mosque education, the press tends to accentuate differences with the mainstream Dutch 

society based on the separation of sexes, while differences between religious communities are 

disregarded. The representations contain associations between mosque education and 

radicalization: mosque classes are said to teach the children intolerance towards democratic 

values. Also, mosque education is said to decrease children’s exposure to Dutch culture and 

language resulting in isolated communities and stimulating segregation rather than social 

cohesion. Lastly, cooperation with mainstream schools is only once touched upon, and is 

represented as undesirable due to the essential ‘otherness’ of the two types of education.  

The main issues discussed in the Dutch press resonate with the portrayals of mosque 

education in British media (Cherti et al., 2011). Mosque education in the Netherlands, just 

like in Britain, is frequently mentioned in relation to child protection and religious 

extremism. Differently than the British press, there is no coverage on mosques’ role in the 

civic values education of Muslim children in the Netherlands. Rather, mosque education is 

placed in a position to prove that the Islamic values they teach are compatible with 

democratic citizenship. This may be related to the absence of Dutch initiatives similar to the 

British projects for citizenship education in the mosques which have attracted attention in the 

British press.  

As pointed out earlier, the press discourses on mosque education are embedded within 

a more general media portrayal of Islam and Muslims. Considering the predominantly 

negative coverage on Islam and Muslims in the West, it could be expected that the 

representation of mosque education is overall negative as well. This phenomenon can be 

partially explained by the discourse on securitization of Islam after terrorist attacks claimed 

by Muslim groups. Moreover, some scholars have drawn attention to the fact that even before 
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9/11, the “othering” of Muslims based on the idea of the superiority of the West has been a 

prominent line in the Orientalist knowledge production of the European and the U.S. media 

for a long time (Said, 1997; Richardson, 2004). Others like Ottosen (1995) suggest that “the 

enemy image of Islam has roots centuries back and must be analyzed in the context of 

Christian-Muslim rivalry” (p. 98). As such, the media portrayal of mosque education is part 

of a long trend of a dual representation of the world, of an Occidental identity construction in 

which “they” (the Arabs, the Muslims) have been viewed as “different” and “threatening” to 

“us” (the Westerners, the Christians). 

In this case, portraying mosque education as threatening, problematic and essentially 

different reinforces a homogenized image of mosque education. This raises some concerns 

because media representations may have real implications for policymaking and practice. 

Increased dialogue and partnership between schools and mosques are important steps in 

bridging the gap between the two realms. The prevalence of unfavorable portrayal disguising 

the differences between and within religious communities, however, might make partnerships 

between mosques and schools unlikely. The polarized debate may also affect negatively the 

decisions of municipalities to cooperate with mosques.  

As portrayal and actual practice of mosque education are likely to be different, we 

need rigorous and unbiased research on the pedagogy, content and structure of mosque 

education in various religious communities. The analysis also shows that the space for the 

voices of Muslim students and parents is very limited in the press. Both policymakers and 

educators can gain from better understanding the role of mosques in the educational lives of 

young Dutch Muslims. This requires more empirical knowledge about the experiences of 

Muslim students, parents and mosque teachers as well. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Turkish Mosque Education in the Netherlands: Organization, Objectives, Curriculum, 

Content and Language Policies2 

 

 

Introduction 

This paper seeks to explore a very scarcely studied academic area: mosque education 

followed by students with Muslim immigrant background in non-Muslim majority countries. 

Mosque education, also known in the literature as madrasa education, mosque schooling and 

Qur'an schooling, is the Islamic education provided by imams and mosque teachers to school-

age children outside of their school time. The international literature on Islamic education 

mostly focuses either on challenges about mainstream Islamic education in Muslim-majority 

countries (e.g. Asadullah & Chaudhury, 2016; Aşlamacı & Kaymakcan, 2017; Bano, 2017; 

Boyle, 2006), or on the debates around the relatively recent arrangements for Islamic primary 

and secondary schools within the public education systems of Western countries (e.g. 

Abdallah et al., 2018; Bourget, 2019; García, 2018; Merry & Driessen, 2005; Zine, 2008). 

The first line of research falls outside the scope of this study as it deals with the experiences 

of Muslims in their native context. The second line of research also falls outside of the scope 

of the present study as it deals with the issues of accommodation of the Islamic schools 

within the formal mainstream schooling. Usually Islamic primary and secondary schools in 

non-Muslim countries follow the national curriculum with limited inclusion of Islamic 

subjects, and in cases of irregularities, the authorities in the respective country are known to 

withdraw subsidies and school permits (Daun & Arjmand, 2005). As such, they constitute a 

better-known case of Islamic education in non-Muslim contexts. 

 

 
2 This chapter is a pre-print version of: Sözeri, S. & Altinyelken, H. K. (2019). What are 

children being taught in the mosque? Turkish mosque education in the Netherlands. 

Learning, Culture and Social Interaction 22, 1-13. The Version of Record of this manuscript 

has been first published online on 28 June 2019, and is available in Learning, Culture and 

Social Interaction by Elsevier. DOI:10.1016/j.lcsi.2019.100326. 
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In many Western countries, however, there is a lot of anxiety and speculations with 

regard to the teaching practices within the mosques. This field of non-formal or 

supplementary Islamic education differs from formal Islamic primary and secondary schools 

as it remains outside of the mechanisms for state supervision. Some of the concerns are 

related to claims about Muslim youth radicalization and the contested role of foreign imams 

in the integration of immigrant children (Cherti & Bradley, 2011). Despite the interest by 

policy-makers and the wider public, mosque education followed by Muslim children is an 

understudied area both in education research and in migration studies (Berger, 2014; Moore, 

2012). The scarcity of scholarly attention to the subject is partially due to difficulty in 

obtaining access to the field as researchers are often met with suspicion and distrust with 

regard to their intentions (Bolognani, 2007; Gent, 2011; Scourfield et al., 2013). These 

feelings of distrust and the defensive attitudes of the Islamic communities are caused to some 

extent by the negative portrayal of Muslims and mosque education in the media (Cherti, 

Glennie, & Bradley, 2011; Sözeri et al., 2019). Nevertheless, the field of supplementary 

Islamic education in non-Muslim contexts is emerging. Some noticeable contributions 

include a research by Cherti and Bradley (2011) reporting on the organization of British 

madrassas and their influence on social cohesion and radicalization; an ethnographic account 

by Gent (2011) who provides insights on student experiences based on interviews and 

observations at a boys' hifz class in London mosque; a study by Berglund (2018) who, based 

on student interviews in London and Stockholm, analyzes the different construction of the 

notions “reading”, “understanding and “meaning” by secular mainstream and supplementary 

mosque education; a research paper by Alkouatli and Vadeboncoeur (2018) who, based on 

classroom observations and interviews with the educators in a mosque in Canada, present 

mosque educators' views on learning and child development; and a study by Isik (2018) who 

explores whether mosques and mainstream educational institutions in Germany can learn 

from each other's experience with Islamic education. A common denominator for all these 

studies is the attempt for unveiling the links between the student experiences at school and in 

the mosque by recognizing that the mosque constitutes a significant part of Muslim children's 

learning environment. 

In this regard, this exploratory study has the aim to contribute to the expansion of the 

research on mosque education in the Netherlands and beyond. To do so, it uses the Dutch 

country case and based on a diverse body of data, it provides a comparative overview of the 
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mosque education offered by the three largest Turkish Islamic communities in the 

Netherlands; Diyanet, Milli Görüş, and Süleymanlıs. In the following sections, this article 

starts with an overview of the Turkish Islamic communities in the Netherlands which are also 

the main providers of mosque education. It continues by mapping the theoretical 

underpinnings – the main concepts – which it employs for examining mosque education. This 

is followed by a comparative analysis of the way mosque education is organized by the 

Turkish Islamic communities in the Netherlands. The main analytical lenses are organization, 

curriculum, including learning objectives and content of the teaching materials, and language 

policies. The last section presents a discussion of the findings and their implications, and ends 

by offering potential directions for further research on Islamic education in non-Muslim 

majority countries. 

Turkish-Dutch youth and the Turkish Islamic organizations in the Netherlands 

A recent report by the Netherlands Institute for Social Research estimates that Muslims 

constitute 6% of the Dutch population, and point to increasing levels of religiosity among 

both older and younger generations conveyed via higher frequency of praying and mosque 

attendance (Huijnk, 2018). In the case of our study, it is interesting to focus on the Turkish-

Dutch for a number of reasons. First, they are the most numerous Islamic group in the 

Netherlands (Berger, 2014). Most group members are second and third generation 

descendants of the guest-workers who came in the 60’s and 70’s. Second, research has shown 

that the Turkish-Dutch have stronger intra-ethnic ties and isolationist tendencies than other 

immigrant groups in the country (CBS, 2012; Huijnk & Dagevos, 2012). Moreover, Turkish-

Dutch youth has repeatedly been found to exhibit high levels of Islamic identification and 

practices indicating successful transfer of parental religious values across generations (Phalet 

et al., 2008; Maliepaard et al., 2010; Fleischmann & Phalet, 2012). Recent study by 

Fleischmann and Phalet (2018) comparing Muslim youth in Belgium, England, Germany, the 

Netherlands and Sweden, has found that stronger commitment to religion is associated with 

lower sense of identification with the host nation. Hence, studying the way Islam is being 

taught to the Turkish-Dutch youth by the mosques might also provide insights for 

understanding the dynamics between religiosity, Turkish and Dutch national identification. 

The four largest Turkish Islamic associations outside of Turkey, namely Diyanet, Milli 

Görüş, Süleymanlıs, and the Gülen community (also known as Hizmet), play an important 



32 

 

role in sustaining the religious identity and practices of the young generations by providing 

opportunity for Islamic education outside of the school. All of them adhere to Sunni Islam, 

and each one has a transnational structure originating from Turkey and spread across Europe 

(Sunier & Landman, 2015). Differences between them stem from their relationship with the 

Turkish state, and their religious and political ideologies. Since the educational initiatives of 

the Gülen movement are different in character, they are left out of the scope of this article. 

The reason for that is mainly related to the fact that the Gülen movement does not have any 

mosques, and therefore it does not provide mosque education comparable to the other Turkish 

Islamic communities.  

Diyanet, or the Turkish Presidency of Religious Affairs (Türkiye Diyanet İşleri 

Başkanlığı), is an organ of the Turkish state responsible for the regulation of all public 

religious affairs, and as such, a representative of the “official Turkish Islam” both at home 

and abroad. One of its main organs in the Netherlands is the Islamic Association Netherlands 

(Islamitische Stichting Nederland, established in 1982) which, with its 147 mosques, is the 

largest mosque association in the country. Imams at Diyanet mosques abroad are appointed 

for up to five years on a rotation principle by the Turkish state, and so are the chairs of 

Diyanet associations who are usually religious attachés at the respective Turkish embassy 

(Sunier & Landman, 2014). Recent studies point out to the increasingly contested role of 

Diyanet in the life of Turkish diaspora communities: it has been argued that under the AKP 

governments, Diyanet has become an influential actor in the foreign policy of the Turkish 

state which has been instrumentalizing Diyanet structures as part of its attempt to maintain 

influence over the Turks abroad (Öztürk & Sözeri, 2018; Maritato, 2018). 

In contrast to Diyanet, the associations of Süleymanlıs and Milli Görüş were established 

by the guest-workers in the European countries independently from the Turkish state. In the 

80’s, the operation of both of these movements was banned in Turkey due to representing 

competing understandings to the state-controlled Islam (Sunier & Landman, 2014). 

Süleymanlıs played a pioneering role in founding mosques and organizing religious activities 

for the Turkish Muslim immigrants in the Netherlands (Sunier & Landman, 2014). Currently 

there are 48 mosques affiliated with Süleymanlıs’ Association Islamic Center Netherlands 

(Stichting Islamitisch Centrum Nederland, established in 1972). The members are followers 

of the Turkish spiritual leader Süleyman Hilmi Tunahan, who was a Sufi şeyh and a late 

Ottoman scholar of Islam. Tunahan is a central figure in the establishment of Qur’an courses 
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in Turkey since upon the abolishment of the Ottoman madrasa education and the adoption of 

the Latin script instead of Arabic by the newly founded Turkish Republic, he “launched a 

mission to teach the young and adults how to recite the Qur’an in Arabic” (Yükleyen & 

Yurdakul, 2011, p.78). In addition to thousands of Qur’an schools, the Süleymanlı movement 

is also well-known for establishing an extensive network of student dormitories providing 

religious classes both in Turkey and abroad (Sunier & Landman, 2015).  

The Islamic community Milli Görüş, on the other hand, was founded by the followers of 

the Turkish politician Necmettin Erbakan and his Milli Selamet Partisi (National Salvation 

Part) in 1970’s in Germany, and later “strengthened as a diasporic network of Turkish 

Muslims in Europe” (Yükleyen & Yurdakul, 2011, p.72). In the Netherlands, there are 45 

mosques affiliated with Milli Görüş, and the first ones were set up by the South Holland 

branch of the movement called Dutch Islamic Federation (Nederlandse Islamitische 

Federatie, NIF, established in 1981). Initially, Milli Görüş positioned itself “as an anti-

imperialist and anti-secularist alternative to both leftist Turkish associations who were very 

active in those years and to the state-controlled Islam, represented by Diyanet” (Sunier & 

Landman, 2015, p.74). Yet, there is an indication of an ideological change within the 

movement after 2007, with key representatives voicing more liberal pro-European orientation 

and attempting to bridge the gap between Milli Görüş and the host society (see Lindo, 2008, 

and Schiffauer, 2010, cited in Sunier & Landman, 2014 ).  

Studies on mosque education in the Netherlands 

All diaspora mosques offer religious education, but to date there are only three studies on 

mosque education in the Netherlands. The first one was commissioned by the municipality of 

Rotterdam to Pels and colleagues who investigated the pedagogical practices at one Turkish 

mosque affiliated with Milli Görüş and two Moroccan mosques through classroom 

observations and interviews with stakeholders (Pels et al., 2006; Pels et al., 2006a; Pels et al., 

2006b). The findings of Pels and colleagues point out to a number of educational challenges. 

First, they identify that the Arabic and Turkish teaching materials make poor connections to 

the Dutch context in which the Muslim youth is growing up. Second, they suggest that the 

traditional initiate-response-evaluate didactical approach (in which usually questions 

targeting factual knowledge with only one possible correct answer are initiated by the teacher 

and answered by the students), is still dominant in the mosque classrooms. This finding 
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implies that the hocas rely less on approaches encouraging critical and analytical thinking. 

Furthermore, it hints at an existing misalignment in didactical approaches between the 

mosque and school classrooms. Nevertheless, they also suggest that the pedagogical 

approaches at the mosques have become more child-friendly compared to the past.  

The second study authored by Stella van de Wetering and Arslan Karagül (2013) 

investigates the need for Islamic education at the mosques and at the schools in a 

neighborhood in Amsterdam. Based on their own observations and seven interviews with 

imams, chairs and representatives of mosque associations, the authors have found out that the 

mosque associations are struggling with a shortage of space to meet the high demand for 

mosque classes, and with lack of mosque teachers trained in pedagogy and didactics. The 

authors conclude that despite these shortcomings, Muslim children have no other choice but 

to be content with mosque classes in their present form due to very limited opportunities for 

Islamic classes at school. Additionally, they note that the Islamic education given at the 

primary and secondary schools in the Netherlands is often seen as deficient by the Muslim 

parents who have preference for teachers who are practicing Muslims. 

The third study is a recent research by Altinyelken and Sözeri (2019). Based on a 

case-study of a Turkish Diyanet mosque and 36 interviews with imams, mosque teachers, 

parents and children, we have analyzed the contextual factors that alter the pedagogical 

practices imported by Diyanet through imams and teaching materials from Turkey to their 

mosque classrooms in the Netherlands. The findings of our case-study suggest that Turkish 

Diyanet mosques in the Netherlands are experiencing tentative pedagogical change as they 

show a tendency to introduce more Dutch in their teaching materials and the mosque 

classrooms, to incorporate more inquisitive teaching methods, and to emulate the classroom 

management, reward and punishment strategies of the Dutch schools. Importantly, the results 

of our case-study also indicate that the curriculum of Diyanet also places a strong focus on 

the transmission of Turkish culture and national values along with religious knowledge.  

In addition to these, there are also non-empirical studies dealing with mosque 

education in the Netherlands such as the article “Islamic Education of Muslim Children at 

Home and in the Mosque” by Stella El Bouayadi-van de Wetering (2012), and the article 

“Islamic Education in the Netherlands” by Ina ter Avest and Cok Bakker (2017). The first 

one provides an overview of the educational practices at the mosques in the Netherlands 
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mainly based on the scant literature and personal observations of the author as “a mother in a 

Muslim Moroccan-Dutch family” (El Bouayadi-van de Wetering, 2012, p. 75). She 

summarizes the learning goals of mosque education as: “1) learning to read and recite the 

Qur’an; 2) learning to pronounce Arabic; 3) learning how to perform the main religious 

rituals concerning the five pillars; 4) gaining information on Islam as a faith and a way of 

life; 5) learning about Islamic etiquette and ethics” (El Bouayadi-van de Wetering, 2012, 

p.82-83). The author remarks that mosque education has gained an additional objective in the 

immigration context: namely, providing guidance with regard to relations with non-Muslim 

members of the Dutch society. She observes that this is one of the most important 

pedagogical challenges that mosque education has to deal with since “the problem here is 

how to teach children to be respectful toward those of other religions, worldviews or culture 

while at the same time being taught that the faith and behavior of others is reprehensible or 

haram” (El Bouayadi-van de Wetering, 2012, p. 83). 

Ina ter Avest and Cok Bakker (2017), on the other hand, provide a brief overview of 

the organization and learning goals of mosque education as a part of their chapter on Islamic 

education in the Netherlands. The authors differentiate between the mosque education 

provided within the Moroccan, Turkish and Surinamese communities, paying attention to the 

differences in language policies and content. For example, they state that while learning 

fluent Arabic is an important goal in Moroccan mosques (since it is not only the language of 

the Qur’an but also the national language of Morocco), Turkish mosques use Turkish as the 

language of instruction and only teach basic Arabic literacy sufficient to read the Qur’an and 

say the prayers. Surinamese mosques, in contrast, provide mosque education in Dutch as this 

is also their national language. Moreover, the authors claim that classes at the Turkish and 

Surinamese mosques use more similar content compared to the Moroccan mosques. The 

latter are said to prioritize the recitation of the Qur’an by heart, while the learning goals at the 

other two communities are based on educating the children in the pillars, requirements and 

practice of Islam. Ter Avest and Bakker also draw attention to the increasing awareness 

among imams about the importance of providing messages of respect and tolerance 

countering possible radicalization tendencies among the youth in the mosque classes. 

However, many of the points raised by the authors are based on older studies (e.g.  Andree et 

al., 1990; Nijsten, 1998; Pels, 1999, cited in ter Avest & Bakker, 2017), and thus, might not 

be offering an up-to-date picture of the current state of mosque education. 
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Theoretical underpinnings 

Curriculum content, purposes and organization 

This study employs theoretical concepts derived from Walker’s (2003) fundamentals of 

curriculum as a heuristic device guiding the analysis of the data. Walker (2003, p. 4) argues 

that “curriculum is a particular way of ordering content and purposes for teaching and 

learning in schools”. In other words, he identifies three basic principles of curriculum: 

content, purposes and organization. Content refers to the subjects, themes, concepts and tasks 

included in the teaching and learning activities. Purposes correspond to the objective behind 

providing certain type of education and the learning goals (or outcomes) aimed to be 

achieved with it. Organization is the way in which the content and the purposes are 

coordinated and arranged within the course by the educators. 

The use of these theoretical concepts, however, is safe-guarded by two assumptions: 1) 

that some of the theoretical concepts which are developed for the regular school context 

might not be fully applicable to the realities of non-formal religious classes in a mosque, and 

2) that mosque education might be primarily guided by an Islamic understanding of education 

which does not necessarily fit into curriculum models developed by Western educationalists. 

In this regard, when exploring the educational practices of the mosques, this study attempts to 

include in its explanatory framework conceptualizations from Islamic philosophy of 

education. Halstead (2004), for example, argues that one of the main purposes of Islamic 

schooling in the West has been the preservation of the Muslim identity of the children. He 

claims that: 

at the heart of the Muslim concept of education is the aim of producing good Muslims 

with an understanding of Islamic rules of behavior and a strong knowledge of and a 

commitment to the faith. […] Independence of thought and personal autonomy do not 

enter into the Muslim thinking about education, which is more concerned with the 

progressive initiation of pupils into the received truths of the faith. (Halstead, 2004, p. 

519). 

Alternatively, Hussain (2004) defines the purposes of Islamic education with the 

Qur’anic concepts characterizing the meaning of education, namely tarbiyah and ta’lim. 

Tarbiyah refers to nurture and care for the spiritual development of the child, and ta’lim, to 
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the transfer of knowledge from the teacher to the student.  Differing from Halstead, Hussain 

states that “the question of identity is secondary” to the objective of providing Islamic 

education (Hussain, 2004, p. 322). Instead, he argues, that the rationale behind Islamic 

education initiatives in non-Muslim countries (in his example, Britain) has to do with 

acquainting the Muslim youth with Islam as “a way of life”. He conceptualizes the role of 

Muslim schools as facilitators of understanding of the re-contextualization of the religion in 

the new non-Muslim environment.  

In line with Hussain (2004), Sahin (2013), bases his analysis of Islamic educational 

philosophy on the style and structure of the Qur’an itself. He claims that repetition of the 

thematic material is part of the Qur’anic “pedagogy of storytelling” which follows the 

“educational rationale of teaching through discourses that are easy to recite, reflect, 

comprehend, apply and teach” (Sahin, 2013, p.176). He is critical of those defining Islamic 

education as an esoteric teaching based on coercive moral practices and training, and 

situating it in antithetical juxtaposition with Western secular education understood as 

materialistic teaching based on humanism. In response to that, he puts forward his “cloud-

grass theory of education in Islam”. His theory capitalizes on the Islamic educational concept 

of tarbiyah, which sees education as a means to look after and guide in order to facilitate the 

growth of a faithful Islamic personality. According to his theory, the transfer of knowledge is 

secondary to the process of caring for the upbringing and the development of student’s 

potential. 

Based on these conceptualizations, one can expect that the objective of mosque 

education would be not only to transfer Islamic knowledge, but also to cater for the context-

specific needs of the students in their classes, possibly with a strong emphasis on Islamic 

identity maintenance. Besides, previous studies in multiple contexts and subjects have shown 

that curriculum can be a tool for national identity building (Ahonen, 2001; Murray, 2008; 

Duranni & Dunne, 2010). Hence, this observation can help interpret and understand better the 

role of curriculum content and objectives of Turkish mosque education in the Dutch minority 

context. 

Language policies: the importance of medium of instruction 

The choice of medium of instruction and the fluency of both teachers and students in it are 

important determinants of the extent to which the provided education achieves its goals. In 
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this regard, research shows that education in students’ mother tongue or in the local language 

is more conducive to educational success than education in a second language (Baker, 2001; 

Benson, 2004). Also, some studies have identified a link between the maintenance of heritage 

language in the classroom and higher self-esteem, feelings of acceptance and general 

cognitive benefits (Cummins, 2000, & Byalstok, 2001, cited in Baker 2003). However, in the 

case of mosque students, while Turkish is their mother tongue, Dutch is the local language to 

which they are exposed at school and in the wider society since early childhood. The choice 

of one as a medium of instruction over the other might have different implications for their 

Turkish language maintenance, or further expansion of their Dutch language vocabulary with 

the addition of Islamic terminology.  

That being said, proficiency in the medium of instruction might be a goal in itself. 

Some scholars claim, for instance, that language policies in education often reflect a political 

and social agenda (Tsui & Tollefson, 2004), and that the choice of a language of instruction is 

an “implicit part of the ‘hidden curriculum’ of a school” (McGroarty, 2002,  p.17). Since 

language, just like religion, is considered to be one of the main markers of a national or 

ethnic identity (Brubaker, 2013), the choice of a language as a medium of instruction might 

serve an indirect learning objective related to the construction of that identity and to the 

strengthening of children’s feelings of belonging to the respective community (Brock-Utne, 

2001; Norton & Toohey, 2011). Therefore, to understand the dynamics between objective of 

the provided education, the medium of instruction and national identity, we also look at the 

use of language in the classroom by the imams, hocas and the students. In our study we adopt 

the Turkish term denoting a mosque teacher: hoca (pronounced: hodja) for two reasons. First, 

it is an untranslatable Turkish word ascribed to people teaching at a mosque (similar to the 

untranslatable word “imam” which cannot be replaced with a “priest”). Second, the term 

“teacher” is not appropriate since it conveys a degree of professionalization and vocational 

training which is lacking in the case of hocas who are often volunteers. 
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Data and methods 

The study is based on nine classroom observations, 43 semi-structured interviews (four of 

which were group interviews) with a total of 48 participants, and field-work notes. The field-

notes come from two roundtables with hocas respectively from Milli Görüş and Süleymanlıs, 

and field-notes from one expert meeting on mosque education with participation of 

representatives from all major Islamic communities in the Netherlands, including from 

Diyanet, Milli Görüş and Süleymanlıs. The classroom observations were conducted 

respectively during three months of fieldwork in one of the largest Diyanet mosques between 

March and May 2017, and two months of fieldwork in one of the largest Milli Görüş 

mosques between October and December 2017. In the observed mosques, informed active 

consent was obtained by the parents of the students. The parents were informed about 

research goals, issues of confidentiality and anonymity, and their right to withdraw at any 

point via bilingual letters in Turkish and Dutch, and signed bilingual active consent letters 

about their children's participation in the research. Prior to the observations, the children 

themselves were also informed about the research, and were allowed to ask questions to the 

first author before and after the classroom observations. Many parents expressed to the first 

author that they trust the discretion of the imam and the mosque chair when it comes to 

agreeing to participate in the research. The classroom observation framework reflected the 

analytical lenses of the study, including but not restricted to content of the classes, teaching 

materials, learning goals, and language use by the students and by the hocas. Below Table 4 

describes the composition of the classrooms during the observations. 

Table 4. Composition of the observed classrooms. 

Islamic 
organization 

Observation 
number 

Age range Gender Number of 
present 
students 

Level 

Diyanet First 8-12 Girls 13 Intermediate 
 Second 10-16 Boys 11 Advanced 
 Third 8-14 Boys 13 Intermediate 
 Fourth 8-14 Girls 15 Intermediate 
Milli Görüş First 7-10 Girls 9 Foundations of religious 

knowledge 1 
 Second 7-10 Girls 9 Foundations of religious 

knowledge 1 
 Third 6-8 Mixed 7 Preparatory class 

 Fourth 10-14 Boys 13 Foundations of religious 
knowledge 3 

 Fifth 11-14 Boys 9 Hifz class 
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Access to the case-study mosques was granted by the management of the Dutch branch of 

Diyanet, and by the executive board and imam at the Milli Görüş mosque. Since the mosques 

were not chosen randomly by the researchers, it is likely that they portray best practice 

examples which the management of the mosque communities prefers to share with the wider 

public. Nevertheless, in both cases, the mosques present typical examples of the curriculum 

content, learning goals and language policies implemented in the Diyanet and Milli Görüş 

mosques. For a more complete overview of the teaching practices in the Turkish mosques, 

Süleymanlıs were also approached with a request to include a case-study mosque with 

classroom observations. The community preferred to participate only with interviews and a 

roundtable discussion. 

The interviews were conducted between July 2016 and January 2017 with imams, hocas, 

key stakeholders such as chairs and representatives of Islamic umbrella organizations and 

Turkish migrant associations, leaders of the Turkish Islamic associations, and academics with 

expertise on Islam and Muslims in the Netherlands. We used purposive sampling to reach 

imams, hocas and key stakeholders from all Turkish-Islamic communities in the Netherlands. 

All interviews except four were audio-recorded and verbatim-transcribed. Four of the 

participants did not want their voice to be recorded, so we took detailed notes of these 

interviews. Confidential processing of the data was guaranteed to all participants. The 

interviews were conducted at a location chosen by the participant (usually their office or at 

the mosque), in Turkish, Dutch or English depending on the preference of the participant. 

Wherever necessary, quotations used in the text were translated into English by the first 

author. We conducted thematic content analysis to analyze the data (Friese et al., 2018). This 

entailed coding the transcribed interviews, classroom observations, and fieldwork notes using 

the qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti (version 8.043). The coding was guided by the 

theoretical conceptualizations in the study. Below Table 5 provides a compact overview of 

the data collection methods and Table 6 describes the demographic characteristics of the 

interviewees. 
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Table 5.  Overview of data collection methods. 

Methods N Recorded as Average 
duration 

Profile of the participants 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

43 Audio files; verbatim 
transcribed 

50 minutes Imams, hocas, Islam experts 
and key stakeholders 

Classroom 
observations 

9 Filled in a classroom 
observation 
framework  

75 minutes Hocas and students attending 
the mosque classes 

Roundtables on 
the pedagogy, 
didactics & 
social relevance 
of mosque 
education 

2 Fieldwork notes  2 hours Imams and hocas affiliated 
with Milli Görüş and 
Süleymanlıs 

Expert meeting 
on mosque 
education 
organized by 
CMO 

1 Fieldwork notes 3 hours Imams, education coordinators, 
representatives and chairs of 
the major Islamic organizations 
affiliated with CMO (including 
Diyanet, Milli Görüş and 
Süleymanlıs). 

Abbreviation: CMO (Contactorgaan Moslims en de Overheid) [Contact Organ for Muslims and the Government]. 

 

Table 6.  Demographic characteristics of the interviewees per occupation. 

