
Muslim Student Considerations - 1Pre-Arrival Orientation

MUSLIM STUDENT CONSIDERATIONS

Your understanding of Islam will help you support Muslim students, but remember that the level of religious 
understanding and practice varies from family to family and from region to region. Issues with our Muslim 
students will also be affected by adolescence.

Food: It is uncommon for students to have a “help-yourself” attitude about the refrigerator; especially in the 
beginning and at Ramadan. On the contrary, the student will need the host family to provide food. Muslims 
generally do not drink any alcohol, they do not eat any pork, including gelatin, Jello, marshmallows, etc. 
Anything kosher or halel (“lawful”) food is ok for Muslims. Some students may require halel meat while others 
may say a prayer over chicken, beef or lamb (the same prayer that’s said when halel meat is slaughtered). 
Students may prefer to be vegetarian, which helps them avoid the issue entirely. Keeping a plate and utensils 
separate, and thus not in contact with any pork products will help a student feel comfortable about food issues. 

Prayer: There is a direct link between the worshiper and God, with no intermediary needed. Muslims are 
called to prayer by the words “God is greater.”

Frequency: Muslims pray for 5-15 minutes, 5 times a day, at sunset (the beginning of a new day), 
nighttime, dawn, noon and mid-afternoon, thus determining the rhythm of the entire day.
Purpose: Each prayer is meant to remind Muslims of the right path and to reduce arrogance.
Location: Muslims can pray most anywhere, anytime. Typically they need a semiprivate, not totally private, 
space that is clean, meaning they have a prayer rug to kneel on, they have taken off shoes and there are 
never any pets in the area.
Preparation: Before praying, Muslims complete a ritual washing of their bodies, which often entails liberal 
splashing of water. Host families may want to provide a towel to stand on while washing and to use to dry 
the sink and toilet seat after washing. Also helpful is a squirt bottle for the student to use when cleaning the 
genital area.

The Qur’an is not just a book with holy words; it is the Word of God and is thus sacred. The Qur’an must be 
treated respectfully, which means that it should not be put on the floor, nothing should be put on top of it and it 
should be handled with care.

Pets: In most Muslim countries, animals are not pets, specifically dogs. For many historical and public health 
reasons, dogs are considered dirty and thus it is very important that dogs are not allowed in the prayer area. 
Additionally, dogs’ saliva is considered unclean. If a Muslim is licked by a dog he or she must wash themselves 
and their clothes entirely. With all of this said, it is important not to expect students to want to touch dogs.

Dress: Students will have different ideas of what are appropriate dress and levels of modesty. It is critical not 
to make assumptions based on dress. Many students who wear head dresses will be very eager to participate 
in physical activities and on sports teams. However, in school, the gym uniform and showering will need 
special consideration because exposure of bare skin may be considered inappropriate. Everyone in the host 
family should try to remember to always knock before entering bedrooms, regardless of gender and age. Keep 
in mind that a girl with a covered head can mean many different things - modesty, piety, liberation, tradition, 
country law, etc. Ask your student what the significance of her head dress is.

Interactions: Muslim students and thus the host families may find a different idea of public space and 
distance. In the US we stay at arm’s length apart when in a conversation. In Arab countries this distance is 
shorter yet the physical distance is maintained.
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Greetings: Students may vary in their acceptance of handshakes or hugs. In the Middle East men and 
women kiss on the cheeks (same gender only). Our students will be trying to find their comfort zone 
regarding modesty when it comes to hugging, and all other common physical contact in America.
Independence: Students may be used to their mothers doing everything for them, including cooking, 
cleaning up, laundry, etc. Don’t be surprised if this is their expectation upon arrival – it is simply what they 
know to be normal life. Don’t assume they are being rude or demanding. It just needs a simple 
explanation.
The opposite sex and authority: In most Muslim countries dating does not exist and all physical contact 
with the opposite sex is avoided. Female Muslim exchange students may not talk as much with the host 
father. This is not a sign of disrespect, but simply a cultural norm between men and women. It will be 
easiest if the host mother provides the warm welcome and engages in any physical contact with the 
female Muslim students. Be sure that Muslim boys understand that normal American friendliness is NOT a 
come-on.
Eye contact: It is disrespectful to use direct, consistent eye contact with older people and people of 
authority. This should not be interpreted as rude or dismissive. Additionally, students may remain more 
formal and “respectful” than we’re accustomed to – including names for host parents such as Mr. Bill.
Shyness: Students may need encouragement to speak their minds and share their opinions, BUT 
students may also over-react in unfamiliar situations, seeming too aggressive to Americans. This could 
include their means of arguing, questioning, close physical presence and use of hands.

Language Gap: It will be important not to expect more Westernized or Americanized attitudes because a 
student speaks good English. Repetition connotes sincerity, so be sure to ask more than once if possible. And 
of course, always consider your tone, emotion, and body language. 

Ramadan: During this time there will likely be some culture shock and homesickness, much like a Christian 
being in a country that doesn’t celebrate Christmas. During Ramadan Muslims will fast between sun rise and 
sun set. While there is no expectation that a host family fast, a family member might consider joining the 
Muslim student in the fast for one day to see what the experience is like. Something a host family can do to 
make this month easier for their exchange student is to delay the family dinner until the student can break fast. 
This means waiting until sundown, at which point the family can celebrate the break fast with the student. 
Likewise, providing a substantial meal for the student before the dawn prayer 
is a very kind gesture. Perhaps the host family could prepare a meal that is left in the refrigerator for the 
student, so that nobody else needs to get up at dawn to cook. A host parent may need to talk to the school if 
the student needs special permissions to avoid the lunch room during Ramadan. Perhaps the student can go 
to the library during lunch. Also sports practices and games should be given special considerations, if the 
student hasn’t eaten all day. At the end of Ramadan there is a special meal for Eid, which is similar to 
Christmas with gifts and special sweets. It is a day that students might like to go to a mosque.

Names: Show respect for the students’ names by learning how to pronounce them properly. Also, do not 
assume nicknames (don’t call Ali “Al”), but rather show respect for the whole name.

Curiosity: You will likely have many questions for your student about his/her home culture, religion, customs, 
dress, 
etc. Have a few ways of asking respectful questions that will make communication between the host family and 
student smoother. Here are a few ideas:

“Help me understand…”
What does your faith say about…” 
“What is your experience…”
“What do you think/feel about…”

Try to avoid starting your question off like this:

“Why do you …”
“Why do you people…”
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