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1

T

he use of digital learning approaches has dramatically enhanced
the ability to learn new ideas and skills faster and often more
collaboratively, resulting in the growing appetite of the new

generations to seek knowledge. There has been excessive literature on this
subject since the late 1990s and continued with the emergence of social
media and Web 2.0 evolving around the world. In more economically
developed countries (MEDC), it is estimated over 80% of learners have
access to social media applications with internet connection at school and
the home. It is evident that 21st century learning is highly technologyoriented, involving multiple mobile technology tools (such as laptops,
smartphones, iPads, and tablets) and web-based online applications (such
as Google, YouTube, Wikipedia and MOOCs). Therefore, this growing
ubiquitous dependency on technology has driven educators to reconsider
their teaching methods and adopt at an unprecedented pace of
technology tools. Against this background of the close relationship
between the schools, home and the community, we often see challenges
in access to ICT as a learning tool. For example, some children experience
these challenges at school, but also in the wider community. Differences in
access and use of ICT between pupils from different socioeconomic
backgrounds are well researched. Most research on different minority
groups in the field of education and ICT has been on gender and economic
differences and to a lesser extent on minority ethnic and religious
differences. There remains a need for research to be conducted into ICT
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differences that builds on the research into gender and ethnic minority
pupils, but specifically focusing on religious communities.
This paper endeavours to explore ICT differences in the context of Muslim
learners. It is distinctive in adopting the premise that there is a unity in
Muslim cultural identity that increasingly transcends ethnicity and gender.
As a proxy, this paper uses an Islamic understanding of cultural identity,
and, in part, this resonates with aspects of Hofstede’s dimensions specific
1

to “power-distance” and “long-term orientation”. Schein defined culture as
the deeper level of basic assumptions and beliefs that are shared, operate
unconsciously, and that define, in an intuitive way, ourselves and the
environment.

2

This definition shares an affinity with an Islamic

understanding of humanity and the environment, which is represented by
three interrelated dimensions of Fitrah (primordial human nature), khilāfah
(vicegerency) and Dīn (Religion). For Muslims, these dimensions
demonstrate that the teachings of the Qur<ān are integral to cultural and
religious identity. 3 For example, Horn and Wiburn indicated that the
impetus for learning is based on the realisation that pedagogy requires an
appreciation by pupils that knowledge is derived from both teacher and
lived experiences.4 This realisation is of particular importance in the field of
Islamic education. The concept of revealed and acquired knowledge being
equally accepted in Islamic teaching and learning provides an insight into
cultural identity that may influence ICT differences in access and use.
It is important to understand the fluidity of the Muslim diaspora, which has
strong ties to both cultural and religious traditions. Islam is one of the most
prominent religions in the world and is represented by an unprecedented
growth in global citizens stating their religious identity as Muslim. The
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international Muslim learner needs to transcend race, ethnicity, and
linguistic backgrounds. Even though the Muslim diaspora is diverse it is
important to note we proceeded here based on the premise that the unity
of Muslim identity needs to transcend ethnic differences. This moves our
understanding more closely to a type of strategic essentialism. 1 The
pedagogical variant of this means that although Muslims are multi-cultural
in nature, it is the faith dimension of their lived experiences which provides
unifying character.2 The faith dimension is pivotal to religious and cultural
identity and wider Islamic governance. In Islam, the Qur<ān acts as an
educational compass. Even though there are some differences in the
cultural context of Islamic education, the underlying teaching and learning
strategies demonstrate universal behavioural patterns rooted in a spiritual
rather than a cultural construct.3 The international Muslim community faces
striking challenges in engaging with mainstream education systems and
this can be seen as one reason why Islamic schools have gradually been
re-emerging.4,5
The British Muslim community is a good example of this phenomenon. Their
desire for more spiritual schooling has seen the emergence of over 100
independent schools with an Islamic ethos. These schools represent over
14,000 pupils and most are from Asian communities in predominantly
inner-city areas. Typically, Islamic educational institutions combine both
secular and religious education and they are typically based in homes,
mosques and custom designed buildings led by parents, community
leaders, and government institutions. Islamic faith schools are often
considered “community-based schools”.6 It is important to note the integral
role of the wider Muslim community in shaping Islamic educational
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institutions, which often bridges both formal and informal learning. For
example, the supplementary education provided in a madrasah (religious
school) typically expands on the more limited religious teachings provided
in mainstream schools.
This paper is structured as follows: first, it provides an overview of the
characterising features of ICT access, use and difference, while discussing
their perceived influence on digital learning. Tentative suggestions are
made in the final part of the paper to support an Islamic system of
governance through an inclusive approach towards the ICT adoption for
digital learning.
Characteristic Features of ICT Access, Use and Difference
Four main differences between learners were identified in previous
research on the use of ICT in education: differences in learner participation
in ICT activities at school and their home; differences in knowledge about
ICT and knowledge that is a consequence of learning with ICT; differences
in learner attitudes; and differences in pupils’ ways of working with ICT.
This paper now explores the research that has been conducted into ICT
access and use, digital equity for social inclusion, and ICT differences in
the context of gender, ethnicity and religion. It is intended to provide an
insight into ICT differences through an inclusive Islamic lens that provides
an enabling approach towards integration of digital learning.
•