 Imam 
(N=10) 

Hoca (N=9) Chair or 
board 
member 
(N=15) 

Academic 
(N=4) 

Journalist 
(N=2) 

Policymaker 
& advisor 
(N=5) 

Educator 
(N=2) 

Age range 27-53 19 - 49 25-63 43-62 30-34 32-62 30-44 

Gender 10 men 7 women, 2 
men 

4 women, 11 
men 

1 woman, 3 
men 

2 men 1 woman, 4 
men 

2 women 

Education 
level 

10 
university 

3 university, 
1 HBO, 2 
MBO, 3 
Imam-hatip 

9 university, 
1 HBO, 5 
secondary 
school 

4 university 2 university 3 university, 
2 HBO 

2 university 

Nationality 7 NL&TR, 
3 TR 

7 NL&TR, 2 
TR 

10 NL&TR, 
1 NL&MR, 3 
TR, 1 NL 

4 NL 2 NL 3 NL&TR, 1 
NL&MR, 1 
NL 

2 NL 

Years of 
residence 
(range) 

2-42 2-27 2-43 43-62 30-34 32-55 30-44 

Abbreviations: NL: Dutch; TR: Turkish; MR: Moroccan; HBO: University of applied sciences; MBO: Vocational secondary 
school; Imam-hatip: Islamic professional secondary school. 
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Before we proceed with the findings of the study, the reflexivity and the positioning 

of the first author who collected the data should be addressed. Scholars differentiate two 

types of reflexivity: prospective and retrospective (Edge, 2011). The first one deals with the 

effect of the characteristics of the researcher on the research and findings, and the latter: with 

the effect of the research experience on the researcher post-fieldwork (Attia & Edge, 2017). 

Our concern here is with the prospective reflexivity, or in other words, to what extent are the 

findings of the study shaped by the eye of the beholder? There seems to be a consensus 

among academics that one of the most appropriate ways to deal with prospective reflexivity is 

to acknowledge it is an inevitable and important part of doing qualitative research (Berger, 

2015; Pillow, 2003). It entails “the recognition that as researchers, we are part of the social 

world that we study” (Palaganas et al., 2017, p.427), and that our research practice is affected 

by our personal experiences and attitudes. One way to account for reflexivity is continuously 

engaging in critical self-evaluation on our own positioning in the field. In the case of this 

study, the researcher collecting the data was considered an outsider of the studied population, 

as she was not a member of any of the communities and did not have personal links to any of 

the mosques included in the study. This fact made the process of gaining access very 

challenging as negotiations to gain the trust of formal gatekeepers were long and effortful. 

However, the researcher also qualified as an insider of the studied population: by means of 

being a native Turkish speaker who has attended mosque classes while growing up as a 

minority youth in (another) non-Muslim majority country. Some authors say that the position 

of an insider is more favorable for “identifying disguised and subtle expressions of themes” 

(Berger, 2015, p.228), which might have been conducive to the analyses in this study.  

Findings 

Organization of mosque education 

Our observations and interviews reveal that there are a number of similarities and differences 

between the mosque education provided by the different communities, mainly pertaining to 

organizational effectiveness, size and composition of the groups of students, physical 

conditions of the classrooms, and financing. The largest community, Diyanet, also has the 

most sizeable student body, estimated at 15 thousand students in November 2016 (as reported 

by a Key Figure 1 at Diyanet). Table 7 provides an overview of the different educational 

activities offered by Diyanet mosques. 
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Table 7. Overview of the educational activities offered by Diyanet (source: 
https://diyanet.nl/hizmetlerimiz/dini-egitim-ve-din-hizmetleri/). 

 

At Diyanet, students are grouped in same-sex classes of 10 to 20 students depending 

of the number of registered students and the physical capacities of the mosque. For example, 

the case-study mosque was attended by approximately 320 students divided into 16 classes, 

with an average of 20 students per class, 11 attending the morning shift and five, the 

afternoon shift. The total number of students at Milli Görüş mosques, on the other hand, has 

been estimated at approximately 5 thousand students in November 2016 (as reported by 

Imam 1, Imam 2 and Key Figure 2). The case-study mosque of Milli Görüş was similar in 

size to the Diyanet mosque in our study: the registered students were around 300 grouped in 

classes of 15 to 20 students, all attending a morning shift. Some Diyanet and Milli Görüş 

mosques also have a hifz class for their most excellent students who are taught to recite the 

Qur’an by heart. Usually, the hifz classes are smaller (seven or eight students), follow a more 

intensive schedule with more instruction hours per week. Due to organizational reasons (e.g. 

difficulty of scheduling two different hocas), some mosques keep the hifz class mixed-

gender. Besides, some Milli Görüş and Diyanet mosques also have kindergarten groups for 

the youngest children. For instance, the case-study mosque at Milli Görüş had three 

kindergarten groups which were also mixed-gender. In general, there was an agreement 

between the respondents that mixed-gender classes are more often seen at Milli Görüş 

mosques than at the other communities. For example, it was reported by Imam 1 that some 

Milli Görüş mosques also have a mixed-gender class conducted in Dutch for Muslim students 

from other ethnic groups (e.g. Afghans, Palestinians and Somalis). Another Milli Görüş 
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mosque decided to have only mixed-gender classes in order to provide a classroom 

environment which feels close to the regular school: 

Imam: Before they used to separate the classes by gender, but I was not a supporter of 

dividing the girls from the boys. Therefore, it continued just like at school. 

Interviewer: And the parents did not object to that? 

Imam: No, they did not at all. The education was conducted with a very clear 

discipline. The bell would ring, and they would enter the classrooms. The bell would 

ring, and they would go out for a break. In other words, it was just like at the other 

schools. (Imam 2) 

A comparison between Table 8 and Table 9 presenting the grouping of students by 

age at Diyanet, and at Milli Görüş shows that both communities follow similar grouping 

strategies.  

Table 8. Grouping of students per age at the different classes at Diyanet. 

Level Ages 
Kindergarten/ play group (not in every mosque) 3-6 
Arabic alphabet - Elif cüz 6-9 
Beginners class 7-9 
Intermediate class 9-12 
Advanced class 12-15 
Hifz class (Qur’anic memorization and recitation, not in every mosque) 10-15 
Imam-hatip program (informal imam training, not in every mosque) 16 and above 
 

Table 9. Grouping of students per age at the different classes at Milli Görüş. 

Level Ages 
Kindergarten (not in every mosque) 3-6 
Preparatory class including Arabic alphabet (hazırlık) 6-8 
Foundations of religious knowledge 1 (Temel bilgiler 1) 8-10 
Foundations of religious knowledge 2 (Temel bilgiler 2) 10-12 
Foundations of religious knowledge 3 (Temel bilgiler 3) 12-14 
Hifz class (Qur’anic memorization and recitation, not in every mosque) 10-15 
Nizamiye (informal Islamic high school, not in every mosque) 14-18 
 

In contrast to Diyanet and Milli Görüş, Süleymanlıs reported that they do not keep a 

record of the total number of students in their mosques, but in any case they have an idea that 
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they have “thousands of students” as expressed by Imam 4 who is also a key figure from the 

community. In contrast to the other associations, they do not have a standardized curriculum 

and textbooks, and therefore, there exists no standardized grouping. Nevertheless, the 

students are grouped by level of knowledge, age and gender, keeping the group boundaries 

flexible. Imam 4 remarked that before the age of seven “there are playgroups. And after that, 

starting from the age of seven they [the children] are channeled towards education through 

play”. He also indicated that group sizes range between 12 and 17 students, and each class 

has two hocas, one regular hoca and one trainee who works individually with each student. 

In all three communities, the classes were financed via contributions by the parents 

ranging between 100 and 175 euro per year, and via membership donations to the mosques, 

meant to cover the costs of teaching materials and a modest reimbursement for the volunteer 

hocas. Classroom observations and data collected via the roundtable meetings showed that in 

the great majority of cases, the classes are being held in regular classrooms equipped with a 

whiteboard, school desks and bookshelves. A lecturer at Islamic University of Europe and a 

former imam at Milli Görüş drew attention to the fact that nowadays they try to mimic the 

educational environment of the school as closely as possible so that the children do not get a 

negative image of mosque education: 

[…] the children are going to school, they see desks, chairs and a white board at 

school, but the education at the mosque used to be on wooden lap desks. This has an 

impact on the students. This is the reason [we changed it], so that it is integrated and 

parallel [to the education at school], and to avoid the creation of an image at the 

minds of the students that mosque education is inferior. 

Objective of providing mosque education and learning goals 

Respondents from all three communities reported that mosque education has evolved as one 

of the main services of the mosque as an answer to the demand coming from the parents. 

Eight of our participants underlined that parents feel the need to give an Islamic upbringing to 

their children, and due to lack of expertise in the teachings of the Qur’an and/or a lack of 

time, they prefer to delegate this role to the imam and the hocas. Another important objective 

voiced by respondents across all communities, is religious socialization with Islamic peers 

within the mosque. Beside these, in time another important objective has evolved in the 

diaspora context: a shift from the transfer of Islamic knowledge and values-education towards 
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Islamic and Turkish identity building. This was expressed repeatedly by respondents with 

different affiliations. For instance, a chair of an Islamic umbrella organization remarked that 

“especially at Milli Görüş the used methods and the educational activities evolved from 

transfer of knowledge into identity building” (Key Figure 14). This was confirmed by a Hoca 

5 at Milli Görüş who said their mosque was providing Islamic education “so that the children 

don’t lose their Turkishness, so that they don’t lose their identity and essence”. Likewise, 

imams at Milli Görüş also re-affirmed the centrality of identity building in providing mosque 

classes. One said, “we give these classes so that they can live as conscious Muslims” (Imam 

3), and another one stated the following: 

Today the youth in the Western societies and in Europe is captivated through games, 

entertainment, music and social media devices. The battle we are fighting aims at 

giving them a Muslim identity so that the children don’t get lost among all these. […] 

Our education is focused on raising our children based on our national and moral 

values. […] To build a national identity and to prevent the creation of generations 

who have lost their own identity within the European culture away from national 

feelings and passion. (Imam 10) 

The identity-building purpose of mosque education was shared by imams and hocas at 

the other communities as well. To illustrate, Hoca 8 from Diyanet claimed that “The 

objective is to teach the children who they are and to teach them their religion. Of course, 

they can have other identities as well, but they built upon this basis”. Similarly, Key Figure 3 

from Süleymanlıs stated that “the ultimate goal is to help them to be good Muslims”. 

The classroom observations and the responses by hocas and imams indicated that the 

learning goals of the mosque classes are to a great extent in line with the stated objective of 

providing the education. It was often reiterated that the main learning goals are teaching the 

children to read the Qur’an in Arabic, help them memorize the prayers and educate them 

about the main pillars and principles of Islam. Another important learning goal is achieving 

greater proficiency in the Turkish language; therefore, all communities use Turkish as their 

main language of instruction. Imam 4 from Süleymanlıs remarked that in addition to reading 

the Qur’an, an important learning goal is teaching the children “what does being a Muslim 

mean and how does someone become a Muslim”. Hoca 6 from Milli Görüş, a woman who 

was born and educated in the Netherlands, said that she prioritizes teaching the children to 
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question in order to understand why they perform the Islamic rituals, teaching them why they 

believe in Islam, and how it is similar to and different from Christianity so that her students 

can give answers to questions coming from non-Muslims. This was, in contrast to what a 

female hoca at Diyanet, born and educated as an Islamic theologian in Turkey, commented 

about the learning goals at their mosque:  

Children here have to learn about Allah, the importance of Allah, why they need to be 

afraid from Allah and why they are Muslims.[...]. They need to know about haram 

and halal, and the afterworld. In other words, they need to learn the importance of 

resurrection after death because in this society children are growing up without 

believing in the afterworld. (Hoca 9) 

It is noteworthy that both during individual interviews with imams from Milli Görüş and 

during a roundtable discussion with hocas at Milli Görüş the importance of giving children a 

purpose related to the mosque was underlined. Hocas and imams at Milli Görüş shared the 

idea that once the children have a purpose related to the mosque, they also develop a long-

lasting connection with it.  

Curriculum content and teaching materials 

When it comes to curriculum and teaching materials, we found out that at the time of the 

study only Milli Görüş had standardized textbooks and curriculum developed for the different 

age groups by their own regional educational committees in the Netherlands and in Germany. 

While at Diyanet there was no standardized curriculum yet, it was reported that since 2014 

there is an attempt to create standardized textbooks adapted for the Dutch context with the 

aim to introduce some of the main Islamic terms both in Turkish and Dutch (the books 

contain a glossary as an appendix). At all three communities, the mosque classes were given 

under two subjects, Qur’an literacy and Islamic knowledge. Accordingly, the curriculum 

content for each is different. Qur’an literacy classes focus on learning the Arabic alphabet, 

reading the Qur’an, memorization of the daily prayers and learning to perform the namaz, and 

for the more advanced students, reciting (passages of) the Qur’an by heart (usually done in a 

separate hifz class). The content of the Islamic knowledge classes, on the other hand, focuses 

on teaching religious knowledge such as: the 32 binding duties of Islam called fards among 

which the five pillars of Islam (obligatory acts every Muslim has to perform, such as praying 

five times per day and fasting) and the six principles of the belief called iman (such as belief 
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in the existence of angels and in the existence of a day of judgement), Islamic catechism or 

ilmihal, life of the prophet Mohammed (seerah), the interpretation of stories from the Qur’an 

with contextual examples of their application (tafsir), and simple form of Islamic 

jurisprudence fiqh, usually enough to give the children guidance for Islamic rules of conduct 

and Islamic lifestyle. 

Correspondingly, the teaching materials for the Qur’an literacy class at each community 

are Arabic alphabet books and the Qur’an itself. For the Islamic knowledge classes, Milli 

Görüş would use their own textbooks, but hocas reported to have freedom in complementing 

the material with games and videos as they deemed appropriate: 

Every class has their own textbook. You can add extra material yourself if you want 

to, or you can just follow the book. I don’t like just following the book. Why? 

Because if you explain something to small children just with words, they would 

understand perhaps only 10 or 20 percent of it. I don’t think they would understand 

more. But if you play games, show them videos according to their level…usually for 

the first few lessons I don’t bring anything and only talk with them in order to 

determine what is their level, to check what they will understand and what not, and 

afterwards I prepare games based on that. (Hoca 6) 

Although Milli Görüş textbooks are prepared and printed in Germany, some Milli 

Görüş imams were critical towards the suitability of the textbooks to the European context in 

general and the Dutch context in particular: 

But it is a disadvantage that it [the material] has been prepared according to the 

children living in Turkey. For example, there they have 23 April, which does not have 

a counterpart here. 19 May does not have a counterpart here. Therefore, perhaps the 

curriculum prepared here has to take into account that the children live in a Christian 

society and that this Christian society has its own holidays. Like Christmas days 

versus the Muslim holidays. There is a need for a bit more comparative language 

while in Turkey there is no need for that since it is a Muslim country. (Imam 2) 

At Diyanet, the hocas would use a compilation of teaching materials, prepared and 

printed in Turkey, similarly with the Turkish context in mind. This was perceived by some 
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key figures at Diyanet as a drawback which the association is aware of and attempts to 

remedy:  

We cannot use the curriculum from Turkey in the mosques here. Right now, we are 

developing textbooks for the Netherlands on three levels: “My Beautiful Religion 

Islam 1, 2 and 3”. We used both Turkish and Dutch in these books. […]. Besides 

these, we are using the elif-ba [the Arabic alphabet book] of Diyanet. But we are 

considering to include Dutch also in it. (Key Figure 1) 

That being said, it is remarkable that the bilingual Islamic knowledge textbook 

developed by Diyanet for the Dutch context starts with the Turkish national anthem and 

contains a chapter on Turkish culture which discusses concepts such as responsibilities 

towards the Turkish nation and love for Turkey as the fatherland (Malkoç & Arslan Baran, 

2015)3. In the light of this, it is not surprising that a key figure from an independent Islamic 

umbrella organization commented that: 

According to me, [the textbooks of Diyanet] could have been more oriented towards 

Europe. I am also critical towards Milli Görüş, but they were the first community to 

realize this. They renew their textbooks continuously, and I observe that their way of 

working is more compatible with Europe. Just like in the example of the textbooks 

Basic Religious Knowledge 1,2 3, for instance. These are their first textbooks and it is 

very much obvious that they have been written with a perspective imported from 

Turkey. But right now, they started publishing the textbooks in German and Dutch4. 

You can see that these are clearly written with these countries in mind. (Key Figure 

15) 

Nevertheless, an educational coordinator of Milli Görüş has explained that while they 

are “printing textbooks in Dutch and all communities had to start long ago with offering 

 
3 After the end of the field work and data collection in this study, Diyanet has printed two 

new textbooks containing a Dutch glossary for every chapter: “Camiye Gidiyorum 1 ve 2” 

[“I’m Going to the Mosque 1 and 2”] which are intended to replace the existing monolingual 

Turkish textbooks. 
4 During our fieldwork, none of the hocas at Milli Görüş have seen those textbooks and all 

Islamic knowledge books were still in Turkish.  
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religious education in the local languages, the Dutch textbooks are intended for the foreigners 

[non-Turkish Muslims]” (Key Figure 2). 

A key figure and an imam from Süleymanlıs responded that their mosques also use 

“their own textbooks”, however, he clarified that these are the “traditional books on these 

subjects” which have been printed and developed in Turkey. It was noteworthy that in the 

educational vision of their community, Qur’anic education was also seen as linguistic 

education in which oral teaching methods played an important role:  

Of course, they learn the Qur’an also orally, after all it is not possible to teach it only 

through books, it is a language education and it requires listening. Furthermore, for 

those interested in the meaning of the Qur’an we have basic books for Arabic. We 

also use those, as teaching material. (Imam 4) 

Language 

Our data shows that learning Turkish is part of the curriculum at all Turkish mosques 

independent of their affiliation. Hocas and imams from Diyanet and Milli Görüş expressed 

that they notice and acknowledge that their students have difficulty in understanding and 

expressing themselves in Turkish. Nevertheless, they underline the importance of conducting 

the lessons in Turkish because they believe that this way the Turkish language skills of the 

children will improve, and in return, this will boost children’s self-confidence. Depending on 

the availability of Turkish language teachers in their congregations, mosques from all 

affiliations would try to offer a weekly Turkish language class beside the Islamic education 

classes. It was reported that the weak Turkish language skills of the students presented 

unexpected challenges for some hocas. For instance, a female first generation hoca at one of 

the observed classes at the Diyanet mosque said that the children react better to discipline 

warnings when the warnings are given in Dutch instead of Turkish (Hoca 9). Since she was 

not proficient in Dutch herself, she would use young second generation trainees (training to 

be a hoca) who are fluent in Dutch and who would translate some of the Turkish material in 

her classes into Dutch for the children who have understanding problems. She was critical 

towards her own lack of proficiency in Dutch: 

The children learn whatever you can teach them at the mosque. And for this you need 

very good Dutch because the children here are different than the children in Turkey. 
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The native language of the generation which is 12-13 years old, and even of the 

generation younger than 20-24 years of age has already become Dutch. […]. Since 

their Turkish hasn’t developed enough, I don’t think hocas like me who don’t speak 

Dutch are linguistically apt to teach religious education to those 12-13 years old 

children. […]. As I said, I feel inadequate in this regard. And honestly, since I don’t 

understand their language, I’m not able to understand their world either. (Hoca 9) 

The same practice of relying on a trainee was observed at the classes in Milli Görüş 

mosques as well: whenever necessary, second generation hocas or trainees would translate 

the Turkish terms into Dutch to improve children’s understanding. Again, similar to the 

experience reported at Diyanet mosques, an educational coordinator at Milli Görüş observed 

that many first generation hocas find it challenging to connect to the students in their classes 

due to language issues:  

There is the language problem. The children don’t get the jokes told by them. They 

have to tell the children also where to laugh. In other words, if you fail to establish 

emotional and linguistic connection, there isn’t much you can offer to these children. 

(Key Figure 2) 

 In the cases in which the hocas was competent in Dutch, Dutch was used as a second 

or complementary assisting language in all of the observed classes. For example, sometimes 

the hoca would ask the question in Turkish and the children would respond in Dutch, or 

alternatively, the children would ask a question in Dutch and the hoca would respond in 

Turkish. Often, classmates would also be involved in translating unclear Turkish concept into 

Dutch for the rest. Furthermore, code-mixing, or using words from both Turkish and Dutch 

within the same sentence, occurred in all observed classes. To illustrate, sometimes during 

our classroom observations the students would ask: “Welke harf is dat?” (“Which letter is 

that?”, where harf is the only Turkish word), or they would say: “Ama o beni prik yapıyor” 

(“But he is bothering me”, where prik is the only Dutch word). There were very rare 

occasions in which the class was exclusively conducted in Turkish. This was the case at a 

Milli Görüş class which was taught by an elderly first generation male hoca, and at a Diyanet 

class taught by the imam who has been just recently appointed to the Netherlands. Also, there 

were very rare occasions in which the class was (almost) exclusively conducted in Dutch. For 

instance, this was the case at a class at the Milli Görüş mosque which was taught by young 
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second generation female hoca who showed preference for Dutch as the main medium of 

instruction since both she and her pupils were more proficient in it. This was also the case at 

an ethnically mixed classroom at the Diyanet mosque, in which some of the students came 

from non-Turkish Muslim backgrounds. Although their hoca was a long-term resident of the 

Netherlands, she was aware that her Dutch language skills still needed improvement: 

I’m trying to manage somehow [teaching in Dutch] but of course, I cannot express 

myself very fluently, sometimes I’m stuck. And I know what’s the reason behind my 

inadequacy, I don’t have people to practice with. […]. Naturally, language is one of 

the biggest issues we face. Their Turkish is not good enough, so they don’t understand 

everything. And my class is mixed. I have the only mixed class. There are foreign 

Muslims in it. Now there are Africans, but previously there were also students from 

Surinam. (Hoca 7) 

Discussion and conclusion 

Our findings indicate that mosque education provided by the Turkish Islamic communities in 

the Netherlands shows significant similarity in terms of its organization, learning goals, 

curriculum content and language policies. Members of all three communities point to the 

importance of teaching the children the five pillars of Islam, the life and teachings of the 

prophet Mohammad, and Islamic rules of behavioral conduct so that they learn “how to be a 

good Muslim”. Instilling a Muslim and Turkish identity in the students appears to be an 

overarching objective of providing mosque education that is prioritized over the transfer of 

knowledge. The fact that the curriculum of all three communities includes some knowledge 

of Turkish cultural traditions and history is also suggestive of the goal of building emotional 

ties between the otherwise distant Turkish nation-building rituals and the life-worlds of the 

second and third generation Dutch-Turkish children. In this regard, our findings resonate only 

to some extent with the learning goals of mosque education as depicted by El Bouayadi-van 

de Wetering (2012), and ter Avest and Bakker (2017). On the other hand, our findings seem 

to refute the conceptualization of Hussain (2004) according to which the question of identity 

is seen as secondary to the objective of mosque education.  

Furthermore, it seems that the imams and the hocas implicitly try to implement the 

Islamic educational approaches of tarbiyah and ta’lim discussed by Hussain (2004) and Sahin 

(2013). This is seen in their concern about their own inability to connect with the life-worlds 
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of their students, and hence, to offer the nurturing context-specific guidance implied by these 

concepts. There seems to be an intrinsic link between the ability to teach in accordance with 

tarbiyah and ta’lim and the weak Dutch language skills of some hocas, as Dutch is the 

dominant language of the students. Nevertheless, the language policies of all three 

communities show a conscious preference for Turkish as the main medium of instruction as 

students’ proficiency in Turkish language appears to be an important learning goal for the 

mosque communities. This seems to be comparable to language policies of the Moroccan and 

Surinamese Islamic communities in the Netherlands who also choose their national languages 

as the medium of instruction in the mosque classrooms (ter Avest & Bakker, 2017). 

Last but not least, the findings suggest that imams and hocas from each community 

recognize a number of challenges of teaching Islam to children growing up in a non-Muslim 

country with materials targeting their peers in Turkey. Despite sharing this awareness, the 

educational practices of the three communities differ in their extent of harmonization of their 

teaching practices and materials with the Dutch context. For example, the classes of Milli 

Görüş seem to be more influenced than the education of the Süleymanlıs and Diyanet by 

borrowing from the Dutch educational system (e.g. stronger emulation of the educational 

environment and grouping strategies of the schools). It is remarkable that the practices of 

emulation happen in a context in which collaboration between mosques and schools is 

virtually non-existent. Rather, these processes are facilitated by the recruitment of second-

generation hocas who are themselves familiar with the Dutch system, and possibly, by the 

educational vision the community imparts to its hocas. This finding provides a comparative 

perspective to our case-study on the re-contextualization of mosque pedagogy imported from 

Turkey to Diyanet mosques in the Netherlands (Altinyelken & Sözeri, 2019). Moreover, as 

illustrated by the presence of a curriculum content on teaching allegiance to Turkey (e.g. 

teaching the Turkish national anthem, and textbooks chapters identifying Turkey as a 

fatherland), the national identity building function of the curriculum appears to be most 

prominent in Diyanet’s mosque education. It seems to aim at identity construction of the 

pupils not only as Muslims, but also as Turkish citizens. Linking back to the recent research 

on the politically contested role of Diyanet abroad (Maritato, 2018; Öztürk & Sözeri, 2018), 

mosque education appears to provide additional ground for expanding the authority of the 

institution over the lives of the diaspora youth. These findings might have implications for 

the development of sense of belonging and identity negotiation processes of the Turkish-
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Dutch youth attending mosque classes at Diyanet mosques. Hocas, parents and students alike 

might be aware of these implications, as our previous study on Diyanet's mosque pedagogy 

indicated that there is a strong demand by these three groups for adapting the educational 

practices more to the Dutch context (Altinyelken & Sözeri, 2019). 

A further empirical research on the educational practices in the mosques might provide 

insights on whether and to what extent mosque education plays a role in the social integration 

and feelings of belonging of Muslim children from immigrant background. To echo Hussain 

(2004), future empirical research might help us understand whether the mosque classes act as 

a facilitator helping Muslim children to bridge the gap between the traditional Islamic way of 

life of their (grand)parents and the non-Muslim society they are part of. In this regard, 

potential directions for future research include studies comparing the teaching practices of the 

different ethnic and sectarian Islamic communities, and studies investigating the cooperation 

between the mosques and the schools attended by the same students.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

Pedagogies of Turkish Mosque Education in the Netherlands: An Ethno-case Study of 

Mosque Classes at Milli Görüş and Diyanet5 

 

Introduction 

Research on mosque education in Western societies, that is the supplementary Islamic 

education provided by mosques to children with immigrant background, is still in its infancy. 

This is a startling omission for a number of reasons. To begin with, providing Islamic 

education to the children in their congregation has always been one of the main tasks of 

mosques around the world. This is a task which arguably gains more importance in diaspora 

conditions which are defined by parental worries about value transmission, identity 

maintenance across generations, and the cultural and religious assimilation of their children 

(McCreery et al., 2007). Consequently, mosques become important actors in the value 

education and identity formation of Muslim children living in non-Muslim societies. 

Secondly, there is an indication that a greater number of Muslim children attend mosque 

classes than the number of Muslim children enrolled in Islamic primary schools. To illustrate, 

the latest figures from the Netherlands show that the total number of students enrolled in 

Islamic primary schools is 15,078 but do not specify ethnic background (DUO, 2018). On the 

other hand, mosque classes provided by only two of the Turkish Islamic communities in the 

Netherlands, Diyanet and Milli Görüş, are attended by approximately 20,000 students with 

Turkish background (Sözeri & Altinyelken, 2019). Last but not least, recent studies have 

raised major concerns over the quality and relevance of mosque pedagogies not only in the 

Netherlands but in other European contexts as well. Some have pointed out that drawbacks in 

quality are related to the lack of pedagogical training of mosque teachers (Sieckelinck et al., 

2012), and the dominance of one-directional teacher-centered methods (Cherti & Bradley, 

 
5 Based on: Sözeri, S., Altinyelken, H. K., & Volman, M. (Submitted).  Pedagogies of 

Turkish mosque education in the Netherlands: An ethno-case study of mosque classes at Milli 

Görüş and Diyanet. Journal of Muslims in Europe. 
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2011; Pels et al., 2016). Others have suggested that they fail to connect to the experiences of 

students growing up in a non-Muslim societies, and counteract the pedagogical aims of 

mainstream schooling by inhibiting democratic dispositions, learner’s autonomy and critical 

thinking (Coles, 2004; Halstead, 2018). Given the discrepancy in estimated student 

population and the gravity of the raised concerns, the lack of empirical research on mosque 

education is remarkable. 

The aim of this study is to contribute to the research field of non-formal Islamic 

education by providing empirical insights on the pedagogical approaches employed at the 

mosques of two different Turkish Islamic communities in the Netherlands, namely Diyanet 

and Milli Görüş. They are two of the most influential Islamic associations among the Turkish 

diaspora abroad. Like the majority of Muslims in the world and in the Netherlands, they 

adhere to Sunni Islam. The main difference between them lies in their relationship with the 

Turkish state. While Islamic Association Netherlands (Islamitische Stichting Nederland) is 

the Dutch branch of the Turkish Presidency of Religious Affairs Diyanet since 1982, Milli 

Görüş has been set up as an Islamic association independently from the Turkish state in the 

1970’s by Turkish guest workers in Germany and in the Netherlands.  

This paper aims to address the following questions: How does teaching and learning 

happen in the mosque classrooms? What kind of pedagogical approaches are practiced by the 

mosque teachers in their lessons? To achieve this, we use classroom observations and 

interviews with mosque teachers and imams collected during fieldwork at one Diyanet and 

one Milli Görüş mosque. Our approach relies on the ethno-case study method which 

combines characteristics associated with ethnography and case-studies. It aims to provide a 

detailed in-depth description while recognizing that the insights and conclusions drawn from 

the field constitute only a snapshot from a more complex and comprehensive picture. Our 

analyses of the data are guided by some of the fundamental concepts of Islamic pedagogy, 

such as tarbiyah, ta’lim, ta’dib, and tajweed, and the scholarly concerns about Islamic 

pedagogies with regard to student autonomy, critical thinking, discipline and authority.  

Islamic pedagogy or Islamic pedagogies? 

