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Latent Growth Modeling of the Attitudes of Non-Muslims 
Toward Muslims in College: A Longitudinal Analysis
Musbah Shaheena, Christa Winklerb, Matthew Mayhew c, and Alyssa Rockenbachd

aUniversity of Massachusetts Amherst; bMississippi State University; cThe Ohio State University; dNorth 
Carolina State University

ABSTRACT
Attitudes toward Muslims are at the core of addressing the anti- 
Muslim environments Muslims encounter in college and society 
writ large. Using longitudinal data, this study shows that col
leges can spur the development of appreciative attitudes 
toward Muslims by non-Muslim students when they engage in 
two or more informal or formal social engagements across 
religious and spiritual identity differences. Institutional campus 
culture is also meaningfully connected to Muslim appreciation. 
Implications for research, policy, and practice are discussed.
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In the United States, Muslims experience Islamophobia and anti-Muslim preju
dice in their day-to-day life and routinely encounter conditions that are conten
tious, hostile, and dangerous (Pew Research Center [PRC], 2018). Muslims face 
marginalization driven by misinformation and prejudice coupled with social and 
political movements that pivot on Christian privilege to strengthen the hold of 
Christianity on American society and summarily dismiss other religious traditions 
(Edwards, 2017, 2018a). Christian nationalist movements foreground conservative 
Christian epistemologies while demonizing and dismissing minoritized religions 
like Islam as legitimate expressions of American identity (Morey et al., 2019; 
Whitehead & Perry, 2020). Muslims are frequently dehumanized by and in 
oppressive systems. Therefore, combating Islamophobia and fostering Muslim 
appreciation is a continued topic of national importance.

College campuses have been shown repeatedly to be unwelcoming to Muslim 
students in part due to the structural challenges (e.g., availability of prayer spaces or 
halal food) and in part due to the hostility, insensitivity, and Islamophobia they 
encounter on campus (Ahmadi et al., 2019; Barakat, 2018; Cole et al., 2020; Garrod 
& Kilkenny, 2014). Disrupting anti-Muslim attitudes is complicated. Some have 
demonstrated that providing non-Muslims with accurate information about 
Muslims and Islam helps negate prejudicial attitudes (Williamson, 2020). Others 
have asserted that attitudes toward Muslims are not only motivated by 

CONTACT Matthew Mayhew mayhew.65@osu.edu

THE JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION              
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2023.2251868

© 2023 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/ 
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly 
cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) 
or with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1720-1162
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00221546.2023.2251868&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-08-31


psychological perceptions of difference but by systemic structures that perpetuate 
the image of Muslims as outsiders (Gerteis et al., 2020; Rana et al., 2020). Although 
interfaith engagement in the collegiate environment is positively related to appre
ciative attitudes toward Muslims (Rockenbach, Mayhew, Bowman, et al., 2017; 
Shaheen, Dahl, et al., 2022), it remains unclear whether the college experience 
meaningfully combats Islamophobic attitudes in students across social identities in 
the long run. By using latent growth modeling from data collected at three time
points and capturing the entirety of the college experience, we answer the following 
questions:

(1) Do non-Muslim students increase in their appreciation of Muslims 
during their collegiate experience?

(2) What environmental factors (conditions, contexts, practices, and 
engagements) contribute to change in appreciative attitudes toward 
Muslims across four years of college-going?

(3) How are student identities connected to these change trajectories?

Conceptual framework

The study is grounded in the Interfaith Learning and Development model 
(ILD), a “theory in practice” (Mayhew & Rockenbach, 2021, p. 1) that describes 
how students grow to honor differences across religious, secular, and spiritual 
(RSS) narratives and specifies development in four domains: appreciative 
knowledge toward religious and non-religious groups, self-authored worldview 
commitment, pluralism, and appreciative attitudes toward RSS diversity. 
A detailed explanation of the first three domains can be found in Mayhew 
and Rockenbach’s (2021) work. This study is focused on one specific outcome: 
Appreciative attitudes toward Muslims. The focal outcome of Muslim apprecia
tion is concerned with not only how individuals feel about people of different 
worldviews but is attuned to the “nuanced impressions that students have of 
specific groups” (p. 4). Appreciative attitudes encompass students’ perceptions 
of the positive contributions that a group makes to society, how ethical the 
people in a group are perceived, perceptions of commonality with members of 
that group, and positive regard toward that group.

The ILD takes an ecological approach to conceptualizing the collegiate 
environment by defining the environment in terms of nested spheres of 
influence (see Figure 1). At the center are interfaith experiences that occur 
within the collegiate environment. These engagements can be formal, 
informal, academic, or social. Interfaith engagement occurs within 
a particular disciplinary context operationalized as the college major, and 
is included to account for its influence on student learning (see Bryant & 
Astin, 2008). The relational context encompasses student interactions and 
captures both productive (e.g., provocative, supportive) and unproductive 
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interactions (e.g., coercive, discriminatory). The institutional context 
includes conditions (e.g., selectivity, control), culture, climate, and organi
zational behaviors (e.g., spaces for interfaith engagement). These contexts 
encompass and influence every activity that occurs within an institution. 
The institution is, of course, situated within a larger national context that 
shapes the college environment and experiences therein at a particular time. 
This elaborate conceptualization of the environment encompasses not only 
individual student behaviors but the larger contexts in which students live, 
study, and interact.

Importantly, the ILD is attuned to the role of student characteristics in 
influencing the college environment and outcomes. Such characteristics 
include pre-college interfaith engagement and exposure to religious differ
ences and student demographics such as race, religion, sexual orientation, and 
generation status, all of which interface with collegiate contexts to shape 
interfaith learning and development. The statistical analysis conducted for 
this study focused on the institutional context, relational context, disciplinary 
context, and engagement behaviors, as well as on the role of student 
characteristics.

Literature review

To situate our study, first, we review data and literature about Muslims in the 
U.S. with a focus on experiences and perceptions of Islamophobia and anti- 
Muslim attitudes. Then, we address the complexities of the Muslim identity, 
specifically its intersections with race and nationality, and the roles of racism, 
nativism, and colonialism in perpetuating Islamophobic attitudes. Finally, we 

Figure 1. The Interfaith Learning and Development Framework (Mayhew & Rockenbach, 2021).
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turn to changes in diversity attitudes that occur in the college environment to 
address areas where our research makes significant contributions.