Challenges to ICT Access and Use

The use of ICT in educational institutions is broadly viewed by
educationalists as being an effective method for extending the role played
by social groups and their engagement in mainstream learning.1 Another
side of this proposition was identified by Helsper, who found that limited
access to technologies and technological skills can be a barrier to learner
engagement, which may lead to patterns of exclusion. Even with access,
1
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we can see there are other major challenges due to gender, ethnicity and
religion that shape the socialisation process; therefore, ICT use is impacted
by the norms of these groups. 1 These socialisations often encourage
certain ideas of participation in society. In increasingly information-based
societies, this includes ideas about whether, and how, one should engage
with technologies. 2 , 3 The idea that the computer has innate educational
features is deeply embedded into teachers’ and pupils’ understanding of
ICTs’ role in formal and informal settings. These ideas are further influenced
in Islamic educational institutions based on the close relationship between
teachers, pupils and families that reflects the wider Muslim community. The
proposition that points to the existence of Muslim learners who are deeply
shaped by both Islamic faith schools and the norms and beliefs of the wider
community leads us to reflect on how these influences shape the learning
experience. Hardersen and Guðmundsdóttir reported on a wide range of
digital devices used among young people, and that many parents have a
positive perception of the use of these digital devices by their children for
their learning development.4 It is also recognised that restricted access to
ICTs could lead to educational exclusion because of pupils’ inability to
access ICT and communicate with their peers and teachers.5
Limited digital access and use has the potential for digital exclusion, which
is closely aligned to social exclusion. For example, many research studies
have suggested that ICT-enriched classrooms tend to produce more
student-centred and group interactions.6,7 Integral to these interactions are
1

E. J. Helsper & S. Godoy-Etcheverry “The long tail of digital exclusion: The social context of digital (dis)engagement in
Chile and the UK,” In The linked world: How information and communication technology is transforming societies,
cultures, and economies, Washington, MA: Conference Board Press, 2011

2

Susan Halford & Mike Savage, “Reconceptualising digital social inequality,” Information, Communication & Society, 13,
no. 7, 2010, pp. 937–955

3

Neil Selwyn, “Hi-tech = guy-tech? An exploration of undergraduate pupils’ gendered perceptions of information and
communication technologies,” Sex Roles, 56, no. 7–8, 2007, pp. 525–536

4

Barbro Hardersen & Gréta Björk Guðmundsdóttir, “The digital universe of young children,” Nordic Journal of Digital
Literacy, 7, no. 3, 2012, pp. 221–226

5

Ibid., p. 1

6

Jennifer Groff & Chrystalla Mouza, “A framework for addressing challenges to classroom technology use,” Association
for the Advancement of Computing in Education Journal, 16, no. 1, 2008, pp. 21–46

7

Sarah Payton & Cassie Hague, Digital literacy in practice: case studies of primary and secondary classrooms, Bristol:
Futurelab, 2009

24

The Journal of Islamic Governance
Vol. 3, No. 1, June 2017

pupil access to digital resources, which has become a necessary part of
their learning experience. 1 For many schools, the emergence of open
educational resources (OERs) has improved access and eased the
exchange and reuse of educational resources.2 The robust development
of OERs and supporting educational repositories provides the potential for
interconnectedness between schools, families and communities.