What is Islamic pedagogy? In their research on the madrasah concept of Islamic pedagogy 

(i.e. Islamic pedagogy as it is practiced in the Islamic institutions for religious sciences), 

Sabki and Hardaker (2013) argue that it is “the strategies employed by the teacher to 
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spiritually form the human person” (p.343). They complement their conceptualization by 

adding that it “is represented in the interactions between the teacher and learner through 

orality, facilitating memorization, and the didactic approach towards sacred texts” (p. 344). 

They also highlight an important principle of Islamic pedagogy: knowledge embodiment, or 

the expectation that the students will practice what they have learnt.  

Going back to the primary sources like Alkouatli (2018) does, seems to be insightful. 

For her study of the classroom practices of a mosque school in Canada, she analyses Islamic 

primary source texts (theological literature on the pedagogies in the Qur’an and the Sunnah) 

and identifies three different types of Islamic pedagogies. Alkouatli calls these Relational 

Pedagogies, Pedagogies of Mutual Engagement, and Pedagogies of Conscious Awareness. 

The first category underlines the importance of building positive relationships between 

teachers and learners, and connecting to others in a warm, caring and compassionate way. 

Alkouatli maintains that differentiated learning and teaching is an important aspect of 

Relational Pedagogies as building positive social relationships in the classroom can only be 

achieved by being considerate of the different learning needs of every student. Pedagogies of 

Mutual Engagement, on the other hand, stress the participatory and life-long nature of Islamic 

education for both students and teachers. That entails doing together (joining social practices 

and rituals together), speaking together (dialogue as a pedagogy) and inquiring together 

(questioning or searching for answers together). Lastly, Alkouatli defines Pedagogies of 

Conscious Awareness as the teaching practices aiming to raise the awareness of the students 

about the meaning and purpose behind the Islamic knowledge, practices and principles. These 

are the pedagogies going beyond the classical teacher-centered instruction for the sake of 

“cultivating conscious awareness for individual and social development” through critical 

reflexivity (p.13). 

To avoid essentializing Islamic pedagogy as a single approach applied in the same 

way across all Muslim communities, it seems to be more appropriate to talk about diversity of 

Islamic pedagogies which are likely to vary not only across sectarian and ethnic, but also 

across congregational lines. Nevertheless, there are a number of fundamental concepts which 

are discussed in the literature on Islamic education and which lay the ground for the different 

understandings of Islamic pedagogy. Among those, we rely on tarbiyah, ta’lim, ta’dib, and 

tajweed, which are all central to teaching Islam to children. To aid our analyses, we define 

mosque pedagogy as teaching Islamically: it is comprised by the teacher and student 
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activities and interactions, as guided by the principles of tarbiyah, ta’lim, ta’dib, and tajweed, 

and as such, it encompasses both the content and the aims of educational instruction, 

guidance and nurture. 

Tarbiyah, ta’lim and ta’dib are all used to signify education in Arabic, however, they 

are conceptually different (Halstead, 2004). While tarbiyah defines the activities of the 

teachers (and parents) directed to upbringing, nurturing growth and development of the 

personality (Ahmed, 2012), ta’lim refers to teacher instruction and the acquisition of 

knowledge by the students (Bagheri & Khosravi, 2006). Ta’dib, on the other hand, refers to 

teaching adab or good manners and proper code of conduct in accordance with Islamic norms 

and values. Memon and Alhashmi (2018), for example, state that adab is a distinctive 

characteristic of Islamic education which is concerned with guiding the students to think, act 

and talk Islamically in all situations in their daily lives. 

Some scholars have pointed out that the Islamic understanding of education is both 

cognitive and spiritual in character because belief in Allah is integral to the pursuit and nature 

of knowledge (Ariffin, 2012; Nasr, 2012). In that sense, a teacher teaching Islamically is 

expected to care equally for the transmission of knowledge, moral upbringing and the 

spiritual growth of the student. 

Differently than the other concepts, tajweed is not an Islamic understanding of 

education, but it carries nevertheless great importance for the pedagogy of the mosque 

classes, as it refers to the rules governing the proper pronunciation and recitation of the 

Qur’an. The mosque teachers are expected to teach reading and reciting the Qur’an according 

to tajweed. Hence, the students are expected to memorize the prayers also according to 

tajweed. Sabki and Hardaker (2013) who discuss the centrality of recitation and 

memorization as traditional pedagogical methods in mosque education, suggest that 

memorization is used as a pedagogical method which entails the embodiment of the Qur’anic 

knowledge (p.348). Moreover, tajweed is considered a religious duty for all Muslims reciting 

the Qur’an. Berglund and Gent (2018) point out, for instance, that “it is vital to recognize 

that, for Muslims, Qur’anic memorization and recitation constitutes a form of literacy that is 

essential to ritual, devotional practice and identity formation” (p.128).  

Today the use of memorization as a pedagogical approach in Islamic education is 

perceived as contentious by outsiders. Memorization and recitation, albeit prevalent in 
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literature and language classes in the past, are no longer popular pedagogical methods in 

mainstream education. Rosowsky (2013), for example, has criticized mosque pedagogies for 

their reliance on memorization as this might lead to normalizing learning a language without 

understanding its meaning. It is argued that this might have undesirable consequences for the 

Muslim students who are often coming from migrant families and lag behind their native 

peers in proficiency in the majority language. 

What is more, critical scholars such as Halstead (2018) analyzing Islamic pedagogies 

from a Western liberal reference point have voiced concerns over the potential of mosque 

classes for alienating the students from the mainstream society by creating a tension between 

the “diverse and incompatible” values taught at school and in the mosque  (p.10). Halstead 

has also been critical of Islamic pedagogies for attributing unchallenged authority to the 

teacher, discouraging student autonomy and critical questioning. Similarly, Coles (2004) and 

Sieckelinck et al. (2012) have criticized mosque education for relying on untrained teachers 

who are unfamiliar with the Western context in which the children are growing up and using 

outdated teacher-centered and discipline-oriented pedagogical approaches. These are seen as 

problematic because critical thinking, respect for diversity of opinions, open classroom 

discussion with no pre-determined right or wrong answers are seen as some of the main 

pedagogical goals of citizenship education at schools (Schuitema et al. 2018).  

Mosque education in the Netherlands 

Empirical research on mosque education in the Netherlands is scarce. The first research on 

the topic was commissioned by the municipality of Rotterdam to Pels and colleagues (Pels et 

al., 2006; Pels et al., 2006a; Pels et al., 2006b) who investigated the pedagogical practices of 

one Turkish and two Moroccan mosques in Rotterdam. The researchers conducted classroom 

observations and interviews with parents, mosque teachers and students, and concluded that 

compared to the initial stage of Muslim migrants’ settlement in the Netherlands in the 80’s, 

mosque education has undergone significant reforms. For instance, they found that nowadays 

there are child-friendlier teaching activities, milder discipline methods, and less focus on rote 

learning. However, in all three mosques the researchers observed pedagogies which favored 

one-directional exchange between the mosque teachers and the students (i.e. students were 

just expected to provide correct answers to teachers’ questions). The researchers identified 
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very little open interaction and discussion, and as such, pedagogies aiming to link the mosque 

education to the experiences of the Muslim children in a Western country were absent. 

Later, in 2016 Pels and colleagues conducted another research (Pels et al., 2016), 

commissioned by municipality of Utrecht on the pedagogy of the Salafi mosque AlFitrah 

which had attracted negative media attention with news about youth radicalization. Their 

conclusions were similar to those of the previous research: the lessons were taught in a 

positive pedagogical climate and the mosque association was providing trainings in 

pedagogy, Islam and class management to the mosque teachers. However, again, little room 

for open dialogue and critical reflection was observed. While the mosque teachers paid 

attention to the importance of students’ social participation through education and work, they 

advised the students to always adhere to Salafi norms and values even when those conflict 

with the mainstream values of the Dutch society. The researchers identified the pedagogy of 

mosque education in AlFitrah as authoritarian: it did not encourage interaction between the 

students, it prescribed strict behavioral expectations from them, and did not allow for 

discussion of the knowledge. Furthermore, the students were advised to avoid contacts 

outside of their own religious group in order to decrease undesirable impact on their lifestyle 

which was seen by the researchers as a risk factor for students’ social participation.  

Lastly, previous case-study by Altinyelken and Sözeri (2019) based on a Diyanet 

mosque suggested that mosque pedagogies imported from Muslim migrants’ country of 

origin undergo significant adaptations in diaspora context. Using classroom observations, and 

interviews with key stakeholders, imams, mosque teachers, parents and students, the study 

analyzed the educational transfer of mosque pedagogy from Turkey to the Diyanet mosques 

in the Netherlands through imams appointed by the Turkish state and material developed for 

children in Turkey. The findings showed that while the content of the classes largely overlaps 

with the curriculum of Qur’an classes at Diyanet mosques in Turkey, there are many local 

factors which re-shape the imported pedagogy and contribute to its re-contextualization. The 

study found that some mosque teachers modify their pedagogical practices with the aim to 

mimic mainstream education as closely as possible. This was done because the students 

reacted best to practices they are already socialized into, and because the mosque teachers 

wanted the students to take mosque education equally seriously. Adaptation examples 

included copying the reward and punishment strategies of Dutch schools, use of Dutch as 

assisting language in the classes, use of more interactive and play-based educational 



61 

 

activities, offering extra-curricular activities and outings for group bonding, and making 

learning more inquisitive compared to education in mosques in Turkey. However, it was also 

found that in the diaspora context mosque pedagogy imported via Diyanet did not only aim at 

counteracting religious assimilation, but also had a function of socializing the students into 

being loyal Turkish citizens.  

Here we build on our previous research by focusing more closely on the question of 

how does teaching and learning take place in the mosques. Moreover, to explore the 

differences in teaching between state-organized and grassroots mosques, we add a 

comparative perspective by also including data from a mosque affiliated with Milli Görüş 

which is arguably the second most prominent Turkish-Islamic association abroad after 

Diyanet.  

Data and methods 

The methodological approach adopted in this research can be best described as ethno-case 

study. The term has been developed by Parker-Jenkins (2018) who argues that a new 

qualitative research design has emerged combining the features of an ethnographic research 

and a case-study. While traditionally ethnography has been used to generate rich and detailed 

description of the lived experiences of a community based on the immersion of the researcher 

at the field over a prolonged period of time ranging from months to years, the observations 

collected through a case-study are more contained in time, possibly ranging from a few hours, 

to days or weeks. Acknowledging the limitations related to the time spent at the field means 

recognizing that the study is part of broader context,  conclusions drawn from the observed 

situations are bound to change in time, and that shorter fieldworks might not be able to detect 

long-term patterns of change.  

The data for this ethno-case study is based on three months of fieldwork (between 

March and May 2017) at one of the largest Diyanet mosques, and two months of fieldwork 

(between October and December 2017) at one of the largest Milli Görüş mosques in the 

Netherlands. In both cases, the mosques have not been selected randomly by the researchers, 

but have been chosen by the management or key figures within the respective Islamic 

associations. This implies that they are likely to contain best practice examples which the 

communities are willing to promote. Nevertheless, both mosques qualify as typical examples 

of the way teaching and learning happens in Diyanet and Milli Görüş mosques as curriculum 
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content, learning goals and training of mosque teachers is centrally defined in both 

associations.  

The fieldwork involved nine classroom observations in eight classes attended by 90 

students in total, and 10 semi-structured interviews with an educational coordinator, imams 

and mosque teachers. The classes were usually taught by unsalaried volunteers with divergent 

degrees of expertise in Islamic education and pedagogy. We refer to them in this study as 

hoca [hodja]: this is the Turkish term used to denote a mosque teacher. All of the hocas and 

imams, except two young female hocas at the Milli Görüş mosque, were born in Turkey. 

Below, Table 10 presents the characteristics of the hocas and imam at the Diyanet mosque, 

and Table 11 describes the hocas, imam and educational coordinator at the Milli Görüş 

mosque. 

Table 10. Demographic characteristics of the hocas and imam at the Diyanet mosque. 

 Sex Age Nationalities Education Occupation Years of 

experience in 

this mosque 

Years of 

residence in the 

Netherlands 

Hoca1 F 40 Turkish & 

Dutch 

Vocational 

education degree 

for Educational 

Assistant 

Educational 

assistant at Dutch 

primary schools 

6 20 

Hoca2 M 45 Turkish & 

Dutch 

Bachelor’s degree 

in Islamic 

Theology 

Religious education 

teacher at Dutch 

primary schools 

4 17 

Hoca3 F 33 Turkish Bachelor’s degree 

in Islamic 

Theology 

Female religious 

preacher (Turkish 

state employee) 

2 2 

Imam1 M 33 Turkish PhD in Islamic 

Theology 

Imam (Turkish 

state employee) 

2 2 
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Table 11. Demographic characteristics of the hocas, imam and educational coordinator at the 

Milli Görüş mosque. 

 Sex Age Nationalities Education Occupation Years of 

experience in 

this mosque 

Years of 

residence in the 

Netherlands 

Hoca4 M 49 Turkish Bachelor’s degree 

in Islamic 

Theology 

Lecturer at 

Islamic 

University 

2 27 

Hoca5 F 19 Turkish & 

Dutch 

Vocational high 

school degree for 

doctor assistant 

Unemployed 3 19 

Hoca6 F 43 Turkish & 

Dutch 

Islamic vocational 

high school  

Housewife  6 17 

Hoca7 F 27 Turkish & 

Dutch 

Pedagogy degree 

from University of 

Applied Sciences 

Call center 

agent 

2 25 

Imam2 M 49 Turkish & 

Dutch 

Bachelor’s degree 

in Islamic 

Theology  

Imam 6 21 

Educational 

coordinator 

F 43 Turkish & 

Dutch 

Islamic vocational 

high school & 

vocational degree 

as Education 

Assistant  

Educational 

coordinator of 

the mosque 

6 20 

 

Four classrooms were observed in the Diyanet mosque; two were comprised of boys 

only, and two: girls only. This was also the case at the Milli Görüş mosque, where an 

additional fifth classroom was mixed. Below, Table 12 describes the composition of the 

observed classrooms at both mosques. Consent was obtained from the parents of the student 

participants in the study.  Before the start of the fieldwork, the children themselves were also 

informed about the research, and they were given the opportunity to ask questions to the 
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researcher before and after the classroom observations. During the observations, the 

researcher was sitting at a separate desk at the back of the classroom and did not interfere in 

the classroom activities. While the main language of instruction was Turkish, each mosque 

had one classroom where the language of instruction was Dutch. The classroom observations 

paid attention to the material conditions of the classrooms, curriculum content, classroom 

interactions, hoca and student activities, language use, the nature of asked questions and 

responses, classroom climate, and power relations. The first author took detailed field notes 

of each observation. 

The interviews focused on questions about classroom management, motivation and 

discipline strategies, Islamic pedagogies, and approaches to discussions and critical thinking. 

All interviews were individual, conducted at a mosque classroom or imam’s office, before or 

after the classes. The interviews lasted for 40 minutes on average. All were audio recorded 

and verbatim transcribed except with one hoca at the Diyanet mosque. In that case, the first 

author took detailed notes of the interview. The respondents were given the choice to conduct 

the interview in Dutch or Turkish, and most interviews were held in a combination of both. 

Quotations used in the study were translated into English by the first author. The thematic 

analysis and interpretation of the data was guided by the theoretical concepts of Islamic 

pedagogies and the scholarly criticisms to mosque education discussed in the literature. The 

researchers used a combination of deductive and inductive approach to data coding: all data 

was coded using the concepts and topics emerging from the literature, but the data was also 

(re-)read with the aim of identifying new patterns of meaning (themes) in relation to the 

explored research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2012). 
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Table 12. Composition of the observed classrooms. 

Islamic 

organization 

Taught 

by 

Age 

range 

Sex Number of present 

students 

Lessons observed 

Diyanet Imam1 10-16 Boys 11 One Qur’an lesson & two religious 

knowledge lessons 

 Hoca1 8-12 Girls 13 Two Qur’an lessons and one religious 

knowledge lesson 

 Hoca2 8-14 Boys 13 Three Qur’an lessons 

 Hoca3 8-14 Girls 15 One Qur’an lesson & two religious 

knowledge lessons 

Milli Görüş Imam2 11-14 Boys 9 Hifz class: one Qur’an lesson 

 Hoca4 10-14 Boys 13 Three religious knowledge lessons 

 Hoca5 6-8 Mixed 7 Preparatory class: One Qur’an lesson & two 

religious knowledge lessons 

 Hoca6 7-10 Girls 9 One Qur’an lesson 

 Hoca7 7-10 Girls 9 One religious knowledge lesson 

 

Findings  

Education at both mosques was divided into two general subjects: Qur’an lessons focusing on 

learning to read the Qur’an in Arabic and memorization of the prayers for namaz (a ritual 

prayer observed five times a day), and religious knowledge lessons focusing on the main 

tenants of the faith, the requirements of practicing the religion, the history of Islam and the 

life of the prophet. In addition to those, at the time of the fieldwork the Milli Görüş mosque 

also had a hifz class comprised of advanced students learning to recite the Qur’an by heart. 

Out of the 21 observed lessons, 11 were religious knowledge lessons, and ten were Qur’an 

lessons including the hifz class. It was observed that the hocas and imams employed different 

pedagogical approaches in the different lessons, depending on whether they were teaching 

Qur’an or religious knowledge. Before delving into the different teaching strategies in these 

two subjects, it is important to give a perspective on the physical conditions of the mosque 

classrooms and underline some commonalities. Differently than school classrooms, the 
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mosque classrooms were carpeted, and shoes were left at a special cabinet at the entrance of 

educational wing of the mosque. On the walls of the classrooms, there were frames with 

prayers in Arabic and Turkish, educational posters with religious knowledge (e.g. how to 

perform ablution, i.e. the ceremonial washing of body parts before prayer, and the sequence 

of movements for namaz). In some cases, the walls were decorated with religiously inspired 

crafts and drawings made by students (at the Milli Görüş mosque), and genealogy of the 

Ottoman sultans (at the Diyanet mosque). All of the observed mosque classrooms, except 

one, were equipped with white board, bookshelves, school desks and chairs. This equipment 

is in contrast to the typical mosque classroom setting where education takes place with both 

students and teachers seated on the ground with small wooden benches in front of them (Noh 

et al., 2014). Both mosques had at least one classroom with a projector, a computer and a 

printer. The only classroom which did not have a white board was actually a sohbet or 

religious discussion room which one class used temporarily until a regular classroom could 

be created for it. The management of both mosques complained about the lack of physical 

capacity to meet the demand for mosque classes, and both mosques had waiting lists for 

students. Some hocas commented on the importance of mimicking the school classrooms as 

closely as possible so that the students feel comfortable at the mosque and do not perceive it 

as an inferior learning environment. In all classrooms, hocas and imams were seen to copy 

motivation and discipline strategies used in mainstream education (e.g. time-outs or staying 

after class as a discipline measure, and compliments, stickers, and group outings as a 

motivation tool). 

Qur’an lessons 

Compared to religious knowledge lessons, Qur’an lessons in both mosques involved more 

self-study time balanced with one-to-one attention by the hoca to the proper pronunciation 

and the reading skills of the individual student. Ta’lim, or classical teacher instruction, 

repetition of reading passages, memorization and attention to tajweed were present in all 

observed Qur’an lessons.  Qur’an lessons would start with a prayer said communally, 

followed by students taking turns in reading passages from the Qur’an in Arabic and the hoca 

correcting their pronunciation. This was alternated with self-study time during which the 

hoca would work with each student individually while the rest of the class continued reading 

for themselves. Some Qur’an lessons, such as the Qur’an lesson of Imam1 at the Diyanet 

mosque and the hifz class of Imam2 at the Milli Görüş mosque would start differently. 
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Imam2, for instance, started by demonstrating to the students the proper way to recite the 

passage on which they would be working at the lesson. Imam1, on the other hand, followed a 

different strategy: 

For the last two years when I come in the morning, I do something which never 

changes. I always start the lessons with Asma-ul-Husna. [...] Asma-ul-Husna are the 

99 names of Allah. After we finish them, since those are children living abroad, I ask 

them to read the Turkish national anthem so that they can appreciate their fatherland 

and its flag. We read all ten verses. We stopped with this exercise after each student 

learnt the anthem by heart. (Imam1, Diyanet mosque) 

Likewise, another Qur’an lesson at the same mosque began with a memorial prayer 

for the Turkish national war heroes who died at the Battle of Gallipoli during the First World 

War (classroom of Hoca2, Diyanet mosque). The war heroes were referred to as “martyrs” 

implying they sacrificed their lives in the name of Islam. These practices show the 

importance attributed to instilling attachment to the Turkish Republic and maintaining the 

Turkish national consciousness of the diaspora youth to the extent that Islamic and Turkish 

identities are synthesized together and expressed in a pedagogy of national identity building. 

The observed Qur’an lessons did not contain teaching strategies directed at 

encouraging debate or critical thinking; the nature of the subject material (i.e. learning to read 

and recite the Qur’an properly) seems to be unconducive for such exercises. As such, the 

pedagogies of the observed Qur’an lessons overlapped to a great extent with the traditional 

portrayal of mosque education. The importance of understanding the meaning of the read 

Qur’anic passages was underlined only in three of the Qur’an lessons. For example, Hoca3 

and Imam1 in the Diyanet mosque translated the meaning of the studied text from Arabic to 

Turkish and wrote the main terms on the white board. Whenever some students did not 

understand the Turkish words, the hoca and the imam asked the students who understood to 

translate in Dutch for the rest. Similarly, Hoca6 at the Milli Görüş mosque said that she asks 

the students to write down the meaning of the chapter they read in their notebooks because 

this way the students concentrate better. It is likely that Hoca3 and Imam1 were able to 

provide Turkish translations and comment on the meaning since they were more highly 

educated in Islamic theology and Arabic compared to the rest. Hoca6, on the other hand, was 

relying on the translations available in the Islamic education textbooks. 
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Nevertheless, some of the hocas have incorporated innovative teaching practices in 

their Qur’an lessons. For example, Hoca2 has introduced an unorthodox approach to make 

reciting the Qur’an more entertaining for his students. He has allowed them to improvise rap 

music on the passages instead of reciting them in the traditionally accepted melody. The 

rapping occurred at the end of the classroom observation, after which we talked with the 

student who had performed it. He explained that he used the music of the song Baba, 

belonging to the Turkish-Dutch rapper Rambo. While Hoca2 still teaches them reading and 

reciting the Qur’an following tajweed, he reserves the last quarter to half an hour of his 

classes to let them express themselves in a more creative way: 

I try to teach without boring the child, avoiding classical instruction, but with stories 

and theater. [...] I think one of our main drawbacks right now is that we cannot afford 

to spend enough time on memorization. If we do more memorization, then morals and 

adab, national and spiritual values education will lag behind. The children can 

memorize themselves, too. Conversation is more important. [...] Children view the 

mosque as an environment full of bans, they get bored and don’t have fun. Therefore, 

we need more social activities to facilitate attachment to and love for the mosque. For 

example, I started a bike club. Also, the mosque offers Turkish language and music 

lessons. (Hoca2, Diyanet mosque) 

In another classroom, Imam2 instructing a hifz class at the Milli Görüş mosque has 

incorporated technology in an innovative way when teaching Qur’anic recitation. The class 

has a WhatsApp group, and before studying a certain passage together, he sends them an 

audio or video recording of himself or someone else reciting the passage melodically. Proper 

intonation, rhythm and melody are central to learning to recite the Qur’an, so he expects them 

to have listened to the recording before the class. When asked whether he observes 

motivation or discipline issues at his classroom, he replies that he usually does not, however, 

he has developed a strategy to teach unruly students separately from their group until they 

correct their behavior:  

I haven’t experienced serious issues but when the children were younger there were 

some who had such disruptive behavior. I was giving them separate lessons during 

weekdays. [...] I was teaching them one-to-one. We applied this teaching strategy to 

three children. And we told them that we are doing this as a punishment because they 
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have disrupted the classroom order and the learning motivation of their classmates. 

[...] This lasted for a month, and after that we re-integrated them in the group again. 

(Imam2, Milli Görüş mosque) 

Religious knowledge lessons 

The way teaching and learning occurred in the religious knowledge lessons differed 

substantially from the pedagogies of the Qur’an lessons. Before elaborating on the 

differences in teaching, it is important to note two major differences between the mosques. 

The first one has to do with the teaching materials used in the lessons. The Milli Görüş 

mosque had its own religious knowledge textbooks including special homework notebooks, 

grade sheets, teacher books with curriculum and certificates for completion for each level 

(beginners, intermediate and advanced), printed by Milli Görüş headquarters in Germany and 

distributed to all Milli Görüş mosques around Europe. The hocas at the Diyanet mosque, on 

the other hand, were relying on Islamic education textbooks usually used in the Islamic 

secondary schools in Turkey and printouts of information which they would find online and 

bring to the class6. The second difference has to do with the availability of pedagogical 

trainings and support to the hocas teaching in the mosques. As reported by the hocas, 

educational coordinators and the management figures at Milli Görüş, all hocas teaching at 

Milli Görüş mosques receive an annual pedagogical training which may last for a weekend or 

a week, and is taught by professional experts on child development and pedagogy. In addition 

to that, the case-study mosque had an in-house educational coordinator and pedagogue. The 

lack of similar arrangements for the hocas teaching at Diyanet has been reported as a 

 
6 At the time of the fieldwork, the management of Diyanet commented that they are working 

on publishing bilingual religious education textbooks (in Turkish and the host country 

language, e.g. Dutch or German) for use in their mosque classrooms in Europe. However, 

these were still not in use during the classroom observations. In 2018, the association has 

reported on its website about the first published mosque education textbook “Camiye 

gidiyorum 1” (“I am going to the mosque 1”) and the accompanying assisting activity books: 
https://diyanet.nl/hizmetlerimiz/dini-egitim-ve-din-hizmetleri/  
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drawback by some of the hocas that we talked to, as they evaluated the chances for training 

offered by Diyanet as insufficient7.  

That being said, compared to the Qur’an lessons the format of the religious knowledge 

lessons in both mosques was more conducive to discussion-based classes and featured more 

child-centered teaching strategies. Play-based instruction (e.g. using word games and puzzles 

to teach main Islamic concepts), storytelling (e.g. narrating stories from the life of the 

prophets), and using crafts (e.g. cutting and pasting paper with the names of the prophets or 

the angels on them) were the most commonly observed and reported teaching approaches. 

Religious knowledge lessons would begin with the hoca announcing the topic, followed by 

asking questions to the students to assess what they remember from the last lesson and 

whether they have studied at home. In that sense, religious knowledge lessons also were 

based on classical teacher instruction or ta’lim. The hoca would write the main concepts on 

the white board which was used much more actively during the religious knowledge lessons 

compared to the Qur’an lessons. 

The pedagogies employed in these lessons were noticeably guided by attention for 

tarbiyah and ta’dib. Hoca6 at Milli Görüş, for example, pointed out that what differentiates 

Islamic pedagogy and its approach to child development from the Dutch educational system, 

is the importance it pays to teaching the children to have respect for their parents, the elderly 

and the family values. Similarly, Hoca3 at Diyanet, expressed that Islamic pedagogy was 

more concerned with the moral education of the children than the pedagogies she has 

observed in mainstream Dutch schools. Students who had received good tarbiyah and ta’dib 

would know what is acceptable behavior for Muslim girls and boys: 

Excuse me, but there [at Dutch schools] a girl and a boy can sit next to each other, 

hold hands and kiss each other in the breaks. In other words, this is very normal there, 

but you can’t do that in the spiritual atmosphere of the mosque. Because if the hocas 

 
7 Nevertheless, there are some indications observed after the end of the fieldwork that 

Diyanet has also started to provide more trainings to their teaching volunteers. For example, 

the assoication mentions on its website a three-year long training programme for mosque 

hocas which has been introduced as a pilot in some mosques: 

https://diyanet.nl/hizmetlerimiz/dini-egitim-ve-din-hizmetleri/  
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are spending time to teach you knowledge, you have to respect them. (Hoca3, Diyanet 

mosque) 

Another aspect of ta’dib was seen in discussions of practicing Islamic dress code. 

Covering yourself and having special attire for the mosque was seen as a necessary etiquette 

which the children should embrace as part of their education. This was also in line with the 

Islamic concept of embodiment: the expectation that the students would be practicing the 

Islamic knowledge which they have acquired (Hoca1, Diyanet mosque). Likewise, the 

pedagogy of practicing together was observed in the classrooms of a number of Diyanet 

hocas who stressed the importance of encouraging the students to participate in namaz 

together with the congregation (Imam1 and Hoca1, Diyanet mosque).  

Among all classroom observations, two contrasting approaches to teaching Islam 

stood out as examples illustrating the extent of diversity of pedagogies within the context of a 

single mosque. These were the religious knowledge lessons of Hoca4 and Hoca5 at Milli 

Görüş. To begin with, both hocas had very different profiles. Hoca4 was a 49 years old man, 

a primary school graduate who migrated from Turkey when he was 22 years old and 

completed a private Islamic Theology program in the Netherlands. Hoca5, on the other hand, 

was a 19 years old woman, born and raised in the Netherlands, student in vocational training 

for medical assistance. Hoca4 was teaching advanced level boys whose age ranged between 

10 and 14, and Hoca5 was teaching a preparatory class of boys and girls between the ages of 

six and eight. It was not only the mixed-gender composition that set the classroom of Hoca5 

apart. Differently than Hoca4 who used archaic Turkish mixed with Arabic words, she would 

use Dutch as the main medium of instruction complemented by Turkish. But what is more 

remarkable was her way of making the lessons more child-friendly and interactive.  

Beside storytelling, crafts and educative games observed in other classrooms, she 

would also use body language, role-play and props to facilitate the learning of the students. 