Experiences of Muslims in the United States

Islamophobia and anti-Muslim attitudes have been documented as fixtures in 
the lives of Muslims. Islamophobia is “the unfounded hostility toward Islam” 
and the consequences of “unfair discrimination against Muslim individuals 
and communities and to the exclusion of Muslims from mainstream political 
and social affairs” (Runnymede, 1997, p. 4). National data suggest that more 
than half of U.S. Muslims experience prejudice, discrimination, or other 
manifestations of Islamophobia (PRC, 2018). Describing the experiences of 
Muslims after the 9/11 attacks and the 2016 presidential elections, Lean (2019) 
writes, “[Muslims”] daily lives became increasingly complicated. Going to 
work or school, a quotidian journey became, in some cases, a risk. Where 
their religious identity was obvious . . . the possibility of confrontation and 
backlash was palpable” (p. 37). Muslims, in short, navigate a hostile and 
volatile national climate that affects every aspect of their lives.

Similarly, college campuses have been shown to be hostile environments for 
Muslim students (e.g., Ahmadi et al., 2019; Barakat, 2018; Cole & Ahmadi,  
2010; Garrod & Kilkenny, 2014). Most recently, Cole et al. (2020) demon
strated how Muslim students experience insensitivity, coercion, and discrimi
nation at colleges and universities, especially those that do not prioritize 
interfaith engagement. Furthermore, the narratives of Muslim women in 
Yousafzia’s (2020) study confirmed earlier assertions that Muslims on campus 
are hyper-visible, subject to stereotyping, and are called to represent their 
entire religion. Both the academic and social environments present Muslim 
students with chilly exchanges that engender the sense of alienation they 
experience and perpetuate Islamophobic attitudes from their peers (Garrod 
& Kilkenny, 2014). Given what we know about Muslims and Muslim students, 
it is imperative that we interrogate attitudes toward Muslims to graduate 
college students who appreciate and value the Muslim community, and who 
are ready to confront Islamophobia. A discussion of the attitudes toward 
Muslims requires accounting for the intersection of multiple systems of 
marginalization, which we explore next.

The complexity of the Muslim identity

The Muslim identity encompasses all aspects of a person’s being. Islam tends 
to be a hyper-visible identity because of the outward displays of Islam (e.g., 
hijabs) that often lead to feelings of hyper-visibility. One cannot talk about 
Islam without addressing dimensions of race and ethnicity, as Islam is increas
ingly becoming racialized, especially in the way Islam is perceived (Dana et al.,  
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2017; Karaman & Christian, 2020). Similarly, one cannot talk about Islam 
without talking about inter-national attitudes, as many conflate being Muslim 
with being Arab or Middle Eastern (Abu Rabia, 2017; Shammas, 2017). 
Muslims come from all races and ethnic origins, and they navigate the world 
through the lenses of these identities. Thus, Islamophobia is deeply connected 
to other forms of social prejudice, inequality, and -isms, namely racism, 
nativism, and sexism.

The agenda of the Trump presidential administration is perhaps the clear
est, most recent example of the interplay between Islamophobia and racism. 
Trump was able to “interweave Islamophobia and anti-Muslim sentiment into 
a seamless tapestry of threats that resonated with and amplified existing 
nativist sentiments” (Gottschalk, 2019, p. 47). The result was fiery anti- 
Muslim rhetoric that was reflected in laws and policies (e.g., travel bans 
imposed by executive orders; Gerteis et al., 2020; Rana et al., 2020) and the 
explicit Islamophobia it induced during Trump’s tenure. The discussion of the 
appreciation of Muslims is interlocked with other forms of oppression and 
systems of marginalization. Advancing equity and inclusion requires under
standing worldviews as nuanced, diverse, embedded in culture, and implicated 
in power and marginalization. This motivated us to ask research questions that 
specifically address the impact of different social identities.

Interfaith engagement and attitudinal changes in college

Attending a higher education institution has been associated with an increased 
appreciation for diversity and for marginalized groups. There is evidence that 
college motivates a profound change in attitudes for some students, but not all, 
and more importantly, not toward all types of difference (Mayhew et al., 2016). 
Therefore, the question of whether colleges and universities are fulfilling their 
promises of educating responsible, justice-minded students, remains relevant. 
The utility of the college experience lies in the many connected spheres of the 
college environment that bring people together (Hurtado et al., 2012), where 
students’ contact with those who are different from them challenges attitudes 
and enhances positive perceptions (Allport, 1954; Hurtado et al., 2012; Ross,  
2014). When it comes to religious, secular, and spiritual (RSS) diversity, there 
has been a growing interfaith movement in higher education.

Educators have engaged in interfaith work as “a response and remem
bering of the role of faith in the pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness” 
(Carter et al., 2020, p. 29). Within the academic research sphere, Mayhew 
and Rockenbach (2021) presented the ILD, which was shown to be useful 
for understanding the conditions and practices most conducive to positive 
interfaith outcomes (e.g., Mayhew et al., 2020; Rockenbach et al., 2015; 
Rockenbach, Lo, et al., 2017; Rockenbach, Mayhew, Correia-Harker, et al.,  
2017). Organizations such as Interfaith America (formerly Interfaith Youth 

THE JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION 5



Core) have helped bring more interfaith engagement to educational spaces 
(Interfaith America, n.d.) with a focus on developing appreciative knowl
edge, meaningful relationships, and positive attitudes across RSS differences 
(Carter et al., 2020). But which approaches increase appreciation of 
Muslims in particular?

Research suggests that appreciation of Muslims comes with informal social 
interactions, especially those that provoke meaningful challenges of percep
tions and attitudes (Garner & Selod, 2015; Rockenbach, Mayhew, Bowman, 
et al., 2017). When students interact meaningfully, they come to understand 
and appreciate one another. Some, however, assert that interfaith engagement 
without a social justice orientation is not enough (Edwards, 2018b) and call for 
“a critical interfaith praxis” that “acknowledges how systems of oppression 
impact educational structures, practices, and dominant narratives and aims to 
reestablish cultural ways of knowing to foster self-determination and authen
tically engage in social justice projects” (Carter et al., 2020, p. 29). With regard 
to Muslims and Islam, researchers have grappled with the intersections of 
identity marginalization (Shaheen, 2020) and revealed the intricacies of navi
gating social pressure that dictates multiple identity performances within and 
outside higher education (Bodine Al-Sharif & Zadeh, 2020). The experiences 
of Muslims are shaped both by the interpersonal micro-level interactions and 
the systematic macro-level climate and culture.