3

However, challenges remain in some subject-specific areas for both
teachers and pupils, where OER content is still emerging as a resource.4
Page provided an early insight into how subject-specific digital
classrooms, such as science and design technology facilities, have a
positive effect on disadvantaged groups and help override educational
technology disparities in and outside the school. 5 In addition to the
mainstream challenges of understanding the role of ICTs in the classroom,
there remain challenges for disadvantaged groups who may have a lack
of home ICT access and knowledge of how ICT can be used for learning.
This is, in part, counter to the idea of pupils being “digital natives” and
begins to touch on the complexities of ICT access and use inside and
outside school for many Muslim communities. This paper will now provide
a brief review of research into social inclusion and digital equity, and the
role of ICTs in teaching.
•

Digital Equity for Social Inclusion

The presence of “digital exclusion” gives rise to the need for participatory
procedures and techniques, but often school efforts remain inadequate in
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overcoming digital exclusion.1,2 The characteristics of social exclusion are
instrumental in digital exclusion, and continue to shape inequalities and
disharmonies in schools and the wider community.3 For the purpose of this
paper, digital equity is described as equitable ICT access and use for all
learners to enable them to enhance their digital knowledge while not being
prejudiced by gender, ethnicity, economic, or religious differences. 4 , 5
According to Kvasny, digital inequality expresses not just inequalities in
access and application of ICT, but highlights the methods of long-held
social unjustness that moulds patterns of thinking and what is expected
with respect to ICT.6 Digital inequality also involves the positional anguish
experienced by learners who assume a weak position in society.7 Although
Chapman, Masters and Pedulla argue that the literature on school-based
digital equity is declining,8 according to Williamson it is actually shifting.9
In previous research, access and vital conditions were identified in the
school context;

10

however, the majority conceptualise access and

conditions by including pupils’ beyond-school access to the wider
community. Other research also addressed pupils’ access to social media
platforms that provide significant social support to develop learning. 11
However, the present deliberations of ICT difference go further and focus
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upon pupils’ broader access to ICTs by considering what ways their
access, or lack of it, influences their potential for learning.1,2
An equitable approach towards ICTs is largely the responsibility of
educational institutions first and of the wider community second, e.g. home
access to ICTs impacts upon education in various ways from completing
assignments to accessing subject-specific content knowledge. 3 Less is
known about pupils’ use of ICTs at home, their social media use outside
educational institutions or how these factors influence their learning. The
provision of ICTs to pupils at school remains an important step towards
digital equity;4,5 however, unequal home and community access and use
remains a significant challenge in expanding pupils’ learning opportunities.
Young people’s lives are increasingly mediated by ICTs at school, at home
and in the wider society.6 Therefore, digital equity research needs to move
beyond the currently accepted boundaries of digital access and deal with
the psychological, social and religious complexities of formal and informal
education as represented by schools, home and society.7
Olofsson, Lindberg, Fransson and Hauge and Skaar identified how ICTs in
the classroom and the wider community contribute to pupils’ perceptions
of their abilities that they assign to themselves during ICT use in the
classroom. They found that these perceptions had an impact on pupils’
learning process.8,9 Individual differences and the relationship between the
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classroom and the wider community raise pertinent issues related to the
implications of ethnicity, gender and religion on learning.
•