During our observation, for example, she started the lesson by holding an envelope and 

asking the students what they can use it for. They answered, “to send a message”. She used 

the envelope as a prop to explain the concept of Allah sending messages to the people via the 

angels, such as in the case of angel Gabriel who was the subject of that lesson. Another time, 

she would designate two students one of which would demonstrate the ritual of ablution, 

while the other one would play the role of a hoca controlling whether the steps are performed 
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correctly. Her teaching approaches were age-appropriate and conducive to enhancing student 

autonomy. This created a classroom climate in which the students felt at ease to ask her 

challenging questions as in the dialogue bellow: 

Hoca5: The paradise is a place which is much more beautiful than this earth. 

Student: How do you know? Have you ever been to? 

Hoca5: This is what is written in the Qur’an. 

Student: But I love play-stations. What if there are no play-stations in paradise? 

Hoca5: They will give you everything you want in paradise. 

Student: But what if what is written in the [holy] book is not true? 

Hoca5: But this is not the topic of our lesson today. We are discussing the angels. 

 

In contrast to this, the classroom of Hoca4 was defined by an authoritarian teaching 

style and hierarchical power relations expecting discipline and obedience from the students. 

Most of the talk was done by the hoca, who used rhetorical philosophical deliberation and 

storytelling to convey the messages of the lesson focusing on fate and the role of human will 

in the pre-determined path dictated by Allah. Before starting to tell the story of the day, the 

hoca went to one of the students who was talking with his neighbor, grabbed his armed and 

pushed him lightly. The student and the rest of the group became visibly uncomfortable. 

After this, the hoca asked the students what could happen to someone just by touching him. 

For example, could someone be killed just by a touch? Upon that, he told them a story about 

the dream of a butcher who kills a customer just by touching him. The moral of the story was 

that the butcher would be legally accountable for his deed, but the death would have 

happened because of Allah’s will. The storytelling appeared to aim at an aspect of tarbiyah or 

personality development of the students according to Islamic ethic. However, the story 

seemed to silence the students by creating an environment of fear. Following the classroom 

observation, in an interview with Hoca4 we asked him whether the students in his class are 

asking critical or challenging questions, to which he replied: 

Last year there were questions such as “why do I have to learn this”, or “why this is 

like that”. But they got used to my style […]. Right now, I don’t have that problem 

anymore. (Hoca4, Milli Görüş mosque) 
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The examples above illustrate that despite teaching the same subject in the same 

mosque, two hocas can have very different approaches to teaching. During the fieldwork, the 

(female) educational coordinator of the Milli Görüş mosque commented that although they 

keep an eye on what is happening in all classrooms, have regular meetings and provide 

annual training to all hocas, they find it challenging to inspect the classes of elderly male 

hocas, and even more challenging to give them corrective feedback. Such internal power 

imbalances and the lack of external inspection might potentially have serious implications for 

the quality of the mosque education and its impact on the lives of students.  

Discussion and conclusion 

This study aimed at revealing how teaching and learning happens in the mosque classrooms 

of Diyanet and Milli Görüş in the Netherlands. The analysis shows that application of the 

Islamic concepts of education of tarbiyah, ta’lim, ta’dib and tajweed are integral to the 

teaching practices of hocas from each mosque. In other words, irrespective of the Islamic 

association they belong to, the hocas do not aim only for transfer of religious knowledge and 

instruction in teaching to read and recite the Qur’an, but also for teaching children Islamic 

morals and behavioral codes which will guide the students in their daily lives. 

The primary-source pedagogies identified by Alkouatli (2018) have been observed in 

many classrooms. For instance, all Qur’an lessons had an element of differentiated learning 

(an aspect of Relational Pedagogies) expressed in one-to-one teaching of correct 

pronunciation. Likewise, the Pedagogies of Mutual Engagement expressed in “doing 

together” were observed in encouraging the children to take part in the communal namaz, 

integrating educational games into the lessons, and organizing social activities like 

swimming, football and theme park trips together with the mosque class. The application of 

Pedagogies of Conscious Awareness through critical reflexivity was less pronounced as there 

were only few cases in which the imam and hocas made space for critical questioning by the 

students. Some like Hoca4 even defined it as a “problem” which did not occur anymore in his 

classes. In that sense, the findings imply that despite attempts at mimicking mainstream 

education, mosque education might value certain aspects of the school pedagogies more than 

others: while student autonomy is encouraged through self-study time and tasks in the 

classroom, challenging the tenants of the religion or the authority of the hocas might be seen 

as disrespectful and undesirable. This is in line with the findings of Pels and colleagues about 
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the limited space for open dialogue in the mosque classes (Pels et al., 2006; Pels et al., 2006a; 

Pels et al., 2006b; Pels et al., 2016). It also reinforces some of the concerns raised by 

Halstead (2018) about the potentially unfavorable impact of mosque pedagogies on the 

critical thinking skills of the students.  

On the other hand, the concerns raised by Coles (2014) and Sieckelinck et al. (2012) 

with regard to the lack of pedagogical training of the hocas and the use of harsh discipline-

oriented methods have been only partially observed in our study. There is evidence of 

pedagogical reform and adaptations at both mosques. As reported by Altinyelken and Sözeri 

(2019), the use of corporal punishment is said to be extinct in the mosques, and hocas not 

only at Diyanet, but also at Milli Görüş borrow motivation, discipline and class management 

strategies from the Dutch schools. The availability of regular trainings, and pedagogical 

support offered to hocas by their Islamic association, appeared to be better arranged at the 

Milli Görüş mosque than at the Diyanet mosque. These seem to matter for the hocas and their 

perception about the quality of education they are providing. Although the main language of 

instruction in both mosques was Turkish, what sets the pedagogies of both mosques apart is 

primarily the pedagogy of national identity building observed in the Diyanet classrooms. 

These are the teaching practices of the imam and the hocas (e.g. teaching the Turkish national 

anthem, and the memorial prayer for the Battle of Gallipoli) directed at creating a 

nationalistic attachment to the Turkish state among the diaspora youth. In other words, our 

findings indicate that mosque education at Diyanet has a political aspect which was not 

observed to the same extent at the Milli Görüş mosque. This resonates with recent studies on 

the activities of Diyanet in Europe which conclude that the Turkish state instrumentalizes 

Diyanet mosques as one of its tools for influence over the Turkish diaspora abroad (Maritato, 

2018; Öztürk & Sözeri, 2018).  

That said, although the literature suggests Islamic pedagogies diverge along ethnic 

and sectarian lines, it has been remarkable to observe that there is a diversity of teaching 

approaches not only between different mosques within a single ethnic community, but also 

within mosques belonging to the same Turkish-Islamic association. As demonstrated by the 

comparison of the contrasting pedagogies in the classrooms of Hoca4 and Hoca5 at the Milli 

Görüş mosque, more standardized teaching material and availability of pedagogical trainings 

was not associated with harmonized teaching practices. Teaching experience in Dutch 

schools (as in the case of Hoca2 at Diyanet) seemed to be linked with more openness to 
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innovation in the mosque classes. This reinforces previous findings of Altinyelken and Sözeri 

(2019) and Noh et al. (2014) who report that mosque teachers with experience in mainstream 

education system adopt pedagogical practices from it and apply these in their mosque classes. 

However, the sample size and format of our study would not allow us to deduce underlying 

factors associated with the different pedagogies. It is likely that factors such as age, gender, 

country of birth, generation, exposure to the Dutch education system and level of education 

might have an influence on the extent to which the hocas and imams are open to deviate from 

traditional and more authoritarian Islamic pedagogies and make space for more child-friendly 

teaching practices. Research into the recruitment and training of the hocas and imams might 

shed further light on this subject.  

Last but not least, the implications of the difficulty of internal checks (e.g. due to 

power imbalances between female educational coordinators and male hocas), and the lack of 

external inspections, might have far-reaching consequences for the quality of the mosque 

education and its impact on the students. Research shows that there is a demand for 

pedagogical innovation in mosque education, particularly by Muslim parents who were 

themselves born and raised in migration context (Pels et al., 2016), but also by hocas and 

imams who realize that the mosque pedagogies imported from their countries of origin need 

to be adapted to the diaspora experiences of the children (Altinyelken & Sözeri, 2019). 

Cooperation with primary schools might help achieve that: mosques have expressed desire 

for establishing pedagogical exchange programs to collaborate with schools for a shared 

pedagogical climate and creating a “pedagogy of the neighborhood” (Pels et al., 2006a, p.73). 

In this respect, our findings imply a need for further attention to the possibilities and 

challenges for mutually beneficial pedagogical exchange and collaborations between 

mosques and schools sharing a student population.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

Training Imams in the Netherlands: The Failure of a Post-secular Endeavor8 

 

Introduction 

The great majority of imams in Europe originate from Muslim majority countries such as 

Turkey and Morocco where they receive their professional training. They are often criticized 

for lacking familiarity with the language and culture of the host society, and are considered 

inadequate in connecting to the experiences of generations of Muslims born in Europe. Media 

contribute to the negative image of so called “import-imams” associating them with foreign-

financing, indoctrination and radicalization among the youth (Shadid, 2006; Døving, 2014). 

Although since 1970’s  there have been various collaborative initiatives for Islamic 

seminaries in several European countries such as Britain, France, Austria and Germany, few 

graduates of these seem to choose to pursue careers as European-educated imams (van 

Bruinessen, 2011; see Johansen, 2006 for detailed discussion of Austrian, German and Dutch 

initiatives). Many European countries among which Germany and Britain view “import-

imams” as a source of contention. Kamp (2008), for example, points out that education 

provided by foreign imams in the mosques in Germany is seen as problematic because “its 

content and the methods employed in teaching have more in common with the conditions of 

the societies of their countries of origin, than with the social conditions prevalent in 

Germany” (p.134). In their study of British mosque education, Cherti and Bradley (2011) 

report that 40% of their respondents say that they were taught by foreign imams who were 

not capable of providing adequate support to children “in understanding their dual British-

Muslim identity” (p.6).  

 
8 This chapter is a pre-print version of: Sözeri, S., Altinyelken, H. K., & Volman, M. (2019).  

Training imams in the Netherlands: the failure of a post-secular endeavor. British Journal of 

Religious Education, 41(4), 435-445. The Version of Record of this manuscript has been first 

published online on 18 June 2018, and is available in British Journal of Religious Education 

by Taylor and Francis. DOI: 10.1080/01416200.2018.1484697. 



78 

 

Differently than in their home countries where imams are primarily expected to lead 

the prayers in the mosque and to provide religious advice, some European imams perform a 

diverse range of additional tasks. The Netherlands is a case in point as policy-makers and 

congregations alike expect them to play “a positive role in the integration of the Muslim 

communities in the Dutch society by being a role model to his community, organizing events 

that bring together Muslims and non-Muslims and by acting as a youth worker solving 

problems involving Muslim youngsters” (Oueslati, 2014, p.251-252). For instance, the report 

commissioned by the Dutch government about the need for imam-trainings (OCW, 2003) 

states clearly that “it is of big importance that imams – contrary to what can be expected to 

those coming from abroad – are able to base their message on the values valid in the 

Netherlands. Therefore, the government attributes great importance to the establishment of 

one or more imam-trainings which fit well into the Dutch society” (p.7). Such arguments 

underpin the reasoning behind the Dutch initiatives for state-funded Islamic theology and 

imam-training programs. 

Three such programs were initiated over the past twelve years, namely at Vrije 

University Amsterdam (VU), Leiden University and Inholland University of Applied 

Sciences. However, due to a failure to attract new students and high drop-out rate, they were 

all either discontinued or re-defined as religious studies programs. Based on interviews with 

key stakeholders, this paper aims to explore why the programs were discontinued. The 

analysis is guided by the following research question: what are the reasons behind the failure 

of the state-funded Islamic theology programs and imam-trainings at the Dutch universities? 

To set the ground, first we provide an overview of the Dutch context in terms of separation of 

church and state, and post-secularism. Then, we look at the attempts to establish state-funded 

Islamic theology and imam-training programs in the Dutch universities. Next, we present an 

analysis of the stakeholder opinions on the reasons behind the failure of these programs, and 

discuss the implications therefore in the conclusion section.  

Separation of church and state and (de-)pillarization of the Dutch society 

The Dutch secularism is built upon a notion of a separation of church and state. It is defined 

by a minimal state interference in the way religious communities manage their own affairs. 

This notion is adopted by all bureaucratic units of the Dutch state and is part of the dominant 

public understanding of the relationship of the state to the religious groups. The principle of 
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separation of church and state has been intrinsically related to the pillarized system of the 

society. Pillarization characterized the Dutch society between late 19th century and 1960’s. It 

meant that the different religious or ideological communities (“pillars”), i.e. Catholics, 

Protestants, and neutrals, functioned within their own segregated societal segment, each 

having their own media, schools, and political parties. 

A number of scholars tried to trace the historical evolution of Dutch secularism and 

suggested different explanations for the reasons behind the changes the Dutch model has 

undergone in time (Harinck, 2006; Knippenberg, 2006; Lechner, 1996). For example, Schuh 

et al. (2012) argue that Dutch secularism evolved from a “model of secularity for the sake of 

accommodating religious diversity” into “secularity for the sake of individual liberties” or 

“secularity for the sake of national integration and development” (p.352-352). While the first 

model was mainly dominant during the period of pillarization of the Dutch society, the latter 

started gradually gaining prominence after the settlement of Muslim migrants and the 

increased visibility of Muslim religiosity in the public space, thus after the 1960’s. The 

authors claim that Dutch secularism evolved towards a more assertive form especially after 

the 2000’s when the state witnessed the rise of far-right parties and their discourse on violent 

Islamic extremism. Consequently, state support for cultural emancipation of religious groups 

started being more questioned than before and “national unity” became one of the key 

elements in the public and parliamentary debates about state neutrality and the Dutch 

Muslims. 

Likewise, Verkaik and Tamimi Arab (2016) differentiate between constitutional 

secularism and culturalist/nativist secularism. Constitutional secularism is based on the 

religious rights of citizens derived from the Dutch Constitution guaranteeing them the 

freedom to express, practice, associate around, and establish institutions in accordance with 

their belief systems. Culturalist or nativist secularism, the authors claim, is a newer 

phenomenon emerging in the post-World War II period and characterized by the rise of 

individualist values and decrease in religiosity among the Dutch. Verkaik and Tamimi Arab 

(2016) contend that both types of secularism are in tension with each other because while 

constitutional secularism aims at protecting the religious rights of minorities, culturalist 

secularism relies on a nationalist discourse for “Dutch norms and values” and is constructed 

in opposition to “return of religion” as expressed in Islamic migrants’ religiosity.  
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Based on that literature, there seems to exist a consensus about two major processes 

changing the nature of Dutch secularism: 1) de-pillarization of the Dutch society as a result of 

decrease of religiosity and increase in individualist values, and 2) positioning Dutch Muslims 

and their claims-making within the existing model of separation of church and state. Some 

scholars such as Maussen (2012) claim that the relationship between the Dutch state and 

Muslim immigrants, on the one hand, and policy responses to Muslim claims-making, on the 

other, were not shaped by the tradition of pillarization. He argues that analysis of the policy 

debates over the last 35 years reveals no interest among Dutch politicians for the creation of 

an Islamic pillar, and despite the institutionalization of Islam in many areas of public life, an 

Islamic pillar never came into existence. There are, however, many indicators pointing to the 

opposite. To begin with, despite de-pillarization taking place since 1960’s, it is remarkable 

that more than 60 % of all Dutch primary schools are still denominational and nearly 70% of 

Dutch pupils attend such schools (OCW, 2014). And while Muslim migrants’ settlement in 

the Netherlands corresponds with the initial phases of de-pillarization and an Islamic pillar 

has never officially come into existence, the Muslim communities have benefitted to various 

extent of institutionalization comparable to the other religious communities. This meant, 

among others, receiving state funding for Islamic primary and secondary schools (Driessen & 

Merry, 2006), having (local) political parties based on Islamic values (Verkuyten, 2017), and 

two state-funded (albeit already discontinued) Islamic broadcasters (Landman, 1997). 

Perhaps this is why Dekker and Ester (1996) talk about “subjective de-pillarization” (p.331) 

occurring at the level of personal perceptions and attitudes towards the old system, while the 

pre-existing institutional arrangements in the educational and political sphere stay in place.  

The post-secular society 

Is it possible then to argue that the “subjectively” de-pillarized Dutch society is a post-secular 

one? That is, a liberal democratic society in which religion not only does not lose ground but 

successfully maintains and even increases its influence in the politics and public sphere due 

to a more pronounced role of religious organizations in opinion making, immigration from 

countries with “traditional cultural backgrounds”, and native populations’ increased 

awareness of their own religiosity. The concept of post-secularism was first introduced by 

Habermas (2008) in his “Notes on Post-secular Society” and has been largely debated among 

sociologists of religion (e.g. Gorski et al., 2012; Harrington, 2007; Johansen, 2013; McGhee, 

2013). Some of his critiques would argue that it is limited in scope (taking rich Western 
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democracies as the norm), that it overestimates the extent of change from secular to post-

secular order since Western societies were not completely secularized anyway (Bader, 2012), 

and that its focus on religious fundamentalism essentializes religion as “irrational” and 

“dangerous” (Mozumder, 2011, p.59-60).  

Despite its limitations, the concept provides a helpful analytical framework which 

recognizes the failure of the secularization thesis and attempts to provide revised theoretical 

arguments for identifying the factors which shape the present modus operandi of state-church 

relations in the West. Thus, for the purposes of this article, we would suggest that despite 

formal state definition of the Dutch governmental bodies as secular, the society itself is post-

secular in the sense put forward by Habermas.  

Islamic theology and imam-training programs in the Netherlands 

Who are the Dutch Muslims?  

Dutch citizens from Turkish, Moroccan and Surinamese background form the largest Muslim 

communities in the Netherlands accounting for about 6% of the population (Berger, 2014). 

According to official estimates, there are 475 mosques belonging to different ethnic 

communities (Berger, 2014). Many of those fall under umbrella organizations: 146 mosques 

are under the Islamic Association Netherlands or the Dutch branch of the Turkish Presidency 

of Religious Affairs (Diyanet), 46 mosques are affiliated with Islamic Centre Association 

Netherlands (a mystic Turkish community of followers of Süleyman Hilmi Tunahan), 45 

mosques with Milli Görüş (a Turkish organization inspired by the Turkish politician 

Necmettin Erbakan and his ideology of political religious nationalism), 90 mosques fall under 

the Union for Moroccan Organizations in the Netherlands, and about 40 Surinamese and 

Pakistani mosques are affiliated with the World Islamic Mission. The rest belongs to various 

smaller communities such as the Iraqi, the Tunisians, the Bosnians, and the Egyptians.  

1980’s and 1990’s: testing the ground 

The first recommendations for setting up Dutch imam-training programs appeared as early as 

1982, about a decade after the settlement of the first waves of Muslim guest-workers 

(Landman, 1999). The establishment efforts continued in the 1990’s with further 

investigation into the demand by the communities and the institutional readiness of the 

universities to train Islamic preachers. At a round-table discussion organized by the Ministry 



82 

 

of Education, Culture and Science (OCW, Dutch abbreviation) in 1994, the Muslim 

organizations expressed their desire to cooperate with the educational institutions for the 

development of two-level imam-training programs starting from secondary and followed at 

tertiary level of education (Landman, 1999). This was followed by a report commissioned by 

the Ministry about the possibilities of starting imam-training programs within the Dutch 

universities. Consequently, the Ministry identified five key points for the successful setup of 

the programs: “a) cooperating with other countries like Morocco and Turkey; b) regulating an 

inburgeringscursus (integration course) for imams as long as the prospective imam training 

program had not yet been realized; c) studying the further developments of the next 

generations within the ethnic groups and their influence on the form of mosque boards in the 

future; d) starting a scholarly dialogue with Islam; […], and e) keeping in mind the 

recommendations of the Landman report especially those with relevance to secondary 

education” (Ghaly, 2008, p.370-371). It is worth noting that the Ministry did not act on these 

suggestions until after 9/11.  

2000’s: attempts for fully-fledged Islamic theology and imam-training programs 

The decades since 2000 witnessed a renewed interest by the Dutch government. In 2002, a 

special integration course was started for imams coming from non-Western countries, and in 

2004, the Ministry issued a call for applications for existing universities for the setup of 

national imam-training programs (Johansen, 2006). Three universities qualified for financial 

support: the first program was initiated in 2005 at VU, followed by Leiden University, and 

Inholland in 2006.  

The Islamic theology program at VU received 1.5 million Euro as a subsidy for a 

period of six years (Ghaly, 2008). However, it did not have the official support of any of the 

Islamic communities in the Netherlands, and no agreements about the employment of 

graduates were made with mosques (Johansen, 2006). In time, the program was re-defined 

and is still offered as a bachelor program of Religious Studies with three specialization areas: 

Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism. The career prospects for graduates are listed as spiritual care 

workers in prisons, hospitals and nursing homes. 

The program at Leiden University was set up as Islamic Theology, accredited by an 

international committee of Islamologists and recognized by many experts as unique in 

Europe. The program received a subsidy of 2.3 million Euro for a four-year period (Ghaly, 
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2008). The setup envisaged a two-step training: 1) academic, implemented by the university 

in the form of a three-year bachelor and one-year master program, and 2) confessional, 

implemented by the Islamic communities themselves. Yet, the cooperation agreements with 

the Muslim communities were never completed. In 2011, due to insufficient interest by 

prospective students, the program was discontinued. 

The imam-training at Inholland constitutes a distinct case as it was founded with the 

support of five Islamic umbrella organizations, all adhering to Sunni Islam and recognizing 

the need for professional training of imams in the Netherlands. The program was subsidized 

with an amount of 400,000 Euro (Ghaly, 2008). It aimed at training Islamic professionals 

who would endorse “helpfulness, open-mindedness, initiative, awareness and respect of 

diversity and co-citizenship, reflection on one’s traditions, values, and personality” 

(Meuleman, 2012, p.236-237). Leading figures from the religious organizations were 

consulted in curriculum development process, and some were employed as teaching 

personnel. Despite involving major Muslim organizations, the program suffered from a high 

drop-out rate and failed to attract new students. It also received criticisms about its reflective 

and interpretative character as Muslim students “tend to treat Islam as a tradition to be 

learned and transmitted to others, not to reflect upon or see in a new light” (Meuleman, 2012, 

p.238). Moreover, the reputation of the program at Inholland might have been additionally 

damaged by a research report published by the Dutch-Flemish Accreditation Organization 

(NVAO, 2011) claiming that almost a quarter of Inholland’s graduates received their 

diplomas unfairly. Eventually, in 2013 the program stopped accepting new students, and the 

academic year of 2016-2017 produced its last graduates. 

Method and sample  

We conducted 31 individual and three group interviews with 38 key stakeholders, including 

experts teaching in the Islamic theology and imam-training programs, academics studying the 

Dutch-Muslim communities, imams, Qur’an teachers, chairs of the largest Turkish and 

Muslim religious organizations, advisors on integration from the Dutch Ministry of Social 

Affairs and Employment, and municipality officials from Amsterdam and Utrecht working in 

the field of diversity management and radicalization. We used expert interviews as a 

sampling method (Dorussen et al., 2005). In other words, the participants were selected 

because of their professional positions, expertise about the topic or holding a key role within 
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an Islamic organization. Group interviews were conducted only when the participants did not 

have the time for an individual interview and expressed a preference for a group interview 

instead. On average, the interviews took approximately one hour and were held at the 

location which was most convenient for the participants, their working place or home. 

Depending on the participants’ preference, the interviews were conducted in Turkish, English 

or Dutch. Wherever needed, the data was translated into English by the first author and all 

translations were checked for accuracy by the second author. To ensure confidentiality, all 

names were anonymized and background information was omitted. Table 13 provides an 

overview of the demographic characteristics of our sample. We asked all participants the 

following question: “Why do you think that the Islamic theology and imam-training programs 

in the Dutch universities were not successful?” We coded the transcribed interviews in 

qualitative data-analysis software Atlas.ti and conducted thematic analysis for identifying the 

recurring reasons pertaining to the failure of the programs (for a detailed discussion of 

thematic analysis, see Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Table 13. Demographic characteristics of the sample. 

Abbreviations: NL: Dutch; TR: Turkish; MR: Moroccan; HBO: University of applied sciences. 

 

Stakeholder opinions on the failure of the programs 

Except for informants associated with Diyanet, there appeared to be a consensus about the 

need for Dutch Islamic theology and imam-training programs. This is in line with the 

findings of Canatan (2001) who identifies a demand for Dutch imam-trainings especially 

among educated Dutch Muslims who are dissatisfied with foreign imams’ lack of knowledge 

Gender 28 men 10 women       

Age Range: 25-63 Average: 
42,94 

  
  

Education 
level 

28 University  3 HBO 2 Imam 
Hatip 

5 High 
school  

  

Nationality 10 NL 6 TR 20 NL&TR 2 NL&MR   

Ethnicity 8 NL 28 TR 
 

2 MR   

Years in the 
Netherlands 

Range: 2-62 
years 

Average: 30 
  

  

Occupation  11 imams and 
Qur’an teachers 

12 chairs or 
board 
members 

2 journalists 4 academics 5 educators 4 policymakers 
& advisors 
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of the local context. The following quote by a young urban professional, member of the 

Gülen movement, illustrated that point by implying the existence of a hidden agenda of the 

Turkish state: 

It would be 100% better if they were trained here. The long arm of Ankara which we 

constantly hear about, it is here mostly thanks to Diyanet. If you train the imams here, 

then you cut that arm. Imams definitely have to be trained here and into a (version of) 

Islam compatible with the West. 

Another young professional active in integration projects for Dutch Muslim youth 

also underlined the need for local Islamic theology and imam-training programs. Yet, he 

pointed out that the Muslim communities have to initiate them themselves, with a shared 

responsibility and ownership of the curriculum between the Netherlands and the countries of 

origin:  

The challenge is that those imams coming from Turkey and Morocco have received 

certain religious formation. In other words, everyone trusts them. But they have 

deficiencies when it comes to knowledge of pedagogy and of the social context here. 

Therefore, my ideal is an imam-training which is founded on solid religious 

knowledge with a part of the curriculum (implemented) here, and another part in 

Turkey or Morocco […] They need to cooperate with the most important institutes in 

Turkey, Morocco and Malaysia, for example. 

The few Diyanet informants who did recognize the need for local trainings were quick 

to stress that they were “in principle not against such programs” but the attempts would only 

be successful if they are “not imposed by the (Dutch) state” and do not follow a “curriculum 

based on political reasons”.  

When it comes to the reasons behind the failure of the attempted programs, the 

analysis revealed three main factors: 1) lack of trust in the intentions of the Dutch 

government in funding the programs; 2) lack of confidence in the expertise of the non-

Muslim academics teaching the programs; and 3) Diyanet’s refusal to cooperate with the 

universities for the setup of the programs. 

Lack of trust in the intentions of the Dutch government 
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Many of the respondents pointed out that the Dutch government decided to fund the programs 

with the objective to exert greater control over the mosques. Educating imams under a 

curriculum which is funded and supervised by the OCW would allow the state to monitor the 

norms, values and messages the new graduates receive more efficiently. One of the lecturers 

teaching at the imam-training program at Inholland (who is also active as an imam at a Milli 

Görüş mosque) maintained that:  

Everything is security. If it weren’t about security, no state official would be 

interested in saying “let us educate your imams” or “let us fund their education”.  

Likewise, the account of an academic who was involved in the initial meetings of 

establishing the Islamic theology program at VU suggests that the Dutch Security Service 

was involved in monitoring the program:  

From the beginning the public debate on having to have an Islamic theology 

education here in the Netherlands is always informed by violence and the issue of 

radicalization. That was quite clear and by definition means the involvement of the 

security service. But also involvement of the Dutch government. 

Lack of confidence in the expertise of the non-Muslim academics  

For others, the core problem was the unsatisfactory level of expertise of the academics 

teaching in the programs. According to the imams we spoke with, the programs were “too 

superficial”, “too Dutch”, or “Orientalist”. A leading figure within Milli Görüş commented 

that:  

There were problems with these programs. For example, some say that they were too 

simple, some say that they were too heavy. […] But also there was a problem of trust. 

For example, they bring one professor, but the professor is Orientalist, in other words, 

he does not interpret Islam the way we do, or the way we would find appropriate. […] 

When most of the mosques do not accept the graduates due to this lack of trust, the 

students are bound to have difficulty with finding employment.  

Similarly, Diyanet imams who have received their theological education in Turkey 

claimed that it was impossible to offer Islamic theological education on the same level in the 

Dutch universities due to lack of secondary Islamic education in the Dutch system – or imam-
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hatip high-schools with extensive training in Arabic to build upon. In addition, many 

respondents criticized the lack of cooperation with the countries of origin of major Muslim 

groups in the Netherlands and major Islamic Theology centers in the Muslim world. None of 

the three universities offered exchange programs with established departments of Islamic 

theology in countries like Egypt, Morocco or Turkey. In this respect, one of the academics 

critically remarked:  

I think that if you want to have an Islamic theology department here, the students in 

that department should at least study abroad one year of those six years. To have some 

credibility as authority. Let’s say for example nine months in Morocco and three 

months in Turkey. Or even in Arab country. But it is quite clear that the Dutch 

government doesn’t want that.  

For some imams and Qur’an teachers the issue of the expertise was also a question of 

authority and identity: only Muslim scholars – being insiders of the religion - were 

recognized as having access to genuine Islamic knowledge and spiritual values. In this 

regard, a young second generation imam, graduate of the International Islamic Theology 

program of Ankara University and employed by the Dutch Diyanet commented the 

following: 

Because it is not only about knowledge transmission. It is about that spirit, the moral 

values and all those things. It is different when a Dutch person teaches you a course in 

history of Islam or a course in Qur’anic interpretation because he will do it as if he is 

teaching biology or mathematics. But it makes such a difference to take these lessons 

from a professor who has dedicated himself to these subjects and has internalized 

them, he will explain them much better and this knowledge will stay with you. 