This study builds on previous efforts in higher education research to under
stand how college can enhance attitudes toward Muslims. In Rockenbach, 
Mayhew, Bowman et al. (2017), the authors used cross-sectional data to show 
that a positive campus climate is associated with better attitudes and vice versa 
and that students who engage in interfaith activities are more likely to show 
appreciation toward Muslims. The cross-sectional analysis did not allow for 
accounting for pre-college attitudes or changes over time. This limitation was 
addressed by Shaheen, Dahl et al. (2022), who surveyed students at the 
beginning and at the end of their first year in college. Similar findings regard
ing campus climate were found, and the longitudinal nature of the data 
allowed the authors to confidently say that the positive changes in attitudes 
were related to first-year experiences. In addition, Shaheen, Dahl et al. (2022) 
distinguished between formal interfaith engagement (e.g., organized interfaith 
panel) and informal engagement (e.g., studying with someone of a different 
worldview). More specifically, the authors demonstrated that at least two 
formal engagements were needed for development to occur, whereas one 
informal engagement was sufficient to spur development in appreciative 
attitudes. A question that remained was whether development continues 
beyond the first year in college and what educators can do to support long- 
term changes in attitudes. Before turning to how this study builds on these 
previous works, we will take the time to explicate our positionality and 
connection to the research.
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Researchers’ positionality

The authors of this work and the larger project represent multiple religious, 
spiritual, and secular worldviews. We share a commitment to fostering productive 
engagement across identity differences and a recognition of the positive impact 
such engagement has on individuals and societies. We engage in this research with 
a common understanding that supporting students’ growth from tolerance to 
appreciation is a key function of higher education institutions. We bring a wide 
range of methodological expertise and various experiences in data analysis, all of 
which inform how we approach research analysis and interpretation. Rather than 
listing our individual social identities as a declaration of positionality, we choose to 
focus on the connection of the lead author to this manuscript.

The lead author is a queer Muslim whose relationship with Islam has 
evolved over the years to become a salient identity as a means of resisting 
hegemonic structures that influence Islam and its image in society. He recog
nizes Islamophobia, along with other forms of prejudice, as social realities that 
can be mitigated and addressed through intentional educational practices. He 
emphasizes the potential and duty of higher education institutions to operate 
as agents of positive change. He engages in this work that interrogates attitudes 
toward Muslims with a unique understanding that comes from his identities 
and experiences in higher education and a dedication to uplifting the place of 
marginalized religious communities within a predominately Christian culture.

Methods

Data source

Data were collected as part of the Interfaith Diversity Experiences and 
Attitudes Longitudinal Survey (IDEALS). IDEALS included a nationally repre
sentative sample of students attending 122 colleges and universities across the 
United States, which were stratified by institution type, geographic region, 
selectivity, and affiliation (e.g., public, religiously affiliated, private nonsectar
ian). The survey was administered to students at three different timepoints: 
The start of students’ first year of college (Summer or Fall of 2015), the end of 
students’ first year of college (Spring or Fall of 2016), and the end of students’ 
fourth year of college (Spring of 2019). At the first timepoint, 20436 students 
from 122 institutions responded. At the second timepoint, the response rate 
was 43.0%, with 122 institutions represented; and at the third timepoint, the 
response rate was 36.0%, with 118 institutions represented.

Analytic sample
We focused our study on a subset of students who responded to the IDEALS 
survey for at least two of the three timepoints (N = 9,470 students), as two data 
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points offered enough information from which to model trends in students’ 
appreciative attitudes over time (in conjunction with the use of full informa
tion maximum likelihood (FIML) — a robust approach to handling missing 
data in structural equation modeling). We further reduced the analytic sample 
to include only students who did not identify as Muslim at the first timepoint 
(N = 9,270 students) to understand how non-Muslim students develop an 
appreciation for their Muslim peers. The resulting subset of 9,270 students 
comprised the analytic sample for the current study.

Measures

Appreciative attitudes toward Muslims
At each of the three timepoints of data collection, the IDEALS instrument 
measured students’ appreciative attitudes toward Muslims using four items: 
(1) In general, people in this group make positive contributions to society; (2) 
In general, individuals in this group are ethical people; (3) I have things in 
common with people in this group; (4) In general, I have a positive attitude 
toward people in this group. Students responded by noting their level of 
agreement with each statement on a five-point Likert scale (1 = Disagree 
strongly; 2 = Disagree somewhat; 3 = Neither agree nor disagree; 4 = Agree 
somewhat; 5 = Agree strongly). The construct comprised of those four items 
was used as the focal outcome in our analyses, resulting in reliable measure
ment for the analytic sample of non-Muslim students (N = 9,270; α = 0.842 at 
the first timepoint; α = 0.865at the second timepoint; α = 0.858at the third 
timepoint).

Interfaith learning and development framework
Variables comprising the interfaith learning and development framework 
(ILD; Mayhew & Rockenbach, 2021) were constructed from institutional- 
level and student-level responses to the IDEALS instrument; the ILD is illu
strated in Figure 1. All continuous variables were standardized and thus can be 
interpreted as a change in effect size units, whereas categorical variables were 
effect coded, thereby allowing for comparison of individual categories to an 
overall sample mean.

Environmental factors. The environmental factors included ILD compo
nents comprising the institutional context and relational context. With 
regard to the institutional context, institutional campus climate and 
institutional campus culture were measured using empirically validated 
factor scores constructed from the larger IDEALS study. Reliability for 
all factor scores remained acceptable with this study’s analytic sample of 
non-Muslim students (Table 1). Data for the institutional campus con
ditions variables were retrieved from the Integrated Postsecondary 
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Education Data System (IPEDS). Institutional campus behaviors were 
computed based on the total number of programs, spaces, opportunities, 
and policies reported by institutional representatives. Similar to the 
institutional climate and culture, students’ experiences with the rela
tional context on campus were measured using factor scores constructed 
from the larger IDEALS study; they, too, maintained good reliability 
when applied to the analytic sample in this study, as reported in 
Table 1.

In accordance with the ILD, variables related to students’ interfaith engage
ment behaviors and disciplinary context were also included. For interfaith 
engagement behaviors, students self-reported the activities on campus in 
which they participated; those activities included formal and informal, as 
well as academic and social interfaith activities that were made available on 
campus. For disciplinary context, students self-reported their primary aca
demic major.