ICT Differences in the Context of Gender, Ethnicity and Religion

Insufficient attention has been paid to the relationship between ethnicity,
gender and religion and to whether these factors influence ICT differences.
Inequalities and the allocation of socially valued resources continue to be
shaped for young Muslims by the interplay of gender, ethnicity and
religion. 1 Volman and Van Eck and Volman, Van Eck, Heemskerk and
Kuiper previously identified the need for a deeper understanding of the
complexities of inequalities of ICT use in schools and for research that
simultaneously examines gender, ethnicity and religion. 2 , 3 In particular,
very limited research has been performed on ethnic and religious
differences in knowledge, ICT and learner attitudes. Most research in the
field of ICT differences is mainly on gender differences. For example,
Sutton focused on gender, race and class, but found considerably more
research on gender than on the other two characteristic features. 4 It
continues to be a recognised fact that there are significant gender
differences in ICT use both at home and at educational institutions. This
remains, even with improvements in access to ICT resources both at school
and at home. For example, significant attention has been given to ICT
participation and gender differences. Early research found that in the
home, especially, girls worked less with computers than did boys. 5
Previous research studies also found gender difference in ICT use is
highest in primary education and this gradually diminishes in secondary
school. Recent studies show that some gender differences in ICT use at
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school continue to exist. Other research suggests that gender differences
are diminishing or may be related to pupils’ age. In addition, studies on
gender differences and ICT continue to provide limited insight into various
ICT applications and the roles of boys and girls in their use.
Similarly, to gender differences, it is observed that there is limited research
into ICT and ethnicity in use and the differences in use for their learning.
Volman and colleagues explained the differences between pupils from an
ethnic-minority background, and from the majority population, and how
access to certain forms of ICT outside school were confirmed in school
rather than being compensated.1 When considering the use of ICT outside
school, Dutch research showed that differences between families from an
ethnic-minority background and from the majority population in ICT
ownership and Internet use were decreasing. 2 This illustrated a trend
where research has shown improvements in access for ethnically diverse
groups. With regards to the types of ICT use, ethnic differences were
identified, but this was based on limited available research. What we do
know, from the limited research, is that pupils from ethnic-minority
backgrounds seem to show some ICT differences in use compared to the
majority population. 3 Even though various research studies found clear
differences in ICT use, they provide limited insights into the underlying
reasons for these differences. The distinctive aspect of our research into
ICT differences is in our adoption of the premise that unity in Muslim cultural
identity is increasingly transcending ethnicity and gender for the Muslim
community. This premise is based on research that seems to indicate a
diminishing relevance of gender and ethnicity on ICT difference, which
helped identify the need for continued research.
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Tentative Suggestions
There are many similarities with Islamic and other educational institutions
on the challenges of ICT becoming more ubiquitous in our daily lives. The
essence of our findings on Islamic educational institutions are focused on
new insights into the symbiotic relationship between ICT access in the
home and the school, how formal or informal teaching is facilitating by
subject-specific online resources, and finally how ICT differences, for
some, leads to digital inequity through access restrictions to content
knowledge and the associated teaching styles. From the author’s research
into Islamic educational institutions, learner experiences suggested that
educational priorities for the use of ICTs followed a pragmatic approach
reflecting the symbiotic relationship between ICT access in Islamic schools
and the wider community. Some of the learners’ experiences identified a
personalised approach that is often seen in Islamic education research
studies,1 but this personalised approach often reflected a didactic style to
teaching. The didactic approach is deeply rooted in Islamic pedagogy and
can be seen by the Muslim belief in ( ﻗﻞsay!), which is represented
throughout the Qur<ān as prophecy or revelation from Allah ta>āla. It is
proposed that this belief in  ﻗﻞrepresents the Islamic root of the didactic
teaching approach that endures in Islamic schooling and has become part
of the teachers’ cultural identity shaped by their religious beliefs. The
didactic teaching style identified by many pupils was seen to be an
extension of home and the supplementary madrasah. Similarly, school was
for many also an extension of the home and madrasah practices, in
particular. The challenge for many pupils was that these practices
contrasted with their social lifestyles, with their peers, where autonomy and
choice was integral to a generation and where smartphones and social
media applications were commonplace.
Bennett, Maton and Kervin suggested that most young people have
increasingly diverse cultural experiences and intuitively use mobile
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technologies to support their personal lifestyle choices. 1 However, it is
observed that most learners indicate that supplementary schooling in