 

Diyanet’s refusal to cooperate 

This is a very significant factor as more than half of the mosques serving Dutch Muslims 

from Turkish origin (or almost one third of all Dutch mosques) are governed by Diyanet. The 

Diyanet imams in our sample reported that they are sent and paid by the Turkish government 

following an annual nationwide exam for Turkish theology graduates and an interview with a 

committee comprised of officials from the Turkish Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of 
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Foreign Affairs. This is also why the academics founding the programs at VU and Inholland 

have recognized Diyanet as an important actor and have proposed cooperation in designing 

the curriculum of the programs. Such cooperation would imply that the graduates of the 

Dutch programs would be offered jobs as imams in the Dutch Diyanet mosques as well. In 

this regard, a key figure from the umbrella organization for the Dutch mosques, Contact 

Organ for Muslims and the Government remarked that: 

Both VU and Inholland spent lots of efforts to involve Diyanet as partners, they really 

wanted to collaborate. But Diyanet does not accept that because if it does, then 

bringing its own imams from Turkey will become problematic. 

When asked about the reasons for lack of cooperation, some informants associated 

with Diyanet claimed that they were never asked for cooperation to begin with. Others 

explained that Diyanet was “expecting such state-funded initiatives after the 9/11 discourse” 

but they did not support them because they would remain superficial with no Islamic 

professional training at the secondary level.  

Differently than other Muslim-majority countries, the training of imams in Turkey 

happens under the control and scrutiny of the state (Aşlamacı & Kaymakcan, 2017). It has 

been already pointed out by some scholars of politics and religion in Turkey (Öktem, 2012; 

Öztürk, 2016; Öztürk & Sözeri, 2018) that Diyanet acts as a faith-based state apparatus which 

has been further instrumentalized under consecutive Justice and Development Party 

governments in promoting the ideological agenda of the Turkish state among Muslim 

minorities and the Turkish diaspora abroad. A senior academic involved in establishing the 

Islamic theology program at VU underlined that for Diyanet, being able to send and employ 

its own imams is a matter of control: 

I spoke with the director of the international branch of Diyanet in Ankara couple of 

years ago and he was very much kind of “you can do whatever you want in the 

Netherlands or anywhere in terms of training but in the end we decide whether or not 

we accept imams from that training”. I think that’s the big issue. Diyanet simply says 

“we want to keep control over this”.  

Diyanet mosques’ unwillingness to employ the graduates of the Dutch programs on 

the one hand, and the low salaries and “insecure terms of employment” offered by the rest of 
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the mosques (Oueslati, 2014, p. 251), on the other, contributed to a perception of poor career 

prospects for the graduates. Although it does not come to the fore very prominently in our 

findings, some studies suggest that personal economic reasons are an important determinant 

of the lack of success of the Dutch imam-trainings as young people educated in Europe 

expect higher salaries and thus, “only persons educated in the country of origin” are willing 

to work under these conditions and even they leave the positions of imams “once they have 

gained immigrant status” and “found the possibility for more profitable employment” (van 

Bruinessen, 2011, p.7).  As a consequence of all the above-mentioned reasons the programs 

failed to attract new students and suffered a high drop-out rate, leading to the eventual 

dismantlement or in the case of VU, re-arrangement of the training in a more scholarly 

direction.  

Conclusion  

The findings of this study suggest that there is a need for re-evaluation of the official 

“separation of church and state” claimed to be espoused both by the Netherlands and Turkey. 

Their institutional differences notwithstanding, both countries define themselves as secular 

states in which religious issues are expected to be contained in the private (individual or 

communal) life of the citizens and allegedly have no impact on governmental policymaking. 

Nevertheless, as exemplified above, the Netherlands dedicates a significant amount of funds 

for state-supervised training of Islamic preachers, and Turkey insists on not lending its 

cooperation for these trainings that would trump the way for sending its own religious 

officials. In that sense, the failure of the Dutch Islamic theology and imam-training programs 

is “post-secular” because both the Dutch and the Turkish state exhibit what Habermas would 

call “post-secular consciousness”. This acknowledges the relevance of religion and of 

religious ideas in shaping not only public discourse, but also educational and foreign 

policymaking.  

The Dutch state’s funding of Islamic higher education seems to be in line with its 

policy for funding religious primary and secondary schools. The analysis of the interviews 

shows, however, that in this case it seems to be guided by an interest in controlling and 

monitoring the profile of the imams in the mosques rather than by provision of religious 

rights implied by constitutional secularism. In this sense, it is in conflict with its official 

ideology of separation of church and state defined by minimal state interference in the way 
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religious communities manage their own affairs and inconsistent with the proclaimed trend of 

de-pillarization. Differently than the Islamic primary and secondary schools, the discussed 

attempts for Islamic higher education are not initiated by the Dutch Muslim communities. 

Moreover, the stakeholders’ opinions indicate that the Dutch government’s interest in funding 

the programs does not stem from its interest in the production of Islamic knowledge in the 

West, nor from its interest in the creation of a space for critical reflection on the emerging 

forms of European Islam. Rather, it appears to be an interest in managing the Muslim 

communities and educating imams who would preach in accordance with the “Dutch values 

and norms”. The expert opinions in our study also point out that any future attempts for 

Islamic theology programs in the Dutch universities will need to establish better connections 

with the grassroots of the Muslim communities. Analytical reading of the reasons of failure 

reveals that some of the core recommendations in Landman’s report from 1995 – such as 

cooperation with sending Muslim countries and establishing professional Islamic secondary 

education - were not taken into consideration neither before nor after the setup of the 

university programs. According to the stakeholders in our study, to gain more credibility and 

authority among the Dutch Muslims, the programs need to make greater space for scholars 

from established theological departments in the Muslim majority countries and develop 

exchange programs.  

Furthermore, future imam-training initiatives within the established Dutch universities 

seem futile without successful cooperation with Diyanet. This, however, does not seem 

plausible in the current context in which the Dutch public debate is dominated by a 

diplomatic tension between the Netherlands and Turkey, and a political talk about 

withdrawing the work and residence permits of Diyanet imams. As a solution to this threat, 

Diyanet is recruiting Dutch-Turkish students with dual nationality for its International Islamic 

Theology program based in Turkey, offering full scholarships, boarding and employment 

upon graduation.  

Additional challenges to the success of future initiatives also might stem from the lack 

of cooperation and mistrust within the Dutch Muslim community itself which is highly 

segregated along ethnic lines and dominated by Sunni Islam. A research about the community 

links and the leverage of private initiatives for Islamic higher education such as the Islamic 

University of Rotterdam, the Islamic University of Europe in Rotterdam, and the private 
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imam-training of Milli Görüş in Germany, might provide further insight into the possibilities 

of training imams within the Dutch context.  

Last but not least, in the current political context in Europe in which the role of 

“import-imams” is hotly debated and intertwined in issues of immigrant integration and civic 

allegiances, our findings have implications for imam-training programs in other countries as 

well. As pointed out earlier by van Bruinessen (2011), graduates of imam-training programs 

elsewhere in Western Europe seem to be unwilling to serve as imams in European mosques. 

In this regard, there is a need for a comparative research tapping into the individual and 

structural reasons making the profession of imam unattractive for the future generations of 

European Muslim youth. 
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CHAPTER 6  

 

Turkish Mosque Education in the Netherlands: Aiding or Frustrating Integration?9 

 

Introduction 

Mosque education (i.e. the supplementary Islamic education provided in mosques) has been 

often portrayed as a threat to integration with a potential to radicalize Muslim youth, to 

further segregation and cause identity confusion (Sözeri et al., 2019; Cherti & Bradley, 

2011). Some scholars have warned that mosque classes might be hindering social cohesion 

when students are being instructed to avoid spare time contact with their non-Muslim peers 

(Pels et al., 2016). In the Netherlands, many politicians have voiced their concerns about the 

influence of mosque education on Muslim children. For example, the mayor of Amsterdam 

and politician from the Green Party (GroenLinks) Femke Halsema expressed that she wants 

more control and inspection of the mosque classes in her city (Koops, 2019). Likewise, 

Lodewijk Asscher, leader of the Dutch Labor Party (PvdA) and minister of Social Affairs and 

Employment (2012-2017), commented in parliament that those who send their children to 

mosque classes have failed to integrate, even if they are economically active and participate 

in the Dutch society (Zandbergen, 2014).  

Although there are no official estimates, Cherti and Bradley’s (2011) research in 

Britain and Sözeri and Altinyelken’s research in the Netherlands (2019) suggest that mosque 

education is attended by a higher number of students than the formal Islamic primary schools. 

Yet, for a variety of reasons among which difficulty of access to mosques and distrust 

towards researchers, mosque education is still largely understudied (Alkouatli, 2018). This 

study aims to contribute to filling the knowledge gap about the role of mosque education in 

the integration of Muslim children by offering evidence from the Turkish community in the 

Netherlands. The choice to focus on the Turkish-Dutch is not accidental: beside being the 

largest Muslim community in the Netherlands (CBS, 2018), previous research suggests that 
 

9 Based on: Sözeri, S., Altinyelken, H. K., & Volman, M. (Submitted). Turkish mosque 

education in the Netherlands: Aiding or frustrating integration? Ethnic and Racial Studies. 
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the Turkish-Dutch are more isolationist than other migrant communities (Huijnk & Dagevos, 

2012), show sustained levels of religiosity across generations (Maliepaard et al., 2010), and 

report stronger adherence to Islam when they have attended mosque classes in their 

childhood (Fleischmann & Phalet, 2012). Furthermore, higher Muslim religiosity among the 

youth has been found to be associated with lower host nation (i.e. Dutch) identification 

(Fleischmann & Phalet, 2018).  

What is the role of mosque education in the integration of the Turkish-Dutch youth 

according to their parents, imams, mosque teachers and key stakeholders? This is the main 

overarching question this study seeks to answer. It poses the following sub-questions: (1) 

What is the understanding of integration of the different actors? (2) Does mosque education 

aid or frustrate integration according to the respondents? (3) What are the ways in which 

mosque education could be aiding integration? and (4) What are the ways in which mosque 

education could be frustrating integration? To address these questions, the study uses data 

from semi-structured interviews with Turkish imams, mosque teachers, parents and an 

ideologically diverse body of key stakeholders collected between March 2016 and December 

2017.  

The study is novel in two ways: first, it examines insiders’ perspectives on the role of 

mosque education in Muslim children’s integration which - despite the large body of research 

on the link between integration and Islamic religiosity of the youth - to our knowledge hasn’t 

been studied before in the Netherlands, and internationally it has only been partially touched 

upon by a British think-tank (Cherti & Bradley, 2011). Secondly, it attempts to achieve a 

multifaceted understanding of the researched questions through qualitative data triangulation 

with persons (Denzin, 1989) (i.e. combining the perspectives of more than two categorically 

different groups of respondents, both insiders and outsiders: imams, mosque teachers, parents 

of mosque students, and other stakeholders). To our knowledge, in studying mosque 

education this approach has been adopted to varying extents only in two publications: 

namely, the research report by Cherti and Bradley on British madrassas (2011), and by Pels 

and colleagues’ research on mosques’ pedagogical practices commissioned by the Dutch 

municipality of Rotterdam (Pels et al., 2006; Pels et al., 2006a; Pels et al., 2006b).  
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Theoretical and empirical approaches  

Immigrant integration and Islam 

The question whether Islam plays a role in Muslim immigrants’ integration in the host 

societies has been researched well by a large number of studies which report conflicting 

results about the first generation and their descendants. On the one hand, research establishes 

a negative link between the level of religiosity of first generation Muslim immigrants and a 

variety of integration outcomes among which social contact with natives (Maliepaard & 

Phalet, 2012), host language proficiency (Güveli & Platt, 2011), educational success (Van 

Tubergen & Sindradóttir, 2011), attitudes to egalitarian gender roles (Diehl et al., 2009), and 

identification with the host nation (Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007). In contrast to these, some of 

the research on the role of religiosity in the integration of the so-called second generation 

(children of immigrants born in the host country), find positive associations between higher 

levels of religiosity (often measured as frequency of mosque attendance, prayer and degree of 

religious identification) and integration markers as educational attainment, employment, 

social participation, and interethnic contacts (Fleischmann & Phalet, 2012; Scheible & 

Fleischmann, 2013). In the light of such findings some scholars claim that religion does not 

matter anymore when the focus of analysis is on immigrants’ descendants (Voas & 

Fleischmann, 2012, cited in Beek & Fleischmann, 2019). Yet, others point out that the 

religiosity of migrants’ children is still negatively associated with egalitarian gender role 

attitudes (Kretschmer, 2018), values of sexual liberalism (Kogan & Weißmann, 2019), 

majority language skills and interethnic friendships (Beek & Fleischmann, 2019). The 

conflicting findings of the studies imply that there might be a need to re-conceptualize the 

definition of integration and to re-evaluate the different ways it has been measured so far. 

Defining integration in the Netherlands 

The term “immigrant integration” is conceptually elusive. Givens (2007) who reviews the 

research on immigrant integration in Europe, describes it broadly as “the processes that take 

place after an immigrant has moved to a new country” and “a two-way process, requiring 

accommodation by both the native and the immigrant populations” (p.72). Similarly, 

Klarenbeek (2019) offers a conceptualization of integration as a two-way process in which 

integration is not only limited to socio-economic outcomes and the members of the receiving 

society have responsibility to lift boundaries to outsiders’ integration such as discrimination, 
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stereotypes, and stigmatization.  In his book “Imagined Societies: A Critique of Immigrant 

Integration in Western Europe”, Schinkel (2017) who also scrutinizes the definitions of 

immigrant integration in the literature, remarks that immigrant integration “is hardly ever 

defined” but rather “conceived in the contemporary social science of its measurement” (p.74). 

In other words, the dominant understanding of integration has mainly been based on 

quantitative measurements of migrants’ socio-economic participation, language proficiency, 

attitudes toward liberal values, and identification with the host nation. In this respect, the 

Dutch case is particularly remarkable as the Netherlands is the first European country to 

officially start measuring and monitoring immigrant integration on national level starting in 

the mid-1980’s (Bijl & Verweij, 2012, cited in Schinkel, 2017). Also, the Netherlands has 

experienced arguably the most extreme frame shift from multiculturalism to assimilationism 

with regard to immigrant integration (Vasta, 2007). Entzinger (2014) calls this “the paradox 

of Dutch integration policies” (p.699) which between 1980’s and 2000’s were designed to 

facilitate immigrants’ socio-economic participation in society through maintenance of their 

own culture, language and traditions, while after 2000’s public figures and policymakers 

started to “blame” immigrants and their children for not identifying strongly enough with 

Dutch culture, and not adopting Dutch values and norms. After the shift to assimilationism, 

“social–cultural distinctiveness has come to be considered an obstacle to socio-economic 

participation” (Duyvendak & Scholten, 2012, p.279). Islam has emerged as the most 

prominent marker of immigrants’ “incompatible cultural traits” and it is framed as one of the 

main sources of immigrants’ integration problems in the Netherlands (Ghorashi, 2017, 

p.2429). Duyvendak (2011) calls this phenomenon “the culturalization of citizenship”: “a 

process in which emotions, feelings, norms and values, symbols and traditions (including 

religion) come to play a pivotal role in defining what can be expected of a Dutch citizen” 

(p.92).  That is to say, the dominant understanding of integration in the Netherlands has 

changed from socio-economic emancipation to cultural assimilation: it is commonly 

understood as the degree of convergence of values and norms between natives and non-

natives.  

The role of mosque education 

Mosque education is one of the most widely accessible ways for children’s socialization in 

Islamic worldview and lifestyle as all mosques provide some form of Islamic education. 

According to some sources, attendance rates are higher than 75% for Turkish Muslim 
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children in Amsterdam and Rotterdam (Phalet et al., 2012). Instruction at the mosques is 

unregistered with Dutch educational authorities. Turkish mosque education in the 

Netherlands is scheduled in extracurricular time, and it is attended by children between the 

ages of six and 16 from two hours up to 12 hours per week depending on the mosque’s 

curriculum and facilities. Beside learning to read and recite the Qur’an, mosque students 

receive teachings in performance of Islamic rituals, life of the prophet, history of Islam, 

fundamentals of Islamic law and philosophy. Teaching Turkish language, history and 

traditions is also seen as one of the main learning objectives according to the providers (see 

Sözeri & Altinyelken, 2019 for a detailed discussion). Considering the importance attributed 

to norms and values in the integration debates, it is perhaps not surprising that particularly the 

role of imams has been perceived as pivotal in the integration of young Muslims (Sözeri et 

al., 2019). Foreign imams and mosque teachers have been often accused with inability to 

connect to the realities of diaspora youth (Kamp, 2008). Cherti and Bradley (2011) who 

surveyed 179 British mosques, report that mosque classes might potentially benefit social 

cohesion if imams and mosque teachers from overseas receive training to get acquainted with 

the British context. Based on evidence from British cooperation projects between schools and 

mosques, they argue that mosques can be instrumental in Muslim children’s citizenship 

education and help them integrate better. Although research on the topic is scarce, in the 

Netherlands ter Avest and Bakker (2017) draw attention to efforts by imams who pay 

increasingly more attention to topics of youth radicalization and alienation in their mosque 

classes, through emphasizing the importance of respect and tolerance towards non-Muslims.  

Others advance the counterintuitive claim that ethnically segregated youth activities 

organized by mosques actually have a positive impact on children’s social integration. For 

example, Bartels and de Jong (2007) who studied the social activities and civic participation 

of four mosques in Amsterdam found that according to the mosque councils “activities aimed 

at strengthening their own identity contribute to social participation and integration; bonding 

is seen as a condition for bridging. Thus mosques focus more on bonding and see bonding as 

an activity of integration” (p.460). Similarly, Walseth (2016) who  conducted research with 

seven mosques belonging to different congregations in Oslo, suggest that the sport activities 

offered by the mosques had an important role in preventing youth marginalization and 

building children’s self-confidence as Norwegian Muslims through the bonding social capital 

acquired in the mosque. Walseth argues that participating in competitions against other 
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Norwegian sport clubs helped bridging across ethnic groups. In other words, the function of 

the mosque is seen not as alienating the children from the mainstream society, but as 

facilitating their participation in it by building their self-confidence as Muslims or offering 

positive affirmation to the stigmatized religious identity of the children. 

The bonding and bridging social capital referred in the studies above are two concepts 

developed by Putnam (2000). He suggests that a higher degree of contact with natives creates 

a bridging capital for people with migration background, and hence, they have access to more 

resources in the mainstream society creating more personal advantages for them. Bridging 

capital is assumed to be promoting social integration and a sense of belonging to the 

mainstream society. On the other hand, higher degree of contact with members of the same 

ethnic group is assumed to create a bonding capital providing for a social support network 

with co-ethnics who share the same background, but frustrating integration into the 

mainstream society. Based on this conceptualization, mosque education would be expected to 

generate more bonding capital for the mosque students and presumably, hinder their access to 

bridging capital by limiting their spare time contacts with native Dutch peers. However, the 

aforementioned studies by Walseth (2016), and Bartels and de Jong (2007) defy this 

expectation. Moreover, while access to interethnic friendships and ethnic segregation are still 

relevant issues for youth integration, as discussed above the current political and academic 

debates in the Netherlands are primarily informed not by social participation but by notions 

of cultural integration of the Muslim citizens. Hence, the operational definition of integration 

in this study is a reciprocal process of cultural convergence between the native majority 

population and the Muslim minority with migrant background, in which accommodation of 

the cultural and religious differences of the minority by the native majority is as important as 

migrants’ host language proficiency and identification with the host nation.  

Data and methods 

The study is based on 68 individual and four group interviews conducted between March 

2016 and December 2017 with a total of 75 respondents. Group interviews were conducted 

only when individual interviews were not an option for the participants. The sample included 

imams, mosque teachers, parents of mosque students, educators specialized in diversity in 

education, chairs and board members of the largest Turkish and Islamic organizations, 

experts teaching in the Dutch Islamic theology and imam-training programs, academics 
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studying the Dutch-Muslim communities, journalists with expertise on Dutch Muslims, 

advisors on integration from the Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, and 

municipality officials from Amsterdam and Utrecht working in the field of diversity 

management and radicalization in the Netherlands. We used heterogeneous purposive 

sampling technique which allowed us to deliberately choose participants with relevant but 

different perspectives, experience, expertise or insider knowledge (Etikan et al., 2016). Table 

14 provides an overview of the demographic characteristics of the different groups of 

respondents.  

Table 14.  Demographic characteristics of the interviewees. 

 Imams 
(N=10) 

Mosque 
teachers 
(N=9) 

Chairs 
&board 
members of 
Islamic 
organizatio
ns (N=15) 

Parents 
(N=28) 

Academic 
experts 
(N=4) 

Policymake
rs & 
advisors 
(N=5) 

Journalists 
(N=2) 

Educators 
(N=2) 

Age range 27-53 19 - 49 25-63 32-52 43-62 32-62 30-34 30-44 

Gender 10 men 7 women, 2 
men 

4 women, 
11 men 

25 women, 3 
men 

1 woman, 
3 men 

1 woman, 4 
men 

2 men 2 women 

Education 
level 

10 
university 

4 university, 
1 HBO, 2 
MBO, 3 
Imam-hatip 

9 university, 
1 HBO, 5 
secondary 
school 

2 university, 
1 HBO, 5 
MBO, 1 
LBO, 3 
Imam-hatip, 
4 secondary 
school, 12 
primary 
school 

4 
university 

3 university, 
2 HBO 

2 university 2 university 

Nationality 7 NL&TR, 
3 TR 

7 NL&TR, 
3 TR 

10 NL&TR, 
1 NL&MR, 
3 TR, 1 NL 

17 NL&TR, 
10 TR, 1 NL 

4 NL 3 NL&TR, 
1 NL&MR, 
1 NL 

2 NL 2 NL 

Years of 
residence 
(range) 

2-42 2-27 2-43 12-38 43-62 32-55 30-34 30-44 

Abbreviations: NL: Dutch; TR: Turkish; MR: Moroccan; HBO: University of applied sciences; MBO: Vocational secondary 
school; LBO: Lower vocational education; Imam-hatip: Islamic professional secondary school. 

Diyanet, Milli Görüş, Süleymanlı, and the Gülen community are four major Turkish 

Islamic communities in Europe with a significant presence in the Netherlands. While Diyanet 

is governed by the Turkish state’s Presidency of Religious Affairs, Milli Görüş and 

Süleymanlı are Islamic organizations which are independent from the Turkish state, setup 

abroad by the first generations of Turkish guest-workers. The majority of the respondents in 
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the sample were associated with Diyanet and Milli Görüş. Namely, five imams, three mosque 

teachers, and twelve parents were affiliated with Diyanet (N=20). Likewise, five imams, six 

mosque teachers, sixteen parents were affiliated with Milli Görüş (N=27). Three respondents 

(two chairs of educational centers and one journalist) were associated with the Gülen 

community also known as Hizmet movement (followers of the Turkish imam in exile 

Fethullah Gülen), distinguished by the other communities by building education centers 

instead of mosques and focusing on interreligious dialogue. One imam was affiliated with the 

Süleymanlı, which have a long tradition of organizing Qur’an courses in Turkey. There were 

six respondents who were chairs or board members of secular Turkish migrant organizations 

(i.e. not affiliated with any Islamic community). The sampling aimed at ideological diversity, 

however, respondents with Diyanet and Milli Görüş affiliation were justifiably 

overrepresented, as they are the main providers of Turkish mosque education in the 

Netherlands and have the largest student population. 

Since there are widespread stereotypes about the low qualifications of the imams and 

mosque teachers, it is worth mentioning that all imams except one Milli Görüş imam, were 

university graduates of Islamic Theology. Three of the mosque teachers were university 

graduates of Islamic Theology, three were graduates of Islamic vocational high-schools, two 

had a pedagogical degree from university or a vocational school, and one was studying as 

dental assistant. In the analyses, the study employs the term hoca [hodja]which is used to 

refer to mosque teachers in Turkish. This is done to remain true to the cultural connotations 

of the original term and to avoid implying false professionalization of the teaching volunteers 

in the mosques, who are often unpaid and untrained as teachers. The prevalence of female 

hocas and mothers in the sample might be explained with the female identity of the primary 

researcher. 

The interview questions focused on respondents’ own understanding of integration 

and on the perceived role of mosque education in the integration of the mosque students. All 

interviews were conducted at a location convenient for the respondent (e.g. their home, 

office, or the mosque). The respondents were offered the choice to talk in English, Turkish or 

Dutch. The interviews with stakeholders lasted on average one hour, the interviews with the 

imams and hocas: 45 minutes, and the interviews with the parents: 30 minutes. At a Diyanet 

mosque, one hoca, and three parents did not wish their voice to be recorded but allowed us to 

take notes of the interviews instead. The audio recordings were verbatim transcribed, and all 
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transcriptions including the notes from the non-audio interviews were coded by the first 

author for the relevant theoretical concepts using the software program Atlas.ti version 

8.4.23.0. The study relied on a deductive approach to coding: that is, a coding scheme was 

formulated prior to coding based on the literature review and applied to the texts. Some 

examples of themes in the coding scheme are linguistic proficiency, social participation, 

integration, cultural assimilation, religious identity maintenance, cultural accommodation, 

interethnic attitudes, perceived (in)congruency in norms and values, youth radicalization. The 

second author also coded two-thirds of the interviews, and the coding was cross-checked by 

the first and second author for inter-coder consensus. In case of disagreement (which was 

rare), the authors tried to justify their standpoints and reach an agreement. Subsequently, the 

coded texts were thematically analyzed for emerging patterns of meaning (Friese et al., 

2018). Whenever needed, quotations used in the article were translated into English by the 

first author who is a native Turkish speaker with advanced Dutch language proficiency. 

Findings 

In the following sections we present our findings in the order of the asked research questions. 

Before proceeding to those we need to address that the respondents were also asked whether 

according to them second and third generation mosque students still experience integration 

difficulties. Among all respondents, twelve parents thought the children do not have 

integration problems anymore and hence, mosque education is irrelevant for their integration. 

The rest of the sample agreed that, indeed, second and third generation Muslim students (i.e. 

born and educated in the Netherlands) still experience integration problems, often different 

than the problems experienced by their parents and grandparents. To put it in the words of 

Hoca2 (Diyanet) who was also employed at a primary school as Islamic studies teacher: 

Yes, these children still have integration problems. As a matter of fact, second and 

third generation have more integration problems, the first generation was luckier in 

this respect. These children are stuck in between.  

Most respondents linked this to the shift in the mainstream understanding of 

integration: while two decades ago integration was achievable with labor market participation 

and knowledge of Dutch, today this was not considered enough anymore as “integration has 

become a kind of short hand for cultural assimilation” (Academic1). Some, however, 

attributed the integration problems of the children to the isolationist attitudes within the 
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Turkish community in the Netherlands saying that “there is not an integration but segregation 

problem” (Chair2, secular migrant organization), “children grow up within their own group” 

(Chair10, Gülen), “still have language problems: watch only Turkish television and become 

friends only with Turks” (Journalist2, Gülen). 

Different understandings of integration 

How do different actors define integration?  Understanding this was instrumental to 

interpreting their responses about the role of mosque education. Particularly academics, 

chairs of migrant organizations and journalists commented without being prompted that the 

mainstream definition of integration in the Netherlands has perceivably shifted from 

expectations for social participation and linguistic proficiency, to cultural assimilation 

demands for adoption of Dutch norms, values and lifestyle. As one chair of a migrant 

organization put it: “The more you distance yourself from Turkishness and Islam, the better 

integrated you seem”. Imams, hocas and many parents, on the other hand, expressed that they 

perceive a mismatch between their understanding of integration and the one imposed by the 

state and the society: they felt that what could reasonably be expected from youth with 

migrant background is linguistic proficiency, respect for the laws of the country and social 

and economic participation, while staying true to their cultural and religious values. The 

vision of imams and hocas was considered pivotal, as they are likely to convey their ideas 

while teaching in the mosque classrooms. Below are selected excerpts which illustrate the 

dominant view of integration among this group: 

Integration: living here under the Dutch flag without forgetting our own Turkish flag, 

that’s it. It is making friends with them when mingling in social occasions, sharing 

foods and drinks, but without drinking alcohol or eating pork, right? (…) I mean, we 

don’t tell them to just do their business and separate their paths. We also talk about 

good neighborly relations in our classes. This also means integration to some extent. 

(…) But after all we have to be realistic: The Dutch state expects our people, our 

Ahmet, Mehmet, Ayşe to behave like Dutch. The education which we provide here is 

of course against that, isn’t it? For example, while a typical Dutch family would sip 

their wine in the evening, we are telling them here that this is sinful. Of course, the 

children would not adopt their lifestyle and would not adjust to it. In other words, we 

need to accept that, yes, there are things like that. But according to us this is not a bad 
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thing. What we are telling them is that we can very well live together without 

sacrificing our own beliefs. (Imam1, Diyanet) 

What I understand from integration is communities living together while respecting 

each other’s differences. In this regard, it also means not exacerbating the differences, 

not polarizing them to such an extent that they become a reason for a conflict. For 

example, it means congratulating your Dutch neighbors when they have a holiday, 

and they congratulating you in return when you have a holiday. It is living together by 

respecting each other’s lifestyle and beliefs. This is integration. (Imam5, Milli Görüş) 

The quotations above contain a pattern which was repeated in the interviews with all 

imams, hocas, and chairs/board members of Islamic organizations. In their perspective 

integration was understood as peaceful cohabitation of the different communities in the Dutch 

society, defined by following the Dutch laws and regulations, contributing to the economy, 

respecting each other’s differences without necessarily losing their own convictions even if 

they contradict some Dutch customs. References to national symbols such as the flags, and 

cultural codes like drinking wine and eating pork, highlighting where the belonging of the 

students lies by calling them “our” are examples of drawing the acceptable boundaries of 

integration. 

Parental understandings of integration resonated with imams’ and hocas’ views. 

Many defined their “Dutchness” through citizenship ties only, and referred to participation in 

the labor market, paying taxes, and following the laws as main markers of integration. What 

is more, some parents like this mother expressed that they would not like their children to 

integrate if integration means adopting Dutch lifestyle and values:  

I don’t want them to integrate because I’d like them to stay true to their own culture. 