Student identities. At the student level, identity variables included students’ 
self-reported gender identity, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, generation 
status (i.e., whether they were first-generation college students), RSS identifi
cation, and political leaning. All multi-categorical variables (e.g., race/ethni
city, worldview identification) were effect coded. Effect coding eliminates the 
need to identify a reference group for the interpretation of analytical results 
and instead allows for direct comparison of each subgroup to an overall 
sample mean (Mayhew & Simonoff, 2015).

Other student inputs. As represented in the ILD, additional student-level 
variables capturing students’ pre-college experiences and knowledge — 
specifically, their pre-college interfaith activities, high school GPA, and 
appreciative knowledge of Islam — were also measured via the IDEALS 
instrument and included in the current study’s analyses. Students’ appre
ciative knowledge of Islam was measured based on whether students could 
accurately answer a question pertaining to Islam (“In the Muslim tradition, 
fasting takes place from dawn until dusk during the month of Ramadan.”) 
at one or more of the survey timepoints.

Data analysis

We used latent growth modeling (LGM) to evaluate and explain change over 
time in non-Muslim college students’ appreciative attitudes toward Muslims. 
LGM is a method that models students’ longitudinal growth trajectories for 
a particular outcome over time (Seclosky & Denison, 2018). Additionally, 
LGM allows for the identification of the factors that help explain the growth 
of the outcomes over time (Seclosky & Denison, 2018); in other words, it 
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Table 1. Factors and items used for measurement of ILD institutional and relational contexts.

ILD Component Factors and Items
Scale 

Reliability*

Institutional campus climate
Positive campus 

climate
Structural worldview diversity α = 0.834
This campus is very religiously diverse.
This campus is a welcoming place for people of different religious and 

nonreligious perspectives.
The religious organizations on this campus are diverse in the faith traditions they 

represent.
I am satisfied with the degree of religious and nonreligious diversity on this 

campus.
Welcomingness for students of various worldviews α = 0.888
This campus is a welcoming place for:
Atheists
Buddhists
Evangelical Christians
Hindus
Jews
Latter-day Saints/Mormons
Muslims
Politically liberal people
Politically conservative people
Gay, lesbian, and bisexual people
Transgender people
People of different socioeconomic backgrounds
People of different races
People from different countries

Negative campus 
climate

Divisiveness on campus α = 0.776
There is a great deal of conflict among people of different religious and 

nonreligious perspectives on this campus.
People of different religious and nonreligious perspectives quarrel with one 

another on this campus.
Religious and nonreligious differences create a sense of division on this campus.
People on this campus interact most often with others of their same worldview.

Institutional campus culture
Appreciative 

attitudes
Appreciative attitudes toward:
Atheists α = 0.866
Buddhists α = 0.841
Evangelical Christians α = 0.873
Hindus α = 0.838
Jews α = 0.844
Mormons α = 0.854
Muslims α = 0.858
In general, people in this group make positive contributions to society.
In general, individuals in this group are ethical people.
I have things in common with people in this group.
In general, I have a positive attitude toward people in this group.

Pluralism Overall pluralism orientation α = 0.894
Self-authorship Self-authored worldview commitment α = 0.819
Relational context
Supportive Space for support and spiritual expression α = 0.806

This campus is a safe place for me to express my worldview.
Faculty and staff on my campus accommodate my needs with regard to 

celebrating religious holidays and other important religious observances.
There is a place on this campus where I can express my personal worldview.
My classes are safe places for me to express my worldview.

(Continued)
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allowed us to first model change in non-Muslim students’ appreciative atti
tudes toward Muslims during college, and then to identify institutional beha
viors and educational practices that may have contributed to that change. 
Given the complex and hierarchical nature of our dataset — with respondents 
attending 122 institutions across the United States — design-based multilevel 
modeling was applied at all stages of data analysis. This approach uses robust 
standard errors to account for the clustering of students within their unique 
institutional contexts.

Table 1. (Continued).

ILD Component Factors and Items
Scale 

Reliability*

Discriminatory Insensitivity on campus α = 0.839
On this campus, how often have you
Heard/read insensitive comments about your worldview from friends or peers.
Heard/read insensitive comments about your worldview from faculty.
Heard/read insensitive comments about your worldview from campus staff or 

administrators.
While you have been enrolled at your college or university, how often have you
Been mistreated on campus because of your worldview.
Felt that people on campus used their religious worldview to justify treating you 

in a discriminatory manner on the basis of your gender identity.
Felt that people on campus used their religious worldview to justify treating you 

in a discriminatory manner on the basis of your sexual orientation.
Felt that people on campus used their religious worldview to justify treating you 

in a discriminatory manner on the basis of your race or ethnicity.
Coercive Coercion on campus α = 0.843

While you have been enrolled at your college or university, how often have you
Felt pressured by others on campus to change your worldview.
Felt pressured to listen to others’ perspectives when you didn’t want to hear 

about them.
Felt pressured to keep your worldview to yourself.
Felt pressured to separate your academic experience from your personal 

worldview.
Unproductive Negative interworldview engagement α = 0.851

Regarding your interactions with people whose worldviews differ from yours, how 
often have you

Felt silenced from sharing your own experiences with prejudice and 
discrimination.

Had guarded, cautious interactions.
Had tense, somewhat hostile interactions.
Had hurtful, unresolved interactions.

Provocative Provocative experiences with worldview diversity α = 0.837
While you have been enrolled at your college or university, how often have you
Had class discussions that challenged you to rethink your assumptions about 

another worldview.
Felt challenged to rethink your assumptions about another worldview after 

someone explained their worldview to you.
Had a discussion with someone of another worldview that had a positive 

influence on your perceptions of that worldview.
Heard critical comments from others about your worldview that made you 

question your worldview.
Had a discussion with someone that made you feel like you did not know enough 

about your own worldview.
Had a discussion with someone from your own worldview with whom you 

disagreed.