madrasah and their homes were closely aligned with their Islamic
education, and in turn, this influenced their technology access and use and
reinforced the established didactic style of teaching. This paper proposes
the didactic style of teaching and learning is part of the cultural identity of
teachers and learners and shaped by the Qur<ān, which acts as an
educational compass. It is observed that Islamic educational institutions
are struggling with similar issues to mainstream schools, but there is a
frequent perception of additional challenges by the didactic teaching style
and restricted access to online resources. These challenges were shaped
inside and outside school to reflect the typical teaching style in Islamic
schools. 2 , 3 The research on access to online educational resources
suggested that Islamic teachings were a cross-cutting theme integral to
many subjects. Consequently, this paper provides tentative findings that
the Islamic influence is pervasive in educational resources and this
influence seems to be facilitated by formal and informal teaching practices.
We can see signs of the adoption of an Islamic pedagogy that uses the
concept of the inseparable nature of knowledge and the sacred.4
This paper identified how online resources and the influence of Islam was
supported by the didactic approach. It highlights similarities with
pedagogical techniques found in the early Qur<ānic schools. 5 , 6 The
personalised approach of the early madrasah was also reflected in the
supporting educational resources provided by the schools. For example,
the early Qur<ānic schools supported cultural differences through adaptive
teaching techniques, and environments fostering individual learning were
1
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commonplace. Unfortunately, most traditional Islamic schools today have
lost the individualised education that was tailored to the child’s needs.1 In
contrast, research in the Islamic educational institutions found limited
insights into instructional strategies that support the use of adaptive ICT
that can be utilized based on individual style differences. Further research
is needed on Islamic educational institutions and their relationship to the
wider Muslim community. It was evident from Islamic educational
institutions that some ICT access was provided for communication
applications such as email and the Internet, but often access is limited and
restricted to the school’s subject-specific software applications. Similar to
Selwyn, there was limited research evidence for the use of ICT transforming
pupils to learn. 2 The interviews showed some indications that ICTs
provided more autonomy for self-directed learning activities. This paper
also suggests that pupils saw no ethnic differences in their ICT access and
use, which confirms the research of Parker-Jenkins, who saw that the faith
dimension provides the unifying characteristics of daily life. This was found
to be the situation for Muslims learners, where the Qur<ān continued to
provide an educational compass underpinning cultural differences.3
It has been identified that there is a significant digital inequity in the
schools, even though this may be viewed as unintentional. Even though
significant ICT application is observed in Islamic educational institutions,
there is a lack of support for social media and interactive learning
applications, and also limited number of teachers available who could
facilitate ICT participation. Such challenges are experienced in Islamic
educational institutions because of the Islamic traditions towards teaching
and learning practices and the personalised nature of the teacher–student
relationship. For instance, the Islamic schools in our study were found to
resonate with a didactic approach toward teaching. This was identified as
1
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being especially challenging for cohorts of learners who are now
accustomed to sustained levels of independent ICT use in their everyday
lives. These inequities in access and use were illustrated by the “drill and
practice” approach to some of the teaching practices. 1 Schools were
framed and situated by an Islamic perspective to learning where the
cultural identity of Muslims is based on deep assumptions and beliefs that
knowledge is derived from what Horn and Wiburn called the “explainer”
and associated “experiences”. 2 In Islamic schools, the teacher is the
“explainer” and their role is based on the Islamic belief in the Qur<ān
manifesting from prophecy or “divine” pedagogy. It is found that
restrictions to ICT access were compounded in the Islamic schools by what
seemed to be a conscious decision to limit the access and use of specific
subject-specific resources and participatory technologies. This is seen to
be a similar challenge to mainstream schools in dealing with the growing
“digital disconnect”.
This paper has endeavoured to provide further insight, from a learner
perspective, on specific issues related to ICT differences in access and
use. The need for schools to provide an open approach to access and use
of ICTs were expressed in the experiences and practices of learners. There
is a continued need for a “diversity-orientated” approach to ICT access
and use in Islamic educational institutions. This paper contributes further
to this field of research by situating the discussion on Muslims and extends
the current research into ICT differences beyond gender and ethnicity. This
paper proposes that the Islamic context of educating differs from that in
the mainstream schools and is framed by the wider Muslim community,
including the home and supplementary Islamic schooling. It suggests the
governance of Islamic educational institutions needs to adopt a “diversityorientated” approach to ICT adoption that is rooted in digital equity and
inclusion. In particular, it highlights a need for large-scale empirical studies
into the integration of ICT and how this may be shaping access to
knowledge content, the relationship between the supplementary schooling
1

Volman, Van Eck, Heemskerk & Kuiper, “New technologies, new differences”

2

Horn & Wiburn, “The embodiment of learning”
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and Islamic educational institutions, and how ICT differences in education
influences

a

“diversity-orientated”

approach

towards

learning

opportunities.
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