Let’s face it: if they integrate, they will eat, drink, go out like the Dutch. They will 

treat their families and friends like the Dutch. This is what the Netherlands wants. 

Parents can’t have a say in their children’s life once they turn 18, and they think they 

can move out of the house or start dating. (…) But of course, we live in this country, 

in a way it is really our second homeland. So, I’d like them to integrate in the working 

and social life and abide by the state system here. (Parent26, Milli Görüş) 
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Many parents shared the view that the current generation does not have the integration 

problems of their parents as they are more proficient in Dutch, attend Dutch schools and have 

Dutch friends. However, parents were concerned that the children still face challenges of 

being accepted as Muslims, or with finding a balance between their different identities. Some 

parents (Parent7, Parent9 at Diyanet, Parent26, Parent27, Parent24 at Milli Görüş) referred to 

cases of discrimination and exclusion at school such as banning girls from wearing the 

headscarf, teachers insisting on more revealing clothing during gym classes, naked showers 

after swimming lessons, and Islam-related bullying by peers. They perceived those as 

significant obstacles to children’s integration and belonging to the Dutch society. 

Most stakeholders among which particularly chairs and board members of secular 

migrant organizations, policy-makers and municipality advisors voiced an understanding of 

integration which emphasized social participation, knowledge of Dutch culture and language, 

embracing Dutch norms, and claiming a Dutch or hyphenated Turkish-Dutch identity instead 

of prioritizing being Turkish or Muslim. Some, like the chair of an Islamic umbrella 

organization representing mosques from different sects and ethnicities, advocated the 

replacement of the term integration with “inter-creation”. In her view, this term 

acknowledges the non-static nature of culture and provides a more equal basis for shaping 

culture and society by contributing to it together. Correspondingly, a pedagogue providing 

trainings to schools for inclusive education practices, voiced a similar understanding of 

integration as a “situation in which diverse people can contribute and give others the 

opportunity to contribute to the society they live in”. It was observed that very often actors’ 

definition of integration and perception of mosque education’s role in it were shaped by 

whether or not they adhere to a secular worldview (i.e. their view on the space religion has in 

the public realm), rather than their religious or ethnic background. 

Aiding or frustrating integration? 

A global evaluation of our findings shows that two thirds of the respondents in our sample (or 

49 out of 75) think that mosque education could have an assisting role in the integration of 

the mosque students. Sixteen respondents see mosque education as irrelevant for children’s 

integration. This groups consists of the 12 parents who think their children do not have 

integration problems anymore, and four experts who justify their position with the allegedly 

irrelevant content, poor organization and implementation of mosque education. Ten 
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respondents are concerned that mosque education could have a frustrating role for 

integration. Table 15 further breaks down the responses for the different categories of 

respondents.   

Table 15. What is the role of mosque education in the integration of the mosque students? 

 Assisting role Frustrating role Irrelevant role 

Imams (N=10) 10 0 0 

Hocas (N=9) 9 0 0 

Parents (N=28) 15 1 12 

Chairs & board members of 
Turkish & Islamic migrant 
organizations (N=15) 

9 6 0 

Academics (N= 4) 2 0 2 

Policymakers & advisors (N= 5) 3 2 0 

Journalists (N=2) 0 1 1 

Educators (N=2) 1 0 1 

Total 49 10 16 

 

Potential for aiding integration: teaching values of respect and tolerance, positive identity 

affirmation, countering radicalization 

Two-thirds of all respondents saw a potential in mosque education to aid the integration of 

the mosque students. However, many did so conditionally. That is: the respondents - among 

which imams, hocas and chairs of Islamic organizations as well - used expressions such as “if 

it is done well”, “if the mosque administration adopts this as a goal and vision”, “if the imams 

and hocas are trained accordingly”, and “if there is cooperation between mosques and 

schools”. An academic expert commented the following: 

If it is done well, it can have a positive effect because in Holland children have to 

defend themselves, especially youngsters. “Oh, you are a Muslim, oh, that means you 

are Bin Laden”: that means you have to become vocal and aware of what they can say 

to protect themselves. I think it can even protect them from radicalizing. 
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A senior policy advisor on integration from the Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs 

agreed: he expressed that mosque classes can help the children to respond to exclusionary 

discourse used by far-right politicians and their followers:  

Youth growing up here is constantly reminded of their difference as Muslims. If they 

do not know exactly what Islam is, they feel lost and express their anger in different 

ways. Hence, I am sure that mosque education can contribute to integration if 

organized and implemented well. 

The same conditional potential was highlighted by a young second generation 

Turkish-Dutch social entrepreneur whose company provided trainings and workshops to 

schools and mosques about social inequalities and institutional racism. He observed that at 

least one quarter of the Turkish-Dutch youth does not identify themselves with the 

Netherlands and even higher numbers are raised in ethnically segregated neighborhoods 

without any interaction with native Dutch peers until they reach adulthood. He claimed that 

mosque education has an untapped potential to aid the integration of these children, but only 

if it is reformed. In his view, mosques have to evaluate whether religious education is only 

about learning the basic principles of Islam, or whether they would do something about the 

experiences of children with segregation, racism and discrimination: “They have to also give 

them guidance how to deal with the challenges Muslim students face in their daily lives 

here”. Another young second generation board member of an Islamic umbrella organization 

also saw that potential: mosque education, he argued, was beneficial for affirming positively 

the Islamic identity of the students, so that they would not feel insecure about themselves in 

their interactions with non-Muslims. But it could achieve more if mosques recognized that 

they have “responsibility to not only provide Qur’anic education but also citizenship 

education just as provided at school” on topics about being a Muslim in a non-Muslim 

society, attitudes towards homosexuality and general sexuality education. 

The Turkish director of a Gülen-affiliated education center also expressed that 

mosque education could contribute to the integration of the children, depending on how it is 

organized and who is giving the classes. He explained: 

For example, it is impossible for imams coming from Turkey to affect the lives of 

children born here positively. But if imams who come to the mosques have certain 

level of Dutch language and culture, and if they are open to cooperation with all 
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ethnic and religious groups here, then mosque education can play a positive role for 

the children. But for this, mosques need to develop projects for cooperation with all 

communities, they need to become more open for everyone.  

On the other hand, there was a consensus between the imams and hocas that the 

mosque classes already have a positive impact on children’s integration. Similar to some of 

the arguments above, Imam2 (Milli Görüş) underlined the importance of having good 

knowledge of Islam, Turkish history and traditions for the self-confidence of the children 

when interacting with the native Dutch. Many referred to the positive influence of the 

universal values of respect, tolerance, kindness and good morals taught in the mosque classes. 

Yet others gave examples about the role their teachings play in advancing moderate Islam 

and in countering extremist tendencies and youth radicalization. In doing so, they also 

distinguished themselves from other Islamic communities in the Netherlands, who were 

portrayed as the sources of threat: 

When you look at our Arab brothers, their understanding of Islam is very different 

than ours. The Netherlands has mostly problem with the Arab interpretation of Islam, 

because there are many from that community who join terrorist organizations. 

However, the possibility of someone educated in our mosques to join ISIS or another 

terrorist group is out of the question. It’s never heard of. In our mosques, we spread 

the Anatolian understanding of Islam. (Imam4, Diyanet) 

With regard to the role of the mosque education in children’s identity development, 

the imams and hocas acknowledged that strengthening children’s Islamic and Turkish 

identity is, indeed, one of the goals of the mosque classes. In their view, children were 

already learning Dutch language and culture at school. Some respondents (Imam1 at Diyanet, 

and Hoca5, Hoca7 at Milli Görüş) claimed that based on their observations, the students were 

successful in combining their Turkish, Dutch and Muslim identity without any issues. They 

supported their claims with examples about children’s preference for talking in Dutch with 

each other in the mosque (while the medium of instruction is Turkish), and children’s 

excitement about celebrating non-Muslim holidays such as Halloween beside the traditional 

Muslim holidays. 

Parents who believed that mosque classes can aid integration processes, provided 

different arguments for their reasoning. Similar to Hoca2 (Diyanet) and other stakeholders, 
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Parent4, Parent8, Parent11 and Parent12 (Diyanet) suggested that mosque classes can have a 

positive role if there were more cooperation projects between the schools and the mosques 

that could help building bridges between the two communities. Currently, there was no 

collaboration they knew of. Many (Parent17, Parent18, Parent23, Parent25 at Milli Görüş, 

Parent7 at Diyanet) pointed out that mosque classes can assist integration because they teach 

the children to respect, accept and form better relationships with the Dutch by the virtue of 

being a “spiritual education teaching the children to distinguish right from wrong” (Parent2, 

Diyanet) aiming “to raise good people” (Parent16, Milli Görüş). Others, such as Parent19 and 

Parent22 (Milli Görüş) said that “fear from Allah” which the children learn at the mosque 

teaches them to be useful for the society they live in.  

Potential for frustrating integration: challenges in reconciling Islamic values and liberal 

norms, alienation from Dutch society, and indoctrination with Turkish state propaganda 

Although most respondents perceived mosque education as (possibly) beneficial to children’s 

integration, there was a group of ten respondents who was concerned about its impact. Many 

parents voiced that their children became more religious after starting mosque classes. This 

was expressed in children’s desire to start wearing a headscarf (Parent7, Diyanet), or being 

offended after seeing negative news about Muslims on television (Parent27, Milli Görüş). 

Parents mostly interpreted the increased religiosity of their children positively, even when 

they reckoned that mosque classes might be distancing the children from feeling Dutch 

(Parent24, Milli Görüş). Parent3 (Diyanet), however, was an exception. She valued autonomy 

and was worried that her daughter would sacrifice too much of her liberties for the sake of 

Islam. Nevertheless, according to her, parental role modeling was very important in 

counteracting any undesirable influences from the mosque classes: 

For example, even now when I wear make-up my daughter warns me that this is not 

allowed in Islam and I shouldn’t do it. I answer that I am an adult and I can choose for 

myself. She tells me that she will put on a headscarf when she becomes 12 years old. I 

try to be careful on this subject. I tell her that it is up to her whether she will wear a 

headscarf or not. But I make it clear that if she decides to wear headscarf some of her 

freedoms will be limited.  

It was not only parents like her who were worried about the impact of a possible value 

clash on the students. Some imams and hocas, for example, although holding the belief that 
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mosque classes benefit integration, nevertheless expressed worries about children 

experiencing identity crisis or value confusion. To illustrate, Hoca3 (Diyanet) argued that 

mosque students manage to become neither fully Dutch, nor fully Turkish and Muslim. 

According to her, they speak broken Turkish, study Islam but normalize homosexuality, and 

try to follow Dutch lifestyle (e.g. dating and holding hands) within the limitations imposed by 

their family and religion. Hoca1 (Diyanet) agreed with this view by pointing to the role of the 

school in “assimilating” the mosque students into the Dutch values and culture to the extent 

that they are at least “50% Dutch and 50% Turkish”: she said that even her own children are 

as different than her as “black from white”. Likewise, Hoca8 (Milli Görüş), observed that 

their students “feel more Dutch than Turkish”: even if they would wear a headscarf, their 

lifestyle choices, tastes and behavior would reflect Dutch rather than Turkish culture. This, 

she claimed, gave rise to another issue: the Dutch-Turkish youth feeling alienated both in 

Turkey and in the Netherlands. Hoca4 (Milli Görüş) remarked that although the majority of 

the mosque students are coping well with growing up in two cultures, there are some extreme 

cases in which adolescent students experience psychological problems which trigger drug or 

alcohol addiction, or even suicide thoughts. He shared the stories of a few of his students who 

sought either his or imam’s help in such situations: “What pushes the youth into this path is 

either reaction to their identity, or to their family, to their environment. When they can’t find 

an escape there, their search for help leads them back to the imam”. 

Concerns about the potential of mosque education to alienate children from the Dutch 

society were voiced by other actors as well. A chair of a leftist Turkish migrant organization, 

for instance, argued that while he defends the rights of the religious Turks to practice Islam in 

the mosques, he nevertheless thinks that mosques should not have the right to provide 

education because of lack of transparency on the side of the Turkish Islamic organizations 

about the content of their education. He argued that it could be enforcing isolationist 

attitudes: 

I will give you a concrete example: if an imam says to children with Turkish 

background in the Netherlands “Do not go to swimming pools together with the 

Dutch children, they are like pigs”, then it is an obstacle to integration. 
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For him, it did not matter whether this was a widespread phenomenon: it was a cause 

for concern even if only few imams spread messages of intolerance and hostility towards the 

Dutch.   

A chair of a Gülenist education center also claimed that Islamic education provided 

particularly by Diyanet mosques which are governed by the Turkish state, have the potential 

to alienate the children from the Dutch society: “They impose them an identity and 

orientation towards Turkey, and these unavoidably affect their attitude toward the Dutch 

society negatively. I even sometimes think they cause hostile feelings in the children”. Two 

board members and a chair of another secular Turkish migrant organization shared his view: 

they were worried that adolescents who were born and raised in the Netherlands could be 

easily galvanized by mosques to protest on the Dutch streets for Turkey while they are barely 

familiar with Turkish politics (referring to the Rotterdam protests during a diplomatic crisis 

between the Netherlands and Turkey10). 

In a similar line, two municipality advisors on diversity and integration observed that 

mosque education might contain elements of Muslim countries’ citizenship education which 

might not be compatible with the goals of Dutch citizenship education at schools. They were 

critical and distrustful of the activities which some mosques profiled as benefitting 

integration:  

They have an approach saying “look, how much we are doing about integration” and 

point to the homework assistance they provide to support children at Dutch schools. 

But this is not about support, it is about identity. Only that they have a very different 

and traditional understanding of what is identity: it still means orthodox Islam plus the 

regime. It does not matter whether it is the regime of Turkey or Morocco. (Advisor1) 

These arguments are intrinsically linked to accusations of indoctrination with foreign 

state propaganda which are widespread in public debates. A chair of a Moroccan migrant 

organization argued that mosque education contributes to “ghetto-forming”, and that the 

classes are not based on a “theology of emancipation” but a political theology which serves 

migrants’ state of origin.  Likewise, a Turkish journalist affiliated with a Gülenist media 

 
10 See “Netherlands expels Turkish Minister as Diplomatic Row Escalates”: 
https://www.dw.com/en/netherlands-expels-turkish-minister-as-diplomatic-row-escalates/a-37908208  
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outlet claimed that some of the Turkish-Dutch children grow up in closed communities with 

cultural and social orientation only towards Turkish state. He claimed that Diyanet mosques 

had a very big role in that: “There is the long arm of Ankara, Diyanet (…). They constantly 

want to keep the diaspora here under control. This is why the Turks here cannot integrate.” 

This resonates with recent studies suggesting that Diyanet has been instrumentalized by the 

Turkish state as a foreign policy tool to exercise continuous influence over Turkish-Muslim 

migrants abroad (Öztürk & Sözeri, 2018). 

Discussion and conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceived role of mosque education in the 

integration of Muslim children with Turkish background in the Netherlands according to 

imams, hocas, parents of mosque students, and key societal stakeholders. Looking back at the 

theoretical conceptualizations of integration in the literature, it becomes apparent that there is 

a large overlap between the imam’s, hocas’ and parents’ perspectives on integration and a 

socio-economic understanding of integration. There is an agreement among imams, hocas, 

parents, and chairs of Islamic organizations about the importance of Dutch language 

proficiency, educational achievement, participation in the labor market and positive relations 

with the native Dutch. The divergence in understanding between mainstream notion of 

integration and those of the Muslim respondents in this study seems to arise when it comes to 

the adoption of liberal values, “Dutch” lifestyle and identification with the host nation. This is 

exemplified by the references of the imams and hocas to the importance of adhering to 

Islamic code of conduct and values while taking part in Dutch society, and parental fears 

about the cultural assimilation of their children. 

The study reveals that two thirds of the participants are convinced that mosque 

education could potentially benefit the integration of the children. Many argue that this 

potential can be realized if mosques employ imams and hocas who are familiar with Dutch 

language and culture, who address integration challenges, and make space for topics around 

sexuality and citizenship education in the mosque classrooms. According to imams and 

hocas, mosque classes assist children’s integration by teaching them good morals, and 

universal values of respect and tolerance to culturally different communities. Imams and 

hocas, just like many parents, saw the role of mosque education in disciplining good citizens 

for the Netherlands who would abide by the laws and participate in the society by studying 
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and working. Also, echoing the observations by ter Avest and Bakker (2017), mosque 

education’s contribution to integration was seen in its potential to avert youth radicalization: 

some imams underlined how their classes teach about moderate “Anatolian” version of Islam. 

However, in doing so they engaged in boundary-drawing and othering Arabic-speaking 

Islamic communities in the Netherlands, by distinguishing Turkish mosques from them and 

portraying Arabic mosques as a threat which needs to be monitored. Nevertheless, contrary to 

providers of mosque education, almost half of the parents in this study did not agree that 

mosque education can play a role in children’s integration, either because they thought this 

generation does not have integration problems anymore or because they attached more 

importance to the role of school and parents. 

In line with findings by Bartels and de Jong (2007) and Walseth (2016), many 

respondents from almost each group in the sample seemed to appreciate the role of mosque 

classes in building children’s confidence in their Muslim and Turkish identity. According to 

them, thanks to mosque education the children are equipped to reply questions with regard to 

who they are without hesitation, and hence, more confident when interacting with non-

Muslims. Nevertheless, differently than what is suggested by Bartels and de Jong (2007) and 

Walseth (2016), this study found no support for the claim that mosque education can also 

assist the children in creating bridging social capital. On the contrary, some respondents 

voiced concerns about the potential of mosque classes in aggravating ethnic segregation 

unless mosques develop a conscious policy to tackle the issue. This is a concern which needs 

attention because neighborhood and school segregation are already at very high levels in the 

Netherlands, and school-aged children seem to be affected at much higher degree than adults 

(Boterman, 2019). 

In Givens’ (2007) and Klarenbeek’s (2019) terms, integration is supposed to be a two-

way process of mutual accommodation, and while some imams and stakeholders shared this 

view, parental accounts show that students are often not accommodated as Muslims at school 

and face exclusion. Likewise, accounts by municipality advisors imply that mosque classes 

are not seen as a form of education which needs to be accommodated: on the contrary, their 

influence is perceived as undesirable and harmful. Our findings indicate that fears of 

alienation of the children from the Dutch society and concerns about indoctrination with 

Turkish state propaganda play an important role in different actors’ distrust in the potential of 

mosques to become a partner in creating a more cohesive society. On the other hand, just like 
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in the British example (Cherti & Bradley, 2011), the findings suggest that a cooperation 

between mosques, schools and youth care institutions could be instrumental in assisting the 

integration challenges which mosque students face. The warning concerns about the 

psychological wellbeing of Muslim youth who might experience identity crisis and mental 

problems should be addressed as an important aspect of the problem. Our findings imply that 

imams, mosque and schoolteachers need to be aware of the risks of value confusion and make 

safe space in their classrooms to reflect on possible tensions between the norms and values 

taught at the two learning environments. Local policy-makers might benefit communities by 

investigating the possibilities for cooperation between mosques and schools, and developing 

concrete strategies for assistance of the mosque communities including workshops and 

trainings to imams and other mosque educators on topics which are socially relevant for the 

Muslim youth’s lives in the Netherlands.  

Lastly, it should be acknowledged that the study is based on self-reports of a limited 

number of respondents about Turkish mosque education in the Netherlands, and hence, does 

not allow for generalizations to all Turkish mosques in the Netherlands, or to other Islamic 

communities neither in the Netherlands, nor elsewhere. Moreover, it does not include 

perspectives of mosque students on their own integration. Future research focusing on 

mosque students’ experiences and reflections on their own identities and sense of belonging 

might provide valuable insights and evaluate better the role of mosque education in children’s 

lives.  
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CHAPTER 7 

 

General Conclusion and Discussion 

 

This dissertation aimed at exploring the portrayal and practice of mosque education and its 

role in the integration of Turkish-Dutch children in the Netherlands. In this final chapter, I 

first summarize the main findings of each study. This is followed by a discussion where I 

connect the findings of the different studies to each other and reflect on the contribution of 

my research to the field with particular attention to new insights emerging from the findings. 

I end the chapter by addressing the limitations of the studies in this dissertation, offering 

directions for future research and presenting final remarks about the implications of the 

findings for policy and practice. 

Portrayal in the Dutch press 

In the light of the scarcity of existing research on mosque education, this thesis started with 

an investigation of the portrayal of mosque classes in five major Dutch newspapers. This had 

the purpose of situating the studied topic within the public and political debates about it. In 

chapter two, a content analysis of the discourses in the Dutch press between 2010 and 2016 

showed that mosque education is portrayed overwhelmingly in negative light, with a frequent 

focus on problematic associations, and a rhetoric of perceived threat and alleged 

incompatibility of civic values and mosque education. 

 In the majority of the instances, the news was narrated by non-Muslim figures: the 

voices of the Muslim children, parents, and providers of mosque education were largely 

absent. References to the pedagogical practices of the mosques were dominated by the 

allegations of corporal punishment. In the same line, some press discourses depicted the 

pedagogies of the mosque classes as authoritarian and fear-based, relying on rote learning and 

indoctrination done by imams and mosque teachers who lack proper pedagogical training. 

Other key issues highlighted in the media portrayals were reinforcement of conservative 

gender norms and separation of sexes at the mosque classes, links with religious extremism, 

and undesirable effect on social cohesion. Mosque classes were said to increase ethnic 
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segregation by limiting Muslim children’s exposure to non-Muslim peers, and hence to Dutch 

language and culture in their spare time.  

There were very few references to a possible positive influence of mosque education. 

Some of those referred to possible benefits to students’ attitudes to learning (e.g. by teaching 

them discipline which helped them perform better at school). Others highlighted the role of 

mosque education in offering positive recognition to the otherwise stigmatized Muslim 

identity of the children.  

Practice: What are children being taught in the mosque? 

Having identified the main themes in the discourses on mosque education in the printed 

media, the third chapter shifted the analytical focus from portrayal to actual practice. Namely, 

it sought to explore the organization of Turkish mosque education in the Netherlands with 

regard to its curriculum, learning objectives, content of teaching materials and language 

policies. The study was based on diverse body of data from the three largest Turkish Islamic 

organizations in the country (Diyanet, Milli Görüş and Süleymanlıs): semi-structured 

interviews with imams and mosque teachers (N = 9), with experts and stakeholders (N=38), 

nine classroom observations, and fieldwork notes from one expert meeting on mosque 

education and two roundtables. The findings of the study presented actual numbers about the 

size of the student population attending Turkish mosque classes and revealed a number of 

similarities and differences between the educational practices of the different communities.  

Important similarities in the studied mosques included, for example, the existence of 

good physical conditions mimicking school classrooms, the shared objectives of providing 

mosque education, expressed primarily in instilling Islamic and Turkish identity in the 

children, similarity in content focused on teaching reading the Qur’an, the pillars of Islam, 

the basics of Islamic ethics and rules of conduct, the life of the prophet, and maintaining 

Turkish as the main language of instruction and an informal learning goal in itself. Even so, 

imams and mosque teachers experienced the low proficiency of the children in Turkish as a 

barrier in connecting with them. Differences between the communities were found to be 

related to the extent of standardization of the curriculum and the availability of own teaching 

materials and textbooks developed for use in the mosque classes outside of Turkey. In this 

regard, it was found that Milli Görüş had more systematically arranged curriculum and 
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textbooks than Diyanet and Süleymanlıs, the latter being most flexible with compiling 

teaching materials from different sources.  

Nevertheless, the content of the textbooks was evaluated by some imams and mosque 

teachers (from each community) as insufficiently oriented towards the issues of living an 

Islamic life in a non-Muslim context. Moreover, the presence of curriculum content on 

Turkish citizenship (i.e. teaching the Turkish national anthem and textbook chapters 

identifying Turkey as a fatherland) was found to significantly distinguish the curriculum and 

teaching activities at the Diyanet mosques from the other two communities.  

Pedagogies: How does teaching and learning happen in the Turkish mosque classes? 

Chapter four then used an ethno-case study approach to examine the different pedagogies 

practiced in the classrooms of one Diyanet and one Milli Görüş mosque in the Netherlands. 

The study was based on nine classroom observations in eight different classes attended by 90 

students, and 10 semi-structured interviews with imams and mosque teachers at both 

communities.  The findings suggest that the teaching practices in both mosques reflect the 

fundamental Islamic educational principles tarbiyah, ta’lim, ta’dib, and tajweed, according to 

which care for the spiritual development and moral growth of the child is seen as important as 

the memorization of prayers and the transfer of religious knowledge.  

However, the study also identified that Islamic primary source pedagogies (Alkouatli, 

2018) are implemented in varying degrees, and not prioritized equally. To specify, the 

findings showed that the principle of differentiated learning (an aspect of Relational 

Pedagogies), expressed in paying attention to the individual learning needs of the students, 

was an integral part of all observed Qur’an classes. That meant that each student was 

allocated one-to-one teaching time during which the mosque teacher or imam would correct 

students’ pronunciation and check their progress. The principle of “doing together” (informed 

by the Pedagogies of Mutual Engagement) which stimulates the bonding of the community of 

learners, was also observed in both communities. Examples of implementation ranged from 

encouraging the mosque students to join the communal prayer namaz after their mosque 

lessons, to playing educational games in the classes, and organizing social outings such as 

swimming, football matches and theme park trips together with the mosque class. In contrast 

to these, the Pedagogies of Conscious Awareness accentuating critical questioning by the 

students were found to be less valued by the imams and mosque teachers and were used to a 
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much lesser degree in the observed classes. One Milli Görüş teacher even referred to critical 

questioning of the Islamic knowledge given in the lessons as a solved “problem” which does 

not happen anymore.  

That being said, the study has also found evidence in both communities for 

pedagogical renewal based on borrowing motivation, discipline and class management 

strategies from mainstream education, accompanied by attempts to provide some form of 

pedagogical training to all teaching volunteers. Self-reports of imams and mosque teachers 

suggested that all forms of corporal punishment are extinct and condemned as an 

unacceptable disciplining method in the mosque classrooms. While all imams reported to 

have followed pedagogical formation as part of their Islamic Theology degree, the 

availability of pedagogical trainings and in-house support for the mosque teachers was found 

to be better arranged by Milli Görüş. Such provisions seemed to influence mosque teachers’ 

own perception of the quality of the mosque education they provide. Another finding which 

seemed to have implications for the perceived pedagogical quality of the mosque classes 

pertained to the difficulty of internal checks by the female educational coordinator in the 

classes of male mosque teachers and imams at the Milli Görüş. Last but not least, it was 

found that what differentiates the teaching practices of both communities most are the 

pedagogy of national identity building which was identified in a much more pronounced 

manner in the Diyanet classrooms. This is a major finding which merits further attention in 

the discussion section below.  

Training of Dutch imams 

Chapter five brought into the picture an important and relevant aspect of mosque education: 

the lack of imams who are trained in the Netherlands, and familiar with the Dutch socio-

political context and the needs of Dutch Muslims. Based on interviews with 38 key 

stakeholders (among which academics teaching in the Dutch imam trainings, imams, mosque 

teachers, and chairs of Islamic organizations), the study investigated the reasons behind the 

failure of the state-funded Islamic theology programs and imam-trainings at the Dutch 

universities. The analyses were guided by historical accounts on de-pillarization of Dutch 

society and different understandings of Dutch secularism. 

The findings challenge the official rhetoric on “separation of church and state” 

maintained both by Turkey and the Netherlands. Although both countries identify themselves 
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as institutionally secular, religious matters are found to have a significant impact on their 

governmental policymaking in the field of education and foreign policy, and in that sense 

bear the characteristics of “post-secular consciousness” (Habermas, 2008). In the case of 

Turkey, this is expressed in the unwillingness of Diyanet (the Turkish Presidency for 

Religious Affairs) to collaborate with the Netherlands for local imam-trainings out of 

concerns about losing control over the messages transmitted in its Dutch mosques. In the case 

of the Netherlands, on the other hand, funding Islamic theology programs is seemingly in line 

with the constitutional principle of equal treatment of religious groups. However, it actually 

conflicts with the ideology of minimal state interference in religious affairs as differently than 

Islamic primary and secondary schools, the Islamic higher education programs were not only 

not initiated by the Islamic communities themselves, but the communities were also not 

involved to a significant degree in their setup. 

Most importantly, the study identified three main explanatory arguments for the 

failure of the Dutch initiatives for professional Islamic higher education: Islamic 

communities’ lack of trust in the intentions of the Dutch government, lack of confidence in 

the expertise of the non-Muslim academics teaching the programs, and the refusal of Diyanet 

to cooperate with the universities for the establishment of the programs. Informed by these 

reasons, I present our recommendations for future Islamic higher education programs in the 

last section. 

Mosque education: Aiding or frustrating integration? 

Finally, the study in chapter six dealt with one of the central and most controversial questions 

in this thesis: what is the role of mosque education in the integration of children with Turkish 

migrant background? In what ways could it be aiding or frustrating the integration of the 

mosque students? These questions were asked to all adult participants in this PhD research 

including imams, mosque teachers, experts, key stakeholders, and parents of the mosque 

students (N= 75). To be able to make better sense of the participants’ stances on the role of 

mosque education, the study started by exploring what the different actors understand from 

integration and how those understandings overlap with the mainstream idea of integration in 

the Dutch society. It was revealed that imams’, mosque teachers’, and parental perspectives 

are dominated by a socio-economic notion of integration. In other words, this group viewed 

integration as achievable through Dutch language proficiency, school success, participation in 
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the labor market and good interactions with the native Dutch. However, a review of the 

literature has shown that the current understanding of integration in the Dutch society has 

shifted from socio-economic participation to expectations for cultural adjustment and 

assimilation. This constitutes a main point of divergence as Muslim respondents in this study 

were vocal about the importance of being able to take part in society as practicing Muslims, 

without giving up their Islamic lifestyle and values.  