*Reliability was computed as Cronbach’s alpha using analytic sample of non-Muslim students (N = 9,270)
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Describing change in appreciative attitudes toward Muslims
In order to evaluate whether non-Muslim students increased in their appre
ciation toward Muslims during the collegiate experience (RQ1), we con
structed an LGM with appreciative attitudes toward Muslims as our 
outcome variable, measured at the three IDEALS survey timepoints. Full 
information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation was used to account 
for missing data (Grimm et al., 2017); though, as noted, all students in the 
analytic sample responded to at least two survey administrations, thus provid
ing sufficient information from which to construct individual growth trajec
tories. Fit of the data to the constructed model was evaluated using several 
statistical indices; indicative of good model fit is a small, non-significant chi- 
square test; root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) less than 0.05; 
comparative fit index (CFI) greater than 0.95; and standardized root mean 
square residual (SRMR) less than 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Once the accepted model fit was confirmed, we obtained growth parameters 
from the model to explain the change in non-Muslim students’ appreciation 
toward Muslims during their four years of college. The first growth para
meter — the intercept — quantified the mean baseline of appreciative attitudes 
toward Muslims when students entered college. The second growth para
meter — the slope — quantified the mean change in appreciative attitudes 
toward Muslims at each timepoint. Of note, a statistically significant (p < .05) 
slope indicates that the change documented in an outcome over time is 
significantly different from zero; in other words, a significant, positive slope 
is interpreted as an indicator that there is substantive growth over time in the 
outcome of interest.

Predicting change in appreciative attitudes toward Muslims
In order to evaluate the environmental factors (RQ2) and student identities 
(RQ3) that contributed to growth in appreciative attitudes toward Muslims 
during college, the variables comprising the Interfaith Learning and 
Development Framework (ILD; Mayhew & Rockenbach, 2021) were incorpo
rated into the model. Including these as covariates in the model allowed us to 
examine the extent to which each variable predicted students’ baseline appre
ciative attitudes (i.e., the intercept) and students’ change in appreciative 
attitudes toward Muslims over time during their four years of college (i.e., 
the slope). Of note, a statistically significant (p < .05) slope indicates that the 
change documented in an outcome over time is significantly different from 
zero; in other words, a significant, positive predictor of the slope is interpreted 
as a variable associated with substantive growth over time in the outcome of 
interest. For all analyses, the outcome variables were standardized based on 
Time 1 responses.
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Limitations

Several limitations could be recognized with regard to this study’s sample, which is 
robust and diverse yet not representative of the population. Because the sample 
was limited to non-Muslim students, no sampling weights were used to mitigate 
response bias. As a result, the analytical sample overrepresents white students, 
women, and Christians while underrepresenting other demographic backgrounds. 
In addition, and due to the number of institutions represented in the sample, the 
number of institutional-level predictors was limited and did not include geogra
phical region variables. How different populations appreciate Muslims could be 
related to the region in which they reside, given some trends that could be seen in 
other indicators, such as political affiliation and voting patterns across geogra
phies. Including such variables in future studies could account for such patterns to 
provide more directed insights about institutional contexts.

Further, limitations in some of the constructs must also be explicated. The 
single question included in the appreciative knowledge item is insufficient for 
capturing appreciative knowledge and is, therefore, a limited indicator of appre
ciation. Based on previous works (e.g., Mayhew & Rockenbach, 2021; Patel & 
Meyer, 2011), we maintained that appreciative knowledge is a theoretically 
justified variable and was kept in the model as a control. The Likert scale used 
in the responses makes it difficult to ascertain growth among groups that start 
with very positive attitudes and have less room to grow due to the ceiling effect.

Results

Describing change in appreciative attitudes toward Muslims

Model fit indices were retrieved for the latent growth model: (χ2 (48) = 320.10, 
p < .001; RMSEA [95% CI] = 0.025 [0.022, 0.027]; CFI = 0.960; SRMR = 0.012). 
These indices were well within accepted standards (e.g., Hu & Bentler, 1999), 
with RMSEA below 0.05, CFI greater than 0.95, and SRMR below 0.08. 
Although the chi-square test of model fit was significant, we relied on the 
totality of the evidence — which was otherwise quite good — to ascertain 
model fit. Additionally, it is common for large samples, such as the one used in 
this study, to produce a significant chi-square test of model fit, even for well- 
fitting models (Hamilton et al., 2003).

Both the intercept and slope parameters retrieved from the model were 
positive and significant (intercept = 0.118, p < .001; slope = 0.211, p < .001). 
Relevant to the question as to whether non-Muslim students increased in 
their appreciation toward Muslims during the collegiate experience (RQ1) 
was the significant, positive slope. That slope indicated that the non-Muslim 
students in the analytic sample did, in fact, report growth in their appreciative 
attitudes toward Muslims during their four years of college. This growth trend 
is depicted in Figure 2.
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Predicting change in appreciative attitudes toward Muslims

Several significant predictors of the latent slope emerged, indicating environ
mental factors and student identities associated with growth in Muslim appre
ciation during college (see Table 2). Environmental factors associated with 
change in Muslim appreciation during college included the institutional con
text, relational context, and interfaith engagement behaviors.

Institutional context
With regard to the institutional context, institutional control, institution-level 
changes in appreciative attitudes, and interfaith diversity programs on campus 
were all associated with changes in Muslim appreciation over time. Specifically, 
students who attended private institutions experienced more growth in appre
ciative attitudes during their four years of college (B = 0.069, p = .004). 
Additionally, students attending campuses with more appreciative campus cul
tures (i.e., campuses where students in the aggregate grew more appreciative of 
Muslims) reported significantly lower Muslim appreciation upon entry to college 
(B = −0.121, p < .001) while also reporting more growth in Muslim appreciation 
over their four years of college (B = 0.094, p < .001). Although students attending 
institutions with more pluralistic campus cultures (i.e., campuses where students 
in the aggregate grew more pluralistic over time) reported significantly lower 
Muslim appreciation at college entry (B = −0.049, p = .047), campus pluralism 
was not associated with a change in appreciative attitudes over time.

Figure 2. Change in non-Muslim students’ appreciative attitudes toward Muslims over four years 
of college (N=9,270).
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Table 2. Predictors of change (slope) in Muslim appreciation with associated entry (intercept) 
effects.

Intercept Slope

Est SE Sig Est SE Sig

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS
Institutional campus climate
Positive campus climate −0.005 0.021 0.831 −0.009 0.011 0.415
Negative campus climate −0.014 0.018 0.443 0.004 0.011 0.718
Institutional campus culture
Institutional appreciative attitudes −0.121 0.025 0.000 0.094 0.010 0.000
Institutional pluralism orientation −0.049 0.025 0.047 −0.001 0.011 0.920
Institutional self-authored worldview commitment 0.021 0.024 0.390 −0.014 0.010 0.134
Institutional campus conditions
Institutional undergraduate population −0.011 0.022 0.627 0.011 0.012 0.335
Institutional selectivity −0.006 0.014 0.656 0.007 0.005 0.148
Institutional control (1 = Private; 0 = Public) −0.050 0.053 0.350 0.069 0.024 0.004
Institutional campus behaviors
Total number of religious, spiritual, or interfaith programs on 

campus
−0.009 0.017 0.579 −0.018 0.007 0.013

Total number of religious, spiritual, or interfaith spaces on campus 0.009 0.017 0.584 −0.013 0.007 0.074
Total number of religious, spiritual, or interfaith curricular 

opportunities on campus
0.007 0.018 0.699 −0.007 0.007 0.273

Total number of religious, spiritual, or interfaith diversity policies 
on campus

0.022 0.016 0.158 0.003 0.007 0.706

Relational context
Space for support and spiritual expression 0.056 0.015 0.000 0.040 0.009 0.000
Insensitivity on campus −0.019 0.017 0.257 0.006 0.011 0.564
Coercion on campus −0.055 0.019 0.004 0.011 0.010 0.289
Negative interworldview engagement 0.014 0.017 0.385 −0.029 0.010 0.004
Provocative encounters with worldview diversity 0.072 0.015 0.000 0.013 0.008 0.119
Disciplinary context
Arts, Humanities, or Religion 0.007 0.020 0.745 −0.029 0.016 0.067
Social Science or Education 0.016 0.019 0.389 0.005 0.012 0.639
Health −0.037 0.023 0.110 0.026 0.016 0.100
Science, Math, or Engineering −0.005 0.017 0.787 0.013 0.009 0.178
Business −0.016 0.030 0.582 −0.017 0.015 0.263
Undecided or another major 0.036 0.018 0.047 0.002 0.012 0.897
Interfaith behaviors on campus
Formal academic engagement
At least one activity (no activities as reference) −0.027 0.047 0.566 −0.028 0.033 0.409
Two or more activities (no activities as reference) −0.071 0.034 0.035 −0.025 0.027 0.357
Informal academic engagement
At least one activity (no activities as reference) 0.078 0.028 0.006 −0.002 0.016 0.904
Two or more activities (no activities as reference) 0.067 0.034 0.048 0.025 0.017 0.142
Formal social engagement
At least one activity (no activities as reference) 0.028 0.040 0.481 0.025 0.016 0.124
Two or more activities (no activities as reference) 0.034 0.031 0.281 0.057 0.019 0.003
Informal social engagement
At least one activity (no activities as reference) 0.004 0.065 0.955 0.018 0.039 0.650
Two or more activities (no activities as reference) 0.031 0.049 0.521 0.107 0.034 0.002

STUDENT CHARACTERISTICS
Gender
Gender (1 = Woman; 0 = Man) 0.142 0.023 0.000 0.035 0.011 0.001
Race/ethnicity
African American/Black −0.033 0.030 0.265 0.011 0.025 0.666
Asian/Pacific Islander −0.116 0.022 0.000 −0.010 0.013 0.439
Latinx 0.052 0.026 0.046 −0.031 0.021 0.130
White 0.078 0.018 0.000 0.006 0.013 0.636
Other race 0.020 0.023 0.400 0.024 0.015 0.110
Sexual orientation
Sexual orientation (1 = LGBTQ+; 0 = Heterosexual) 0.081 0.030 0.007 −0.043 0.015 0.003
Generation status
Generation status (1 = First-generation student; 0 = Continuing 

generation student)
−0.010 0.023 0.666 0.020 0.015 0.163

(Continued)
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Finally, the total number of religious, spiritual, or interfaith diversity pro
grams provided on campus predicted a change in students’ appreciative 
attitudes toward Muslims over four years. Specifically, students attending 
institutions with more religious, spiritual, or interfaith diversity programs 
provided on campus had less growth in Muslim appreciation over time (B =  
−0.018, p = .013). Other institutional campus behaviors — those pertaining to 
the number of religious, spiritual, or interfaith spaces, curricular opportu
nities, and policies on campus — did not have a statistically significant effect 
on students’ appreciation attitudes toward Muslims.

Relational context
Dimensions of the relational context were associated with either an increase or 
decrease in growth in Muslim appreciation. Students who reported finding space 
for support and spiritual expression on their campuses reported higher Muslim 
appreciation at college entry (B = 0.056, p < .001), and they also experienced more 
growth in Muslim appreciation over four years (B = 0.040, p < .001). Conversely, 
students who experienced more negative engagement on campus reported less 
growth in Muslim appreciation during their time in college (B = −0.029, p = .004).

Although students who reported more coercion on campus started college 
with significantly lower levels of Muslim appreciation (B = −0.055, p = .004), 
and alternatively, students who reported experiencing more provocative 
encounters with worldview diversity on campus started college with signifi
cantly higher levels of Muslim appreciation (B = 0.072, p < .001), coercion and 
provocative encounters were not associated with growth in appreciation.

Interfaith engagement behaviors
Formal social interfaith engagement behaviors were the only type that pre
dicted change in appreciative attitudes toward Muslims during college. 

Table 2. (Continued).
Intercept Slope

Est SE Sig Est SE Sig

Worldview identification
Worldview majority −0.001 0.024 0.967 0.014 0.013 0.282
Worldview minority 0.089 0.038 0.019 0.014 0.016 0.363
Nonreligious worldview −0.087 0.023 0.000 −0.004 0.013 0.742
Another worldview −0.001 0.050 0.978 −0.024 0.033 0.472
Political leaning
Very conservative −0.660 0.055 0.000 0.140 0.031 0.000
Conservative −0.243 0.028 0.000 0.087 0.017 0.000
Moderate 0.135 0.020 0.000 −0.035 0.012 0.003
Liberal 0.335 0.023 0.000 −0.087 0.011 0.000
Very liberal 0.433 0.030 0.000 −0.105 0.018 0.000
Pre-college experiences and knowledge
Precollege interfaith activities 0.151 0.011 0.000 −0.040 0.006 0.000
High school GPA 0.058 0.013 0.000 −0.014 0.008 0.105
Appreciative knowledge of Islam 0.280 0.083 0.001 −0.040 0.044 0.363
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Specifically, students who participated in two or more formal social interfaith 
activities experienced more growth in Muslim appreciation during college (B  
= 0.057, p = .003). Similarly, students who participated in two or more infor
mal social activities also experienced more growth in appreciation (B = 0.107, 
p = .002). Although formal social behaviors were the types that predicted 
growth in appreciation over time, other types of behaviors predicted students’ 
appreciation at baseline; participation in at least one formal academic behavior 
(B = −0.071, p = .035, at least one informal academic behavior (B = 0.078, p  
= .006), and two or more informal academic behaviors (B = 0.067, p = .048) 
were associated with higher Muslim appreciation at the start of college.