The findings of the study are interesting: two thirds of all participants held the opinion 

that mosque education has the potential to assist the integration processes of the mosque 

students, 16 participants did not see any potential as they viewed mosque education as 

irrelevant for integration, and 10 participants expressed concerns about the potential of 

mosque education to have a negative impact on children’s integration in the Dutch society. 

Many of the participants who were positive about the influence of mosque education often 

underlined that the beneficial effect would depend on mosques’ conscious attempts in this 

sphere. In other words, an aiding role would depend on whether mosques strive to: (1) 

include a vision on citizenship and integration issues in its educational policy, and (2) employ 

imams and mosque teachers who are familiar not only with the Dutch language and culture, 

but also with the challenges faced by Muslim students growing up in a Western country.  

Imams, mosque teachers, and many parents were convinced that mosque classes 

already assist children’s integration by teaching them to be morally responsible citizens who 

tolerate cultural differences and respect the rules and regulations of the society they live in. 

Particularly imams also highlighted the contribution of mosque education to integration via 

its efforts to counter youth radicalization by promoting the teachings of moderate “Anatolian” 

Islam (as opposed to the orthodox teachings of some Salafi mosques, for example).  

Contrary to imams and mosque teachers, almost half of the parents in the sample and 

four other stakeholders (academic experts, pedagogues and journalists) held the belief that 

mosque education cannot play a role in the integration of their children, either because they 

thought that the children do not have integration problems anymore or because they saw the 

content of the mosque classes as irrelevant.  

Lastly, a group of ten respondents (including representatives of different Gülenist and 

leftist Turkish migrant organizations, and municipality advisors on integration and 

radicalization), were critical with regard to the influence of mosque education on youth 
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integration. The dominant concerns were related to fears about undesirable content of the 

mosque classes which might be alienating the students from the Dutch society by spreading 

messages of intolerance towards the Dutch, and Turkish state propaganda which might be 

incompatible with the goals of citizenship education at schools. Particularly Diyanet has been 

singled out in its attempts to keep the Turkish diaspora under control. It is noteworthy that 

some imams, mosque teachers and parents – who thought that mosque education might aid 

integration - nevertheless reported their observations about the challenges experienced by 

some mosque students in reconciling Islamic values with liberal gender attitudes and sexual 

norms, and raised their concerns about the potential of identity crisis and value confusion. 

Discussion 

In this section, I will highlight connections between the findings of the different studies in 

this PhD thesis and the insights brought about by them. First, I would like to draw attention to 

some unique contributions of this research to the existing knowledge about mosque education 

in the Netherlands. The findings of the study on organization of Turkish mosque education 

provided quantified information about the size of the student population attending Turkish 

mosque classes in two of the largest Turkish Islamic communities in the Netherlands, Diyanet 

and Milli Görüş: 15,000 and 5,000 students respectively (figures from November 2016). The 

third community Sülyemanlıs which is comparable in size to Milli Görüş, reported that their 

student body comprises of ‘thousands of students’, which would suggest that the total size 

would easily approximate 25,000 mosque students from Turkish background only. When 

compared to the figures of the total number of students of all ethnic backgrounds attending 

Islamic primary schools in the Netherlands: 15,078 (DUO, 2018), this finding tells us what 

was previously only inferred by the results of other studies (Driessen & Merry, 2006; Cherti 

& Bradley, 2011; Phalet et al., 2012): that, indeed, the number of Muslim children attending 

mosque classes is much greater than the children enrolled in regular Islamic schools. What is 

more, supporting observations by Cherti and Bradley (2011) and van de Wetering and 

Karagül (2013) about the struggle of mosque associations to accommodate the high parental 

demand for classes, this research also presented evidence that the demand for mosque 

education is higher than the supply capacity as both case-study mosques had waiting lists for 

enrolment of students. These findings reconfirm the social and scientific need to know more 

about the educational practices of the mosques which offer tens of thousands of Dutch 

students values education beyond mainstream schooling. 



122 

 

Secondly, it is good to underline what this research revealed about the contrast 

between portrayal and actual practice of mosque education in the Netherlands. The study on 

the organization of mosque education in the three Turkish Islamic communities, showed that 

the physical conditions of the mosque classrooms are in reality much better than the dark 

portrayals in the press. Classrooms not only in the two case-study mosques (which might 

have been exemplary as best practices), but also in the other Turkish mosques visited for 

interviews during the fieldwork were equipped just as regular school classrooms. The 

findings about practice revealed that providers of mosque education attached importance to 

offering a learning environment which would be as similar as possible to the school 

environment which the children are familiar with. The mosques did not simulate only the 

physical conditions of the schools, but also to varying degrees the pedagogical approaches 

with regard to motivation, discipline and classroom management. The observed mosque 

classes provided evidence for reformed pedagogical practices which incorporated child-

friendly, play-based and interactive teaching techniques. This is in sharp contrast to the 

dominant portrayal of the pedagogies of mosque education as almost exclusively relying on 

fear-based, authoritarian teaching strategies, and corporal punishment as a disciplining 

method. Good physical conditions and reformed pedagogical practices come forth as 

significant aspects of improvements in the quality of the offered education.  

In this regard, this PhD research reinforces the previous findings of the studies 

conducted by Pels and colleagues on the pedagogies of mosque education in the Netherlands 

(Pels et al., 2006; Pels et al., 2006a; Pels et al., 2006b), in which the researchers point out the 

positive changes in the teaching practices in mosque classrooms. In contrast to the British 

context described by Cherti and Bradley (2011), corporal punishment is not acceptable in any 

learning environment in the Netherlands and can be reported to public health authorities 

(GGD). It is remarkable that the simulation practices of mainstream education happen in the 

absence of collaboration between schools and mosques, but the results of the study on 

pedagogies in chapter four hint that teaching experience in Dutch schools (beside level of 

education, generation and general exposure to the Dutch education system) appears to have 

an effect in this respect. This echoes previous findings by the British study of Noh and 

colleagues (2014) who pointed out that mosque teachers often transfer pedagogical skills 

obtained in mainstream schools to their Qur’an classes. In other words, albeit scarce, the 

existing literature on pedagogies of mosque education in non-Muslim contexts, already 
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indicated ongoing pedagogical reforms and borrowing from mainstream education (see also 

Altinyelken & Sözeri, 2018). In addition to these, the study of the pedagogies in this thesis 

exposed the difficulty of internal checks due to gender-related power imbalances: the female 

educational coordinator reported the challenge of giving corrective feedback in the classes of 

male mosque teachers and imams. In the lack of external inspections, this might have serious 

implications for ensuring (or improving) the quality of the provided education. 

Thirdly, building upon existing research on academic programs for imams in the 

Netherlands by Ghaly (2008), Johansen (2006), and Meuleman (2012), this research 

contributed to a new and better understanding of the reasons behind the failure of the Dutch 

university initiatives for imam training and Islamic theology. This is important as the findings 

of the studies on the organization of Turkish mosque education, its pedagogies, and its role in 

the integration of the mosque students indicate the need for imams (and mosque teachers) 

who are familiar with the language, culture and societal issues shaping the life-worlds of the 

mosque students. This is not a surprising finding: while previous studies in the Netherlands 

suggest that deficiencies in the quality of mosque education are linked to the lack of proper 

professional trainings for the imams and mosque teachers (Sieckelinck et al., 2012), studies in 

Germany (Kamp, 2008) and Britain (Lewis, 2002; Cherti & Bradley, 2011) also point out that 

imams educated abroad lack skills and knowledge required to address the multiple identities 

and local social conditions of the children they teach in the mosques. The particular 

contribution of this thesis lies in uncovering the reasons behind the failure of the attempts for 

Islamic higher education in the Netherlands as reported by key stakeholders from the Islamic 

communities, and in the revelation that many first generation imams and mosque teachers 

who have been educated in a Muslim-majority country (Turkey) show self-awareness in their 

deficiencies in establishing emotional and linguistic connections with the children, and 

acknowledge the need for context-sensitive mosque education. The insights from the study on 

Dutch imam trainings might provide useful in future attempts in setting up academic 

programs in Islamic theology in the Netherlands and in other Western countries.  

Then, it is important to note that this is the first research which investigates the 

education in the Diyanet mosques outside of Turkey. Differently than Milli Görüş and 

Süleymanlıs, Diyanet is under the governance of the Turkish Presidency of Religious Affairs, 

and in that sense, its mosques directly represent the political and ideological vision of the 

Turkish state. And while supporting previous research this thesis shows that mosque 
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education in all three Turkish Islamic communities has a function of ethnic and religious 

identity maintenance, the findings on mosque education provided by Diyanet require special 

attention. All studies in this dissertation, except the media analyses, highlight the significant 

role assumed by Diyanet in the lives of Turkish-Dutch children in particular and Turkish 

migrants overall. The study on the organization of mosque education uncovered that the 

presence of curriculum content teaching allegiance to the Turkish state. The study on 

pedagogical practices at Milli Görüş and Diyanet mosques identified that a pedagogy of 

national identity building is a distinct feature of Diyanet classrooms. These findings point out 

that beside providing Islamic education, mosque classes at Diyanet offer a sui generis 

education in Turkish citizenship to children from Turkish migrant background. Considering 

the contentions around the strong autocratic profile of the consecutive Justice and 

Development Party governments in Turkey, and the allegations against Turkey for using 

Diyanet mosques for exerting political surveillance over Turkish migrants (Öztürk & Sözeri, 

2018), this is a result which requires further attention by researchers, policy-makers, and 

educators, not only in the Netherlands but also in numerous other Western countries in which 

Diyanet offers mosque education. 

The search for context-relevant curriculum, textbooks and pedagogies, and the 

demand for imams and mosque teachers who are familiar with and responsive to the needs of 

the Dutch conditions, bring us to the question about the role of mosque education in the 

integration of the mosque students. In line with findings by Pels and colleagues, and by 

Cherti and Bradley (2011), this thesis also confirms that, indeed, the teaching material and 

classroom discussions seem to make few links with the issues encountered by the Muslim 

students in their daily lives in a European society. This thesis reveals that there is a search for 

bi-lingual and context-appropriate teaching materials, with attempts for new textbooks at both 

Diyanet and Milli Görüş. However, in the light of the concerns about the existence of a 

competing citizenship education agenda at the Diyanet mosques, evaluating whether the 

Turkish Islamic communities succeed in their challenging endeavors to create more context-

relevant curriculum and teaching practices would be speculative.  

Last but not least, this dissertation also identified that mosque education could 

potentially have a positive role in the integration of Dutch-Turkish children. This seems to be 

possible only if Islamic associations create more space for dialogue and discussion of 

controversial subjects in their mosque classrooms, and adequately train their teaching 
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personnel. Resonating with the results reported by previous Norwegian research by Östberg 

(2000) and Walseth (2016), and Dutch research by Bartels and de Jong (2007), and Pels and 

colleagues, the results in this dissertation also suggest that mosque education could contribute 

to positive identity affirmation and increased self-confidence when interacting with non-

Muslims and replying their questions about Islam. Perceived discrimination, feelings of 

stigmatization and alienation are known to negatively affect social participation and 

democratic engagement, particularly so in the case of descendants of migrants (Sanders et al., 

2014). Hence, mosque education’s role in offering safe space in which Muslim children build 

resilience against stigmatization should not be underestimated.  

Limitations of the research 

There are a number of possible limitations of this research which need to be addressed. To 

begin with, it should be acknowledged that design of this thesis and the number of included 

Islamic associations does not permit generalizations, neither to all Turkish mosques in the 

Netherlands, nor to other Islamic communities in the country or elsewhere. As seen in the 

study on pedagogies, teaching practices can be widely heterogenous even within a single 

mosque, depending on the profile of the mosque teacher. This dissertation employed mainly 

exploratory and interpretative methodologies which relied on self-reports of the participants 

and classroom observations by the researcher. To deal with possible bias which might emerge 

from the interviews, I attempted to purposefully include a diverse sample of participants with 

divergent but relevant professional positions and ideological stances. When it comes to the 

classroom observations, avoiding possible bias caused by the mere presence of the researcher 

in the field presents an even more challenging task. To minimize the effect of my presence in 

the classrooms, I tried to spend time before the classroom observations in order to establish 

rapport and familiarity with the children and the mosque teachers, so that my presence would 

feel more natural. In addition to that, whenever possible I sat in an unobtrusive manner at the 

back of the classrooms as a complete observer, without joining the classroom activities. 

Finally, it should be acknowledged that the studies in this dissertation do not include the 

perspectives of the students on their own integration and identity issues. Further investigating 

those might provide essential knowledge about children’s own experience and agency in 

navigating the different educational realms of the mosque and the school.  

 



126 

 

Recommendations for policy, practice, and future research 

I conclude this chapter by presenting recommendations for policy, practice and future 

research. First and foremost, the findings of each study in this dissertation point to the 

necessity to investigate the areas for possible cooperation between mosques and schools 

sharing a student population. Miedema, Ruyter and de Koning (2008) drew attention to the 

untapped potential of the mosque as a partner in education initiatives longer than a decade 

ago. Likewise, Pels, Lahri and El Madkouri (2006) have reported the willingness of mosques 

to collaborate with primary schools for pedagogical exchange programs which would form a 

steppingstone for an inclusive “pedagogy of the neighborhood”. However, there are no 

known cooperation attempts at present. Possible areas for establishing local partnerships lie 

in the field of pedagogical exchange, civics education, psychological support for the youth, 

homework assistance programs and initiatives for parental involvement at schools. 

Next, the findings of this thesis highlight the need for locally trained imams. Setting 

up attractive imam training and Islamic theology programs in the Dutch universities can be 

achieved by establishing better links with the Islamic communities themselves, and exploring 

the demand and the possibility to start a vocational imam training at the secondary vocational 

level. The findings in this dissertation indicate that there is a need to re-establish trust with 

the Islamic communities with regard to the academic programs in Islamic theology in the 

Netherlands.  Exchange programs with known theological departments from Muslim 

countries might contribute to the credibility of future initiatives while opening up space for 

creating a theology of Islam with a distinct Dutch vision. 

Furthermore, the findings point out to the need to develop standardized context-

appropriate mosque education curriculum and teaching materials. Considering the ethnic and 

sectarian diversity among the Islamic communities in the Netherlands, this task could be best 

monitored and encouraged by official Islamic umbrella organizations such as the Contact 

Organ for Muslims and the Government (CMO). There seems to be institutional willingness 

on part of CMO to facilitate reforms in this direction as one of the main conclusions of the 

expert meeting on mosque education organized by it in September 2016 was the recognition 

of the need for developing a coherent inter-communal vision on mosque education with 

regard to the content of the curricula, professionalization of imams and mosque teachers, 
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parental involvement, improvement of the physical conditions of the mosque classrooms, and 

exchange of knowledge with practitioners from mainstream schools. 

Seeing that the Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment has a function in 

policy making in the field of integration, it could be advisable to increase its role in 

encouraging the representative umbrella organizations for cooperation towards this objective. 

The success of this and other recommendations could be more significant if CMO and SPIOR 

(Stichting Platform Islamitische Organisaties Rijnmond, an important regional Islamic 

umbrella organization) manage to involve the Dutch branch of Diyanet, Islamic Association 

Netherlands in their endeavors with regard to mosque education in the Netherlands.  

Given the heterogeneity of the Islamic communities, future research which examines 

mosque education provided by other ethnic and sectarian Islamic groups would contribute to 

obtaining a more complete picture of the spectrum of the different types of mosque classes 

followed by students in the Netherlands. Also, replicating the research in this thesis in other 

non-Muslim countries could bring about important knowledge on the role of contextual 

characteristics which might be influencing the educational practices in the different Islamic 

communities in unexpected ways. Finally, future research studying the education provided to 

children by Islamic, Jewish and Christian communities in the Netherlands in comparative 

perspective can provide insights on the commonalities and differences in pedagogical 

approaches, curriculum, learning goals, norms and values taught to the children in non-formal 

religious classes. 
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APPENDIX 

 
 
 
Mosque Classroom  Observation Framework 

 

Teaching volunteer/hoca _____________________ 
Observer___________________________________ 

Level/Age of the group_________ Date of observation: __________Observation #______ 

Observation occurred: Before class______ During class ________After class__________ 

 
1.Material conditions of the classroom/learning environment 
Lights, seating, cleanliness, sitting on the floor or on desks, U-shape desks or in a row. 
Learning materials? Size of the desks?  
 
2.What does the hoca do?  
Mood of the hoca, activities of the hoca, how much talk? Interaction with students, discipline 
and motivation strategies, response to questions. In which language? 
 
3.What do the students do?  
Are they bored? Do they pay attention? Do they engage with the teacher or with one another? 
In which language? 
 
4.Classroom climate  
How are power relations structured? Open to debate? Relaxed, calm? Safe to ask questions? 
What kind of questions are being asked? 
 
5.Formal and informal (hidden) curriculum  
What themes are covered? How? Are they age-appropriate?  
What values, norms are transmitted or inspired?  
Is there a discrepancy between formal and informal curriculum?  
 
6.Links with mosque education and regular schools? 
 
Is the taught knowledge transferable? Do the hoca make references about the use of the 
taught knowledge at school or in daily life? Parallels with school subjects? 
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SUMMARY 

 

This PhD thesis presented an exploratory research on mosque education followed by Dutch-

Turkish children in the Netherlands. Previous scientific literature on mosque education in 

non-Muslim countries is very limited. This thesis built primarily on the research by Cherti 

and Bradley (2011) in Britain, and by Pels and colleagues (Pels et al., 2006; Pels et al., 

2006a; Pels et al., 2006b; Pels et al., 2016) in the Netherlands. Taking their findings into 

account, this dissertation aspired to add to the scant knowledge about mosque education, and 

its role in the integration of Muslim children with Turkish migrant background, by 

investigating five interrelated aspects of mosque education with the following questions: 

1. Portrayal: Media portrayal is known to influence the beliefs and attitudes of the public 

through its framing of issues. What can the Dutch public learn about mosque 

education from the media? Specifically: what are the major discourses on mosque 

education in the Dutch press?  [Chapter 2] 

2. Practice: How is mosque education in the Turkish communities organized with regard 

to its curriculum, learning objectives, content of teaching materials and language 

policies? [Chapter 3] 

3. Pedagogies: How does teaching and learning happen in the Turkish mosque 

classrooms in the Netherlands? What kind of pedagogical approaches are practiced by 

imams and mosque teachers in their lessons? [Chapter 4] 

4. Training of Dutch imams: Imams educated in Muslim countries are often accused of 

inability to connect to the life-worlds of Muslim youth growing up in Europe and to 

provide adequate support with the challenges the children face as Muslims in a non-

Muslim context. How to explain the lack of imams educated in the Netherlands? What 

are the reasons behind the failure of the state-funded Islamic theology programs and 

imam-trainings at Dutch universities? [Chapter 5] 

5. Role in integration: What is the role of mosque education in the integration of the 

Turkish-Dutch youth according to their parents, imams, mosque teachers and major 

stakeholders? In what ways could it be aiding or frustrating the integration of the 

youth? [Chapter 6] 
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The five studies in this dissertation are underpinned by multidisciplinary theoretical 

approaches: they employ conceptualizations from media studies, educational sciences, 

Islamic philosophy of education, political science, sociology and migration studies. The 

research is done through qualitative methodology. The most important methods for data 

collection were semi-structured interviews (with imams, mosque teachers, mosque students, 

parents, chairs of Islamic and Turkish migrant organizations, lecturers at the imam-training 

programs, policymakers in the field of integration and radicalization, academics with 

expertise on Muslim youth and Turkish Islamic organizations), classroom observations in one 

Diyanet and one Milli Görüş mosque, expert meeting on mosque education with key 

stakeholders (among which education coordinators, representatives and chairs of the major 

Islamic organizations affiliated with the Dutch Contact Organ Muslims & the Government), 

roundtables with imams and mosque teachers, and ethnographic fieldwork notes. 

Findings 

Portrayal in the Dutch press 

The first study in this dissertation addressed the question of representation of mosque classes 

in five major Dutch newspapers. This was done in order to situate the studied topic within the 

public and political debates about it. The analyses were informed by the media frames 

identified by Van Drunen (2014) in her study of the portrayal of Muslims in the Dutch press. 

In chapter two, a content analysis of the discourses in the Dutch press between 2010 and 

2016 demonstrated that mosque education is portrayed mainly in negative light, with a 

frequent focus on problematic associations, and a rhetoric of perceived threat and alleged 

incompatibility of civic values and mosque education. 

In most cases, the news was told by non-Muslim figures: the voices of the Muslim 

children, parents, and providers of mosque education were largely absent. Accusations of 

corporal punishment were most prominent among the references to the pedagogical practices 

of the mosques. In the same line, some press discourses depicted the pedagogies of the 

mosque classes as authoritarian and fear-based, relying on rote learning and indoctrination 

done by imams and mosque teachers who do not have pedagogical training. Other major 

themes featured in the media portrayals were teaching conservative gender norms and 

separation of sexes at the mosque classes, links with religious extremism, and negative 

impact on social cohesion. Mosque classes were said to contribute to ethnic segregation by 
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limiting Muslim children’s exposure to non-Muslim peers, Dutch language and culture in 

their spare time.  

There were very few references to a possible positive influence of mosque education. 

Some of those referred to possible positive influence on students’ attitudes to learning (e.g. 

by teaching them discipline which helped them perform better at school). Others highlighted 

the role of mosque education in offering positive recognition to the stigmatized Muslim 

identity of the children.  

Practice: What are children being taught in the mosque? 

Having identified the main themes in the discourses on mosque education in the press, the 

third chapter addressed the actual practice of mosque education by examining the 

organization of Turkish mosque education in the Netherlands with regard to its curriculum, 

learning objectives, content of teaching materials and language policies. The fundamentals of 

curriculum developed by Walker (2003) served as a heuristic device in the analyses. The 

study used data from the three largest Turkish Islamic organizations in the country (Diyanet, 

Milli Görüş and Süleymanlıs): semi-structured interviews with imams and mosque teachers 

(N = 9), with experts and stakeholders (N=38), nine classroom observations, and fieldwork 

notes from the expert meeting on mosque education and roundtables. The results of the study 

presented actual numbers about the number of students attending Turkish mosque classes and 

exposed a number of similarities and differences between the educational practices of the 

different Turkish communities.  

Important similarities in the studied mosques included, for instance, the presence of 

good physical conditions copying school classrooms, the shared goals of mosque education, 

conveyed in instilling Islamic and Turkish identity in the children, similarity in content of the 

lessons (e.g. teaching reading the Qur’an, the pillars of Islam, the foundations of Islamic 

values and behavioral conduct, the life of the prophet), and having Turkish simultaneously as 

a language of instruction and an informal learning goal in itself. Regardless of these Turkish-

centered language policies, imams and mosque teachers perceived the low proficiency of the 

children in Turkish as an obstacle in connecting with them. Differences between the 

communities pertained to the extent of standardization of the curriculum and the availability 

of own teaching materials and textbooks developed for use in the mosque classes outside of 

Turkey. Concerning this, it was identified that Milli Görüş had more systematically prepared 
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curriculum and textbooks than Diyanet and Süleymanlıs, the latter being most flexible with 

assembling teaching materials from different sources.  

It was found that some imams and mosque teachers of each community perceived the 

content of the textbooks as insufficiently oriented towards the issues of living an Islamic life 

in a non-Muslim country. Furthermore, the presence of curriculum content on Turkish 

citizenship (i.e. teaching the Turkish national anthem and textbook chapters identifying 

Turkey as a fatherland) was found to significantly distinguish the curriculum and teaching 

activities at the Diyanet mosques from the classes at Milli Görüş and Süleymanlıs. 

Pedagogies: How does teaching and learning happen in the Turkish mosque classes? 

Chapter four then used an ethno-case study approach to delve into the different pedagogies 

practiced in the classrooms of one Diyanet and one Milli Görüş mosque in the Netherlands. 

The study was based on nine classroom observations in eight different classes attended by 90 

students, and 10 semi-structured interviews with imams and mosque teachers at both 

communities.  The results indicate that the teaching practices in both mosques reflect the 

fundamental Islamic educational principles tarbiyah, ta’lim, ta’dib, and tajweed, according to 

which care for the spiritual development and moral growth of the student is viewed as 

important as the memorization of prayers and teaching religious knowledge.  

Yet, this study also established that Islamic primary source pedagogies (Alkouatli, 

2018) are implemented in varying degrees, and not prioritized equally. To specify, the 

findings showed that the principle of differentiated learning, expressed in paying attention to 

the individual learning needs of the students (an aspect of Relational Pedagogies), was 

employed in all observed Qur’an classes. That meant that each student was allocated one-to-

one teaching time during which the mosque teacher or imam would correct students’ 

pronunciation and check their progress. The principle of “doing together” (stipulated by the 

Pedagogies of Mutual Engagement) which stimulates the bonding of the community of 

learners, was also observed in both mosques.  Instances of implementation varied from 

inviting the mosque students to participate in the joint prayer namaz after their mosque 

lessons, to incorporating educational games in the lessons, and organizing social outings such 

as swimming, football matches and theme park trips together with the mosque class. 

Differently than these, the Pedagogies of Conscious Awareness focused on critical 

questioning by the students were found to be less valued by the imams and mosque teachers 
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and were present to a much lesser degree in the observed lessons. One Milli Görüş teacher 

even referred to critical questioning of the Islamic knowledge given in the lessons as a 

“solved problem” which does not take place anymore.  

Nevertheless, the study has also found evidence in both communities for pedagogical 

reforms. Examples comprise of borrowing motivation, discipline and class management 

strategies from schools, combined with efforts to offer some pedagogical training to all 

mosque educators. Interviews with the imams and mosque teachers indicated that all forms of 

corporal punishment are extinct and denounced as an inadmissible disciplining method in the 

mosque classrooms. While all imams reported to have received pedagogical training during 

their Islamic Theology degree, the availability of pedagogical trainings and in-house support 

for the mosque teachers was found to be organized better by Milli Görüş. Such provisions 

seemed to influence mosque teachers’ own perception of the quality of the mosque education 

they provide. Finally, it was found that what distinguishes mosque education in both 

communities most is the pedagogy of national identity building which was identified in a 

much more pronounced manner in the Diyanet classrooms.  

Training of Dutch imams 

Chapter five addressed a hidden-in-plain-sight but important and relevant aspect of mosque 

education: it examined the reasons behind the lack of locally trained imams who are familiar 

with the Dutch socio-political context and the needs of Dutch Muslims. It analyzed 

interviews with 38 key stakeholders (among which academics teaching the Dutch imam 

trainings, imams, mosque teachers, and chairs of Islamic organizations), to investigate the 

reasons behind the failure of the state-funded Islamic theology programs and imam-trainings 

at the Dutch universities. Historical accounts on de-pillarization of Dutch society and 

different notions of Dutch secularism formed the theoretical backbone of the study. 

The results dispute the formal rhetoric on “separation of church and state” maintained 

both by Turkey and the Netherlands. Despite the institutional secularism espoused by both 

countries, there is evidence that religious matters influence their policymaking in the field of 

education and foreign policy. In that respect, the policymaking of both countries regarding 

the Dutch imam-trainings shows signs of “post-secular consciousness” (Habermas, 2008). In 

the case of Turkey, this is conveyed in the reluctance of the Turkish Presidency for Religious 

Affairs Diyanet to work together with the Netherlands for setting up Dutch Islamic 
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theologies: apparently due to worries about surrendering control over the messages 

disseminated in its Dutch mosques. In the case of the Netherlands, on the other hand, funding 

Islamic theology programs is seemingly in accordance with the constitutional principle of 

equal treatment of religious groups. Yet, it is actually at odds with the ideology of minimal 

state interference in religious affairs: In contrast to Islamic primary and secondary schools, 

the Islamic higher education programs were not initiated by the Islamic communities 

themselves, and the communities were also not sufficiently engaged in their setup. 

Above all, the study established three central claims for the failure of the Dutch initiatives for 

professional Islamic higher education: Islamic communities’ lack of trust in the intentions of 

the Dutch government, lack of confidence in the expertise of the non-Muslim academics 

teaching the programs, and the refusal of Diyanet to cooperate with the universities for the 

establishment of the programs. 

Mosque education: Aiding or frustrating integration? 

Lastly, chapter six addressed one of the central and most contentious questions in this 

dissertation: what is the role of mosque education in the integration of children with Turkish 

migrant background? In what ways could it be aiding or frustrating the integration of the 

mosque students? These questions were asked to all adult participants in this PhD research 

including imams, mosque teachers, experts, key stakeholders, and parents of the mosque 

students (N= 75). The study started by scrutinizing how different actors define integration 

and how those definitions compare to the mainstream understanding of integration in the 

Dutch society. It was revealed that imams’, mosque teachers’, and parental perspectives were 

dominated by a socio-economic notion of integration. That is to say, this group thought that 

integration can be accomplished through Dutch language proficiency, educational success, 

participation in the labor market and good relations with the native Dutch. However, a review 

of the literature has shown that the current understanding of integration in the Dutch society 

has changed from socio-economic participation to expectations for cultural adjustment and 

assimilation (Duyvendak, 2011). This was a main point of divergence as Muslim respondents 

in this study expressed the importance of being able to participate in society as practicing 

Muslims, without sacrificing their Islamic lifestyle and values.  

Regarding the role of mosque education in children’s integration: Two thirds of all 

participants believed that mosque education has the potential to benefit the integration of the 
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mosque students, 16 participants perceived mosque education as irrelevant for integration, 

and 10 participants voiced concerns about the potential of mosque education to influence 

children’s integration in the Dutch society negatively. Many of those who were positive about 

the impact of mosque education often highlighted that the favorable effect would depend on 

mosques’ efforts in this domain. In other words, a positive influence would depend on 

whether mosques seek to: (1) include a vision on citizenship and integration issues in its 

educational policy, and (2) employ imams and mosque teachers who are familiar not only 

with the Dutch language and culture, but also with the challenges experienced by Muslim 

children growing up in a Western country.  

Imams, mosque teachers, and many parents believed that mosque classes already help 

children’s integration by educating them to be morally responsible citizens who are tolerant 

to cultural differences and abide by the rules and regulations of the society they live in. 