Student identities
Aspects of students’ identities associated with change in Muslim appreciation 
during college included gender identity, sexual orientation, and political leaning. 
First, women entered college with higher levels of appreciation toward Muslims 
(B = 0.142, p < .001), and experienced more growth in appreciation toward 
Muslims over four years (B = 0.035, p = .001). Second, although students who 
identified as LGBTQ+ entered college with significantly higher levels of appre
ciation toward Muslims than those who identified as heterosexual (B = 0.081, p  
= .007), they experienced less growth in appreciative attitudes toward Muslims 
during their four years of college (B = −0.043, p = .003).

Finally, the relationship between political leaning and Muslim appreciation — 
both at baseline and over time — varied based on students’ political leaning 
(Figure 3). Students who identified as very conservative or conservative reported 
lower levels of Muslim appreciation than their peers at college entry (very con
servative: B = −0.660, p < .001; conservative: B = −0.243, p < .001), but then experi
enced more growth in that appreciation during their college years (very 
conservative: B = 0.140, p < .001; conservative: B = 0.087, p < .001). Conversely, 
students who identified as moderate, liberal, or very liberal reported higher levels 
of Muslim appreciation than their peers at college entry (moderate: B = 0.135, p  
< .001; liberal: B = 0.335, p < .001; very liberal: B = 0.433, p < .001), but then experi
enced less growth in that appreciation during their four years of college (moderate: 
B = −0.035, p = .003; liberal: B = −0.087, p < .001; very liberal: B = −0.105, p < .001).

Race/ethnicity predicted non-Muslim students’ appreciative attitudes toward 
Muslims only at college entry, with Asian/Pacific Islander students starting 
college with significantly less appreciation toward Muslims (B = −0.116, p  
< .001) and Latinx and white students starting college with significantly more 
appreciation toward Muslims (Latinx: B = 0.052, p = .046; white: B = 0.078, p  
< .001). Similarly, with regard to RSS identification, students with minoritized 
RSSIs started college with higher levels of appreciative attitudes toward Muslims 
(B = 0.089, p = .019), and students with nonreligious RSSIs started college with 
lower levels of appreciative attitudes toward Muslims (B = −0.087, p < .001).
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When it came to student-level variables pertaining to students’ pre-college 
experiences and knowledge, only pre-college interfaith activities were related to 
changes in Muslim appreciation during college. In fact, students’ pre-college 
interfaith activities predicted both their appreciative attitudes toward Muslims 
at college entry and over four years; students who reported participating in more 
pre-college interfaith activities entered college with higher levels of Muslim 
appreciation (B = 0.151, p < .001), but then experienced less growth in that 
appreciation during their four years of college (B = −0.040, p < .001). Although 
students with greater high school GPAs and more appreciative knowledge of 
Islam both started college with more Muslim appreciation (high school GPA: B  
= 0.058, p < .001; appreciative knowledge: B = 0.280, p = .001), neither predicted 
change in that appreciation over four years.

Discussion

According to the growth model analysis, colleges and universities succeed in 
spurring the development of the appreciative attitudes of non-Muslims toward 
Muslims during the collegiate years. Regardless of pre-college characteristics, 
institutional characteristics, student demographics, or areas of study, students 

Figure 3. Growth trajectory for standardized appreciative attitudes toward Muslims by time point 
by political leaning.
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leave college significantly more appreciative of Muslims compared to when they 
first arrived. Previous research has demonstrated that students at the end of the 
first year also become more appreciative of Muslims compared to when they 
started college (Shaheen, Dahl, et al., 2022), perhaps as a result of the exposure to 
diversity coupled with intentional first-year experience programs (Bowman, 2013). 
The present study shows that growth continues beyond the first year in college. 
Beyond the first year, institutions continue to have a positive influence on students. 
This finding is especially promising, given the timing of the survey administration 
(2015–2019), a period that captured the 2016 presidential elections and the tenure 
of Donald Trump in the White House. That era was turbulent for Muslims, given 
the explicit anti-Muslim attitudes of the Trump administration (Pertwee, 2020). 
Nevertheless, non-Muslim students were able to navigate negative messaging 
about Muslims and emerge at the end of college with an increased appreciation 
of Muslims. Reaffirming the positive role of higher education in fostering positive 
outcomes, our findings should come as good news to educators.

Campus culture and climate matter for facilitating growth in appreciative 
attitudes toward Muslims. When educators foster a culture of appreciation, the 
benefits extend to students regardless of their attitudes upon matriculation. 
We add our voices to others (e.g., Selznick et al., 2021; Shaheen, Dahl, et al.,  
2022) who emphasized the importance of fostering a culture of appreciation 
on campus. Indeed, institutions that provide spaces for support and spiritual 
expression are more likely to enroll students who are appreciative of Muslims 
and to continue to support their growth throughout their college experience. 
Students who indicate that their campuses are safe places to express their 
worldviews, that faculty and staff accommodate their religious needs, and that 
classes are a safe place to express their worldviews, regardless of their world
view identification, become more appreciative of Muslims and less likely to 
display Islamophobia or anti-Muslim attitudes as graduates.

When it comes to engagement, only social engagement predicted growth in 
Muslim appreciation. Our findings align with previous research about inter
faith attitudes in general (Patel & Meyer, 2011), attitudes toward Muslims in 
particular (Rockenbach, Mayhew, Bowman, et al., 2017), and the long- 
demonstrated role of intergroup contact as a context for democratic healing 
(Allport, 1954). This study provides an added nuance to the role of social 
engagement: students who participated in at least one social activity did not 
demonstrate significant growth across four years, whereas students who par
ticipated in two or more did. In contrast, students who engaged in one or more 
informal social engagements during the first year showed significant growth in 
appreciation at the end of the first year compared to when they arrived on 
campus (see Shaheen, Dahl, et al., 2022). Putting those two findings in 
dialogue, we contend that interfaith engagement cannot be one-and-done 
but must be part of a sustained campus effort to promote formal interfaith 
opportunities and facilitate informal encounters.
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In contrast, academic forms of interfaith engagement were not significant 
predictors of growth. The appreciation of Muslims cannot be taught in 
a classroom alone but must be experienced through sustained contact with 
diversity and difference. Although interfaith academic engagement could contri
bute to positive interfaith learning and development outcomes (e.g., Rockenbach 
et al., 2015), in the long-term and specifically related to countering Islamophobia, 
academic engagement seems to fall short. That said, a significant predictor of 
growth was spaces for support and spiritual expression. This construct includes an 
item directly pertaining to classroom spaces (i.e., My classes are safe places for me 
to express my worldview). This relationship suggests that the perception of class
room spaces as inviting for expressions of diverse RSS identities, not necessarily 
teaching appreciation in the classroom, can play a role. There is potential for 
classroom spaces to be positive contributors to appreciative attitudes when they 
invite the open expression of beliefs and exposure to diverse RSS narratives (see 
Shaheen et al., 2021; Shaheen, Mayhew, et al., 2022).

Interestingly, the total number of religious, spiritual, or interfaith programs 
provided by the institution was a negative predictor of the rate of growth (i.e., the 
slope) but was not predictive of appreciation at matriculation (i.e., the intercept). In 
other words, institutions with more programs did not attract and enroll students 
who were already more or less appreciative of Muslims compared to their peers. 
The variable did predict the rate of growth: campuses with more programs 
available have a lower rate of increase in appreciation compared to campuses 
with fewer programs available. Simultaneously, students who engaged in two or 
more of these activities were more likely to grow than those who did not. These two 
findings together indicate a potential disconnect between institutional behavior 
and student behavior in that the abundance of programs available seemed to stall 
development, yet student engagement in such programs conversely boosted devel
opment. A closer examination of this disconnection is important for future studies 
to consider the complex relationship between the availability of programs and 
actual engagement.

Finally, race/ethnicity was not predictive of growth in Muslim appreciation. 
This finding mirrors other nationally-representative data that show little indication 
of affective solidarity between Muslims and racially-minoritized groups (see 
Ponce, 2020). The lack of a strong indication of affective solidarities suggests that 
“even society’s main minority groups see Muslim Americans as outsiders” (Ponce,  
2020, p. 2788). These characteristics did not emerge as significant predictors of 
growth in appreciation over time. Students who identified as LGBTQ+ came to 
college with higher appreciation compared to their heterosexual peers and, perhaps 
as a result, grew at a lower rate. A similar observation could be made about students 
who are liberal. In contrast, those who identified as “very conservative” or “con
servative” started college with less appreciation for Muslims compared to everyone 
else. Signifying the transformative impact of higher education, conservatives 
showed significant growth in appreciative attitudes over time, and the gap between 
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liberals and conservatives seemed to narrow by the end of college, all things being 
equal. Conservative students did come to college with less appreciation. However, 
despite the raging Islamophobic rhetoric that accompanied the 2016 Trump 
presidential campaign (Rana et al., 2020), conservative students who engaged 
socially with people of other social identities seemed to have partially overcome 
the pre-college socialization that may have led them to come to college with less 
favorable attitudes toward Muslims.

Implications

Despite the frequent critique of campus social engagements as superfluous to 
the “real” purpose of college, students need sustained social interactions with 
diversity to reduce Islamophobia and advance appreciation of Muslims. 
Educators need to think creatively about facilitating such interactions in 
a formal setting. Students can attend religious services for a tradition that is 
not their own or participate in a campus interfaith group. Student affairs 
professionals need to connect with local Muslim communities to establish 
relationships that allow for social engagement to occur on and off campus. 
Students can also attend a lecture or a panel discussing religious diversity and 
interfaith cooperation with a specific focus on the Muslim identity. Institutions 
can establish interfaith-themed residence halls that include educational mod
ules or service activities that engage different religious groups, including Islam. 
Campus-wide communications from administrators (e.g., university president) 
about religious diversity can have an impact on attitudes. For example, 
a message from the university president about Ramadan, the Muslim month 
of fasting, and subsequent Eid celebrations could go a long way in countering 
Islamophobic messaging. Even having halal food options in the dining halls or 
extending dining hall hours during Ramadan to allow Muslims access to food 
later in the evening could be effective. After all, how could non-Muslims dine 
with Muslim friends if they cannot find food they can eat on campus?

The finding about the role of academic engagement (or lack thereof) provides 
an opportunity for educators to rethink how interfaith academic encounters 
could be facilitated. Connecting the academic with the social could help inte
grate the academic environment through co-curricular interfaith initiatives. For 
example, a course in sociology could have a service component that engages 
people of a particular faith community or that addresses interfaith concerns. 
What if the introduction to sociology class facilitated students and faculty 
volunteering at a local faith community like a mosque? Academic engagement 
should not be detached from the social realities of students. Rather, classroom 
engagement could interweave social awareness and productive contact into its 
structure, provided that faculty are invested in elevating the developmental reach 
of the courses they teach.
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Finally, the lack of association between racial and ethnic identities and 
appreciation does not negate the racialization of the Muslim identity and the 
importance of considering the complexity of interlocking systems of margin
alization in shaping attitudes. Insights from previous research affirm that con
versations about racism and Islamophobia are necessary and must continue to 
be foregrounded along with other intersectional considerations, such as the 
intersections of gender and socioeconomic status. The findings about political 
orientation and appreciative attitudes toward Muslims signal the potent effect of 
political rhetoric on attitudes during the time of data collection and therefore 
highlight the need for educators to pay closer attention to the social identities of 
the students who engage in interfaith programs and initiatives to reach a broad 
spectrum of students, including politically conservative students. Educators 
need to lean further into the coupling of religion and politics — the two are 
undoubtedly connected, but self-described political orientation does not neces
sarily represent interfaith attitudes. Knowing that a student is conservative does 
not necessarily mean that the student is outwardly Islamophobic. The college 
environment provides the ideal opportunity to explore the interconnected 
nature of religion and politics. A panel about conservatism and Islamophobia, 
for example, could provide an avenue for liberals and conservatives alike to 
engage in productive dialogue.

Conclusion

Despite the turbulent national climate for Muslims between 2015 and 2019, 
findings from this longitudinal data show that collegiate environments were 
successful at combating anti-Muslim prejudice and promoting appreciative atti
tudes toward Muslims. Humanizing Muslims in college involves social exchange, 
the type of relationship-building that welcomes and embraces. Humanizing the 
exchange between Muslim and non-Muslim students could disrupt simplistic 
narratives that assume that those with some political identification also hold 
defined views about Muslims and Islam. Relationships matter, perhaps now 
more than ever. To disrupt postsecondary Islamophobic expression, students 
must have the opportunity to have and build relationships with Muslim peers. 
Educators are central to providing and optimizing these opportunities.
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