Particularly imams also drew attention to the contribution of mosque education to integration 

via its attempts to counteract youth radicalization by encouraging a moderate “Anatolian” 

teaching of Islam (as opposed to the orthodox teachings of some Salafi mosques, for 

example).  

In contrast to imams and mosque teachers, almost half of the parents in the sample 

and four other stakeholders (two academic experts, a pedagogue and a journalist) thought that 

mosque education cannot play a role in the integration of their children, either because they 

believed that the children did not have integration problems anymore or because they 

perceived the content of the mosque classes as irrelevant.  

Lastly, a group of ten respondents (including representatives of different Gülenist and 

leftist Turkish migrant organizations, and municipality advisors on integration and 

radicalization), were critical about the effect of mosque education on youth integration. Their 

concerns were related to fears about undesirable content of the mosque classes which might 

be alienating the students from the Dutch society by spreading messages of intolerance 

towards the Dutch, and Turkish state propaganda which might be incompatible with the 

objectives of Dutch citizenship education at schools. Particularly Diyanet has been singled 

out in its attempts to keep the Turkish diaspora under control. Remarkably, some imams, 

mosque teachers and parents – who thought that mosque education might aid integration - 

nevertheless shared their observations about the difficulties experienced by some mosque 
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students in reconciling Islamic values with liberal gender attitudes and sexual norms, and 

raised their concerns about the potential of identity crisis and value confusion. 

Conclusions 

The results of the studies in this thesis point to the necessity to investigate the areas for 

possible collaborations between mosques and schools sharing a student population. More 

than a decade ago, Miedema, Ruyter and de Koning (2008) pointed out that mosques could 

be a potential ally in education. Similarly, Pels, Lahri and El Madkouri (2006) have reported 

on the readiness of mosques to collaborate with primary schools for pedagogical exchange 

programs which would contribute to building an inclusive “pedagogy of the neighborhood”. 

Yet, there are no known official cooperation initiatives at present. Possible areas for setting 

up local partnerships lie in the field of pedagogical exchange, civics education, psychological 

support for the youth, homework assistance programs and initiatives for parental involvement 

at schools. 

The results of this dissertation reveal once again the need for locally trained imams. 

Setting up attractive imam training and Islamic theology programs in the Dutch universities 

can be achieved by connecting better with the Islamic communities themselves. The findings 

of this thesis indicate a necessity to investigate the demand and the possibility to start an 

imam training at the secondary vocational level which could serve as a preparatory education 

for following an Islamic theology program at the university level. The findings in this thesis 

indicate that there is a need to re-establish trust with the Islamic communities with regard to 

the academic programs in Islamic theology in the Netherlands. Exchange programs with 

known theological departments from Muslim countries might contribute to the credibility of 

future initiatives while opening up space for creating a theology of Islam with a Dutch 

character. 

Moreover, the results indicate that there is a need to develop standardized context-

adequate mosque education curriculum and teaching materials. Considering the ethnic and 

sectarian diversity among the Islamic communities in the Netherlands, this task could be best 

monitored and encouraged by official Islamic umbrella organizations such as the Contact 

Organ for Muslims and the Government (CMO). Some directions for future research include 

studies investigating the commonalities and differences in pedagogical approaches, 

curriculum, learning goals, norms and values taught to the children in non-formal religious 
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classes in Christian, Jewish and Muslim communities in the West, comparative research on 

mosque education provided by other ethnic and sectarian Islamic groups in the Netherlands 

and abroad, and replicating this PhD research in other non-Muslim countries in order to 

obtain a better understanding of the role of contextual and sample characteristics. 
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SAMENVATTING  

 

Inleiding 

Dit proefschrift gaat over moskee-onderwijs aan Turks-Nederlandse kinderen in Nederland. 

Het is gebaseerd op een verkennend onderzoek dat als een van de eerste de rol van het 

moskee-onderwijs in de integratie van moslimjongeren in een westerse context analyseert. De 

focus op het onderwijs in Turkse moskeeën in Nederland is om twee redenen interessant. Ten 

eerste vormen Turkse Nederlanders niet alleen de grootste islamitische gemeenschap in het 

land (CBS, 2018) maar zijn ze ook meer isolationistisch dan andere 

migrantengemeenschappen (Huijnk & Dagevos, 2012). Ten tweede is herhaaldelijk 

geconstateerd dat Nederland het Europese land is dat de meest uitgesproken verschuivingen 

heeft meegemaakt in zijn integratiebeleid: van multiculturele accommodatie van 

minderheden voor 2000, naar assimilationistisch integratiebeleid daarna (Vasta, 2007; 

Entzinger, 2014).  

Er is nog maar weinig onderzoek gedaan naar moskee-onderwijs in niet-moslimlanden. 

Dit proefschrift bouwde voornamelijk voort op het onderzoek van Cherti en Bradley (2011) 

in Groot-Britannie en op het onderzoek van Pels en collega’s in Nederland (Pels, Dogan, & 

El Madkouri, 2006; Pels, Lahri, & El Madkouri, 2006a; Pels, Lahri, & El Madkouri, 2006b; 

Pels, Hamdi, Clooster, Day, & Lahri, 2016). Het beoogt bij te dragen aan de schaarse kennis 

over moskee-onderwijs en de rol ervan in de integratie van moslimkinderen met een Turkse 

migratieachtergrond, door vijf onderling samenhangende thema’s met betrekking tot 

moskee-onderwijs te onderzoeken:  

1. Representatie: Media-representatie heeft een grote invloed op de publieke opinie 

(McCombs & Reynolds, 2002). Welk beeld krijgt het Nederlandse publiek via de 

media van moskee-onderwijs? Specifiek: wat zijn de belangrijkste discoursen over 

moskee-onderwijs in de Nederlandse pers? [Hoofdstuk 2] 

2. Praktijk: Hoe is moskee-onderwijs in Turkse gemeenschappen georganiseerd wat 

betreft het curriculum, leerdoelen, inhoud van lesmaterialen en taalbeleid? [Hoofdstuk 

3] 



156 

 

3. Pedagogiek: Hoe vindt lesgeven en leren plaats in Turkse moskeeklassen in 

Nederland? Wat is de pedagogische aanpak van imams en moskeeleraren tijdens hun 

lessen? [Hoofdstuk 4]. 

4. Opleiding van Nederlandse imams: In het buitenland opgeleide imams worden vaak 

beschuldigd van onvermogen om verbinding te maken met de levenswereld van 

moslimjongeren die opgroeien in Europa en om passende ondersteuning te bieden bij 

de uitdagingen waarmee deze jongeren als moslim in een niet-moslimmaatschappij in 

aanraking komen. Tegelijkertijd is er een gebrek aan in Nederland opgeleide imams. 

Hoe is dit gebrek te verklaren? Wat zijn de redenen van het mislukken van de door de 

overheid gefinancierde islamitische theologieprogramma’s en imamtrainingen aan 

Nederlandse universiteiten? [Hoofstuk 5] 

5. Rol in de integratie: Wat is de rol van het moskee-onderwijs in de integratie van de 

Turks-Nederlandse jeugd volgens hun ouders, imams, moskeeleraren en belangrijkste 

stakeholders? In welke opzichten zou het de integratie van de jeugd kunnen 

aanmoedigen of belemmeren? [Hoofdstuk 6]. 

Methoden 

De vijf studies in dit proefschrift zijn gebaseerd op een multidisciplinaire theoretische 

benadering; ze maken gebruik van conceptualiseringen uit mediastudies, 

onderwijswetenschappen, islamitische onderwijsfilosofie, politicologie, sociologie en 

migratieonderzoek. De data zijn verzameld door middel van semigestructureerde interviews, 

lesobservaties in moskeeën, rondtafelgesprekken met imams en moskeeleraren, een 

expertmeeting over moskee-onderwijs, en etnografisch veldonderzoek. In totaal hebben 104 

participanten meegedaan aan dit onderzoek, waarvan 29 moskeeleerlingen (6-14 jaar oud), 28 

ouders (32-52 jaar oud), 10 imams (27-53 jaar oud), 9 moskeeleraren (19-49 jaar oud), en 28 

stakeholders (25-63 jaar oud) zoals voorzitters van islamitische koepelorganisaties en Turkse 

migrantenorganisaties, docenten bij de Nederlandse imamopleidingen, beleidsmedewerkers 

op het gebied van integratie, polarisatie en radicalisering, journalisten, academici en 

pedagogen met expertise over moslimjeugd en culturele diversiteit in het onderwijs. De 

islamitische deelnemers aan de interviews waren geaffilieerd met de vier grootste Turks-

Islamitische organisaties in Nederland: Diyanet, Milli Görüş, Süleymanlıs en de Gülen-

beweging. De casestudies met lesobservaties vonden plaats in één moskee die is geaffilieerd 

met Diyanet en één moskee die is geaffilieerd met Milli Görüş.     



157 

 

Resultaten 

Representatie in de Nederlandse pers 

In het licht van de schaarste aan bestaand onderzoek naar moskee-onderwijs, begint dit 

proefschrift met een onderzoek naar de representatie van moskee-onderwijs in de vijf 

belangrijkste Nederlandse kranten (hoofdstuk 2). Het doel daarvan was om het bestudeerde 

onderwerp te situeren in de huidige publieke en politieke debatten. In de analyses werd 

gebruik gemaakt van de media frames van Van Drunen (2014). Een inhoudsanalyse van de 

berichtgeving in de kranten laat zien dat moskee-onderwijs in de Nederlandse pers tussen 

2010 en 2016 vooral negatief wordt geportretteerd, met een nadruk op de problematische 

kanten ervan en een retoriek van vermeende dreigingen en onverenigbaarheid met moskee-

onderwijs met maatschappelijke waarden.  

In de meeste gevallen zijn daarbij niet-moslims aan het woord. De stemmen van 

moslimkinderen, -ouders, en verzorgers van moskee-onderwijs zijn nagenoeg afwezig. Als 

het gaat over de pedagogische praktijken van de moskeeën overheersen beschuldigingen van 

lijfstraffen. In sommige bijdragen wordt de pedagogiek van de moskeeklas voorgesteld als 

bestaand uit het hoofd leren, indoctrinatie door imams en moskeeleraren die niet over een 

adequate pedagogische opleiding beschikken, en als autoritair en op angst gebaseerd. Andere 

kwesties die in de media worden benadrukt zijn het versterken van conservatieve 

gendernormen en de scheiding van jongens en meisjes in moskeeklassen, religieus 

extremisme en ongewenste effecten op de sociale cohesie. Er wordt gezegd dat moskee-

onderwijs de etnische segregatie vergroot, doordat moslimkinderen hierdoor in hun vrije tijd 

beperkt in aanmerking komen met hun niet-moslim leeftijdsgenoten en dus ook met de 

Nederlandse taal en cultuur.  

Er zijn zeer weinig verwijzingen naar mogelijke positieve invloeden van het moskee-

onderwijs. Sommige daarvan betreffen de mogelijke voordelen voor de houding van 

leerlingen ten opzichte van leren (bijvoorbeeld doordat ze discipline wordt bijgebracht, 

waardoor ze beter presteren op school). Andere benadrukken de rol van het moskee-

onderwijs in het bieden van positieve bevestiging van de moslimidentiteit van de kinderen, 

die elders negatief wordt benaderd.  
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Praktijk: Wat wordt kinderen geleerd in de moskee? 

Na het identificeren van de hoofdthema’s in discoursen over het moskee-onderwijs in de pers, 

verschuift in het derde hoofdstuk de focus van beeldvorming naar de praktijk. Dit hoofdstuk 

bevat een verkenning van het Turkse moskee-onderwijs in Nederland, met betrekking tot het 

curriculum, de leerdoelen, de inhoud van het lesmateriaal en het taalbeleid. De analyses 

maken gebruik van de conceptualisatie van Walker (2003) van de grondslagen van het 

curriculum. Het onderzoek dat hier wordt gepresenteerd betreft de drie grootste Turkse 

islamitische organisaties in Nederland (Diyanet, Milli Görüş en Süleymanlıs). Het is 

gebaseerd op semigestructureerd interviews met imams (N = 10), moskeeleraren (N = 9) uit 

de drie gemeenschappen, stakeholders (N = 28), 9 klasobservaties in één moskee van Diyanet 

en één moskee van Milli Görüş, een expertmeeting over moskee-onderwijs met deelnemers 

uit alle islamitische gemeenschappen, en twee rondetafelgesprekken met imams en 

moskeeleraren van Milli Görüş en Süleymanlıs. Dit onderzoek gaf inzicht in de werkelijke 

omvang van de studentenpopulatie die Turks moskee-onderwijs bijwoont, en bracht een 

aantal overeenkomsten en verschillen aan het licht tussen de onderwijspraktijken van de drie 

onderzochte Turkse islamitische organisaties. 

Belangrijke overeenkomsten in de onderzochte moskeeën betroffen de goede fysieke 

omstandigheden (identiek aan die in schoolklaslokalen), de gedeelde doelen (voornamelijk 

gericht op het bijbrengen van een islamitische en Turkse identiteit), de inhoud (het 

onderwijzen van het lezen van de koran, de pijlers van de islam, de basisprincipes van de 

islamitische ethiek en gedragsregels, het leven van de profeet) en het hanteren van het Turks 

als instructietaal en als informeel leerdoel op zichzelf. Imams en moskeeleraren ervoeren de 

beperkte Turkse taalvaardigheden van de kinderen als een barrière om met hen in contact te 

komen. De verschillen tussen het moskee-onderwijs van de drie islamitische 

gemeenschappen bleken verband te houden met de mate van standaardisatie van het 

curriculum en de beschikbaarheid van eigen lesmateriaal en handboeken die ontwikkeld zijn 

voor gebruik in moskeeklassen buiten Turkije. Geconstateerd werd dat Milli Görüş meer 

systematische curricula en handboeken had dan Diyanet en Süleymanlıs, waarbij de laatste 

het meest flexibel was in het samenstellen van lesmateriaal door gebruik te maken van 

verschillende bronnen.  
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De inhoud van de leerboeken werd door sommige imams en moskeeleraren van alle 

drie gemeenschappen beoordeeld als onvoldoende gericht op de vraagstukken omtrent 

islamitische leven in een niet-moslimcontext. Daarnaast bleken de Diyanet-moskeeën zich 

van de andere twee gemeenschappen te onderscheiden door de aanwezigheid van 

curriculuminhoud gericht op Turks burgerschap (het leren van het Turkse volkslied en 

lesmateriaal waarin Turkije als vaderland wordt geïdentificeerd). 

Pedagogiek: Hoe vindt lesgeven en leren plaats in de Turkse moskeeklassen? 

De studie die in hoofdstuk vier wordt gepresenteerd gebruikte vervolgens een etnografische 

casestudy benadering om de pedagogische methoden te onderzoeken die worden beoefend in 

de klaslokalen van één Diyanet- en één Milli Görüş-moskee in Nederland. Het onderzoek was 

gebaseerd op negen lesobservaties in acht verschillende klassen met in totaal negentig 

leerlingen. Verder vonden tien semigestructureerd interviews plaats met imams en 

moskeeleraren van beide gemeenschappen. De bevindingen suggereren dat de 

onderwijspraktijken in beide moskeeën zijn gebaseerd op de fundamentele islamitische 

onderwijsbeginselen tarbiyah, ta'lim, ta'dib en tajweed, volgens welke zorg voor de spirituele 

ontwikkeling en morele groei van het kind even belangrijk zijn als het uit het hoofd leren van 

gebeden en de overdracht van religieuze kennis. 

In islamitische primaire bronnen zijn ook pedagogische principes te vinden als 

Relational Pedagogies, Pedagogies of Mutual Engagement, en Pedagogies of Conscious 

Awareness  (Alkouatli, 2018). Uit het onderzoek bleek dat deze niet allemaal in dezelfde 

mate worden toegepast. Zo was aansluiten bij de individuele leerbehoeften van de leerlingen 

(volgend uit het principe van gedifferentieerd leren, een Relational Pedagogy) een integraal 

onderdeel van alle waargenomen koranlessen. Dit betekende dat elke leerling één-op-één 

onderwijstijd kreeg toegewezen waarin de moskeeleraar of de imam de uitspraak van de 

leerlingen corrigeerde en hun voortgang controleerde. In beide gemeenschappen werd ook het 

principe van “samen doen” waargenomen (volgend uit de Pedagogies of Mutual 

Engagement), die de onderlinge binding in de community of learners stimuleert. Voorbeelden 

hiervan varieerden van het aanmoedigen van moskeestudenten om na hun moskeelessen mee 

te doen aan het gemeenschappelijk gebed namaz, tot het spelen van educatieve spelletjes in 

de klassen en het organiseren van sociale uitjes zoals zwemmen, voetbalwedstrijden en uitjes 

naar een attractiepark met de moskeeklas. In tegenstelling tot deze pedagogische principes, 
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bleken de Pedagogies of Conscious Awareness  waarbij de nadruk ligt op het stellen van 

kritische vragen door de leerlingen minder gewaardeerd te worden door de imams en de 

moskeeleerkrachten. Deze werden ook in veel mindere mate gebruikt in de geobserveerde 

lessen. Een Milli Görüş-leerkracht noemde zelfs het stellen van kritische vragen over de 

islamitische kennis die in de lessen wordt aangeboden een “opgelost probleem”, waarmee hij 

bedoelde dat het niet meer gebeurt.  

Toch vond deze studie in beide gemeenschappen ook bewijs voor pedagogische 

vernieuwing. Deze pedagogische vernieuwing was gericht op het stimuleren van 

leermotivatie, discipline en het gebruik van klassenmanagementstrategieën uit het reguliere 

onderwijs, en ging vergezeld van inspanningen om een vorm van pedagogische training te 

bieden aan alle onderwijsvrijwilligers. De gesprekken met imams en moskeeleraren 

suggereren dat alle vormen van lijfstraffen in de moskeeklassen zijn afgeschaft en worden 

veroordeeld als onaanvaardbare disciplineringsmethode. Hoewel alle imams aangaven dat ze 

pedagogische vorming hadden gevolgd als onderdeel van hun islamitische theologie-

opleiding, bleek de beschikbaarheid van pedagogische trainingen en interne ondersteuning 

voor de moskeeleraren van Milli Görüş beter geregeld te zijn.  

Dergelijke voorzieningen beïnvloedden in de ogen van de moskeeleraren zelf de 

kwaliteit van het moskee-onderwijs. Ten slotte bleek ook hier dat de pedagogiek van Turkse 

nationale identiteitsvorming in de Diyanet-klassen veel duidelijker aanwezig was dan in de 

Milli Görüş-klassen.  

Opleiden van Nederlandse imams 

Hoofdstuk vijf bracht een belangrijk en relevant aspect van het moskee-onderwijs in beeld, 

namelijk het gebrek aan imams die in Nederland zijn opgeleid en die bekend zijn met de 

Nederlandse sociaal-politieke context en de behoeften van Nederlandse moslims. Op basis 

van interviews met 38 belangrijke stakeholders (waaronder academici die Nederlandse imams 

trainen, imams, moskeeleraren en voorzitters van islamitische organisaties) onderzocht deze 

studie de redenen achter het mislukken van de door de overheid gefinancierde islamitische 

theologieprogramma’s en imam-trainingen bij Nederlandse universiteiten. In de analyse werd 

gebruik gemaakt van historische perspectieven op de ontzuiling van de Nederlandse 

samenleving en visies op het Nederlandse secularisme. 
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De bevindingen stellen de officiële retoriek over “scheiding van kerk en staat”, die 

door zowel Turkije als Nederland wordt gehanteerd ter discussie. Hoewel beide landen zich 

identificeren als institutioneel seculier, blijken religieuze kwesties een belangrijke impact te 

hebben op het regeringsbeleid op het gebied van onderwijs en op het buitenlandse beleid. 

Wat dat betreft vertonen ze kenmerken van “postseculier bewustzijn” (Habermas, 2008). In 

het geval van Turkije komt dit tot uiting in de weigering van Diyanet (het Turkse 

voorzitterschap voor religieuze zaken) om met Nederland samen te werken in lokale imam-

trainingen, omdat men bezorgd is over het verliezen van controle over de boodschappen die 

in Nederlandse moskeeën worden overgedragen. In het geval van Nederland lijkt de 

financiering van de islamitische theologieprogramma’s overeen te stemmen met het 

grondwettelijke principe van gelijke behandeling van religieuze groeperingen. Het is echter in 

feite in strijd met de ideologie van minimale inmenging van de overheid in religieuze zaken. 

In tegenstelling tot islamitische basisscholen en middelbare scholen, zijn de islamitische 

hoger-onderwijsprogramma’s niet alleen niet door de islamitische gemeenschappen zelf 

geïnitieerd, maar waren de gemeenschappen ook nauwelijks betrokken bij hun opzet. 

De studie identificeerde uiteindelijk drie belangrijke redenen voor het falen van de 

Nederlandse initiatieven voor professioneel islamitisch hoger onderwijs: het gebrek aan 

vertrouwen van islamitische gemeenschappen in de intenties van de Nederlandse overheid, 

het gebrek aan vertrouwen in de expertise van de niet-islamitische academici die het 

onderwijs aanboden, en de afwijzing van Diyanet van samenwerking met de universiteiten bij 

het opzetten van de programma’s. Op grond deze redenen geef ik in dit hoofdstuk ook 

aanbevelingen voor toekomstige islamitische hoger-onderwijsprogramma’s.  

Moskee-onderwijs: Stimulerend of belemmerend voor integratie? 

Tot slot behandelt de studie in hoofdstuk zes een van de centrale en meest controversiële 

vragen in dit proefschrift: wat is de rol van de moskee-onderwijs in de integratie van de 

kinderen met een Turkse migratieachtergrond? Op welke manieren kan het de integratie van 

moskeeleerlingen helpen of belemmeren? Deze vragen werden in het onderzoek waarop dit 

proefschrift is gebaseerd aan alle volwassen participanten gesteld (N=75), onder meer aan 

imams, moskeeleraren, experts, belangrijke stakeholders, en aan de ouders van de 

moskeeleerlingen. Het begrip van integratie in deze studie is gebaseerd op de 

conceptualiseringen van Givens (2007) en Klarenbeek (2019). 
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Om de standpunten van de deelnemers over de rol van het moskee-onderwijs beter te 

kunnen begrijpen begon deze studie met de vraag wat de verschillende actoren verstaan onder 

integratie en hoe die opvattingen zich verhouden tot het gangbare idee over integratie in de 

Nederlandse samenleving. In de perspectieven van de imams, de moskeeleraren en ouders 

stonden de sociaaleconomische aspecten van integratie centraal. Met andere woorden, deze 

groep vond dat integratie bereikt kon worden door taalvaardigheid, schoolsucces, deelnemen 

aan de arbeidsmarkt en het hebben van contact met Nederlanders zonder migratieachtergrond. 

Het begrip van integratie in de Nederlandse samenleving is de afgelopen jaren echter 

verschoven van sociaaleconomische participatie naar culturele aanpassing en assimilatie 

(Duyvendak, 2011). Dit vormt een belangrijke verschil, zeker gezien het feit dat de 

moslimrespondenten in deze studie het van belang vonden om te kunnen deelnemen aan de 

samenleving als praktiserende moslims, zonder hun islamitische levensstijl en waarden op te 

geven. 

Twee derde van alle 75 deelnemers was van mening dat moskee-onderwijs de potentie 

heeft om bij te dragen aan de integratie van moskeeleerlingen. Zestien deelnemers zagen die 

potentie niet omdat ze moskee-onderwijs als irrelevant beschouwden voor integratie, en tien 

deelnemers uitten hun bezorgdheid over het potentieel van moskee-onderwijs om een 

negatieve invloed te hebben op de integratie van kinderen in de Nederlandse samenleving. 

Veel van de deelnemers die positief waren over de invloed van moskee-onderwijs op 

integratie, onderstreepten dat dit gunstige effect wel afhankelijk is van wat de moskee in dit 

verband doet. Een integratie-ondersteunende rol veronderstelt dat de moskee: (1) beschikt 

over een visie over burgerschap- en integratievraagstukken in haar onderwijsbeleid, en (2) 

imams en moskeeleraren inzet die zowel bekend zijn met de Nederlandse taal en cultuur als 

met de uitdagingen waarmee moslimjongeren geconfronteerd worden bij het opgroeien in een 

westers land.  

Imams, moskeeleraren, en veel ouders waren ervan overtuigd dat moskeeklassen de 

integratie van kinderen bevorderen doordat ze hen leren moreel verantwoordelijke burgers te 

zijn die culturele verschillen tolereren en de regels en voorschriften van de samenleving 

waarin ze leven respecteren. Met name de imams benadrukten ook de bijdrage van moskee-

onderwijs aan integratie door hun inspanningen om radicalisering van jongeren tegen te gaan 

door de leer van de gematigde “Anatolische” islam te promoten (in tegenstelling tot 

bijvoorbeeld de orthodoxe leerstellingen van salafistische moskeeën).  
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In tegenstelling tot de imams en moskeeleraren, was bijna de helft van de ouders in de 

steekproef en vier andere stakeholders (twee academici, een pedagoge en een journalist) van 

mening dat moskee-onderwijs geen rol kan spelen in de integratie van kinderen, omdat ze 

dachten dat kinderen geen integratieproblemen meer hebben of omdat ze de inhoud van de 

moskeelessen irrelevant vonden voor integratie.  

Tot slot was een groep van tien deelnemers (waaronder vertegenwoordigers van de 

verschillende Gülenistische en linkse Turkse migrantenorganisaties, en gemeente-adviseurs 

op het gebied van integratie en radicalisering) kritisch over de rol van het moskee-onderwijs 

in de integratie van jongeren. De voornaamste zorgen betroffen mogelijk onwenselijk inhoud 

van moskeelessen; boodschappen die leerlingen zouden kunnen vervreemden van de 

Nederlandse samenleving, door intolerantie jegens Nederlanders aan te moedigen, en Turkse 

staatspropaganda te verspreiden die tegenstrijdig zou kunnen zijn met de doelen van het 

burgerschapsonderwijs op scholen. Vooral Diyanet is vaak bekritiseerd vanwege zijn 

pogingen om de Turkse diaspora onder controle te houden. Het is opmerkelijk dat sommige 

imams, moskeeleraren en ouders die vonden dat moskee-onderwijs integratie zou kunnen 

bevorderen, toch signaleerden dat sommige moskeeleerlingen uitdagingen ondervinden bij 

het verzoenen van islamitische waarden met een liberale houding ten opzichte van gender en 

seksuele normen. Ook uitten ze bezorgdheid over een mogelijke identiteitscrisis en 

verwarring over deze waarden bij jongeren.  

Conclusies 

De bevindingen van de studies in dit proefschrift onderstrepen de noodzaak om de 

mogelijkheden te onderzoeken voor samenwerking tussen moskeeën en de scholen die een 

zelfde leerlingenpopulatie delen. Miede, Ruyter en de Koning (2008) wezen langer dan tien 

jaar geleden op het onbenutte potentieel van de moskee als partner bij onderwijsinitiatieven. 

Ook Pels, Lahri en El Madkouri (2006) hebben bereidheid van moskeeën gerapporteerd om 

samen te werken met basisscholen in pedagogische uitwisselingsprogramma’s die een opstap 

kunnen vormen voor een inclusieve “pedagogiek in de wijk”. Er zijn momenteel echter geen 

samenwerkingspogingen bekend. Mogelijke gebieden voor het aangaan van lokale 

partnerschappen liggen op het vlak van pedagogische uitwisseling, burgerschapsvorming, 

psychologische ondersteuning van de jeugd, huiswerkbegeleidingsprogramma’s en 

initiatieven voor ouderbetrokkenheid op scholen.   
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Verder benadrukken de bevindingen van dit proefschrift de behoefte aan lokaal 

opgeleide imams. Het opzetten van aantrekkelijke imamopleidingen en islamitische 

theologieprogramma’s aan de Nederlandse universiteiten kan worden bereikt door een betere 

band te creëren met de islamitische gemeenschappen en door de mogelijkheid te verkennen 

om een opleiding tot islamitisch pastoraal werker in het mbo te starten die voorbereidend kan 

zijn voor een vervolgstudie tot imam/islamitisch geestelijk verzorger op hbo-niveau, of 

islamitisch theoloog op universitair niveau. De bevindingen in dit proefschrift geven aan dat 

er behoefte is aan herstel van vertrouwen van islamitische gemeenschappen met betrekking 

tot de academische opleidingen op het gebied van islamitische theologie in Nederland. 

Hierbij kunnen uitwisselingsprogramma’s met bekende theologische afdelingen uit 

moslimlanden bijdragen aan de geloofwaardigheid van de toekomstige initiatieven, en 

tegelijkertijd kunnen ze ruimte creëren voor het ontwikkelen van een theologie van de islam 

met een uitgesproken Nederlandse basis.  

Tot slot wijzen de bevindingen van dit proefschrift op de noodzaak om een 

gestandaardiseerd, context-adequaat curriculum en lesmateriaal te ontwikkelen voor 

moskeeën. Met inachtneming van de etnische en sektarische diversiteit onder de islamitische 

gemeenschappen in Nederland, zou deze taak het beste gemonitord en gestimuleerd kunnen 

worden door de officiële islamitische koepelorganisaties, zoals het Contactorgaan Moslims 

en Overheid (CMO).  
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This dissertation presents research on mosque education followed by 
school-aged Dutch-Turkish children in the Netherlands. It investigates 
the press portrayal and actual practice (organization, curriculum, 
learning goals, and pedagogies) of education in the Turkish mosque 
classrooms. Special attention is paid to the reasons behind the failure of 
Dutch imam trainings. The relevance of mosque education to the lives 
of Muslim children growing up in the Netherlands is one of the central 
questions addressed by this research. It compares and contrasts the 
definitions of integration of the relevant actors: parents, imams, 
mosque teachers and key stakeholders, and their differing perspectives 
on the role played by mosque education in the integration of the 
Turkish-Dutch youth. Implications of the findings and 
recommendations for policy and practice are discussed. 
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