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Introduction 

  

Foster care is a system through which a child is temporarily placed in an alternative home. 

Children who have been subject to abuse or neglect by their birth parents are often placed in a 

foster home. There are five categories of child maltreatment recognized by the Government of 

Canada: physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, emotional harm and exposure to family violence 

(Government of Canada, 2012). The majority of child maltreatment cases in Canada involve 

neglect or exposure to family violence (Government of Canada, 2012). 

In these cases, the government intervenes and provides a safe living space for the child. The 

child may be placed with relatives, strangers, or in a group facility. Foster care is practiced 

widely across Canada with the 2011 census estimating a total of 47,885 foster children 

nationwide (Statistics Canada, 2012). Specifically, in Ontario, there was an average of nearly 

10,000 children in care each month in the fiscal year 2018-2019 (Ontario Association of 

Children's Aid Societies, 2019). Although this practice has been adapted through much of the 

western world, there is now growing concern regarding its effectiveness. Youth who have aged 

out of care often experience low educational attainment, unemployment, homelessness and 

mental health problems (Kovarikova, 2017). In light of this information, there is an urgent need 

for an enhanced understanding of the challenges faced by children in the system.  

 

Foster care often involves the transition from one’s home to an unfamiliar environment. This 

transition presents a unique challenge; however, it becomes more difficult when the culture or 

religion of the child clashes with that of the caregiver. Cultural, racial and religious matching 

play an important role in helping determine the suitability of a foster care placement. Cultural 

matching has been shown to help promote continuity in cultural identity and help ease the 

transition from one home to another (Raghallaigh & Sirriyeh, 2014; Brown et al., 2009). In 

addition, transracial placements can leave a child feeling out of place and struggling to fit in. 

Non-religiously matched placements can be particularly difficult for Muslim children as Islam is 

thought to play a large role in identity-forming (Cheruvallil-Contractor et al., 2018).  Therefore, 

it becomes of primary importance to investigate the impact of ill-suited placements on children 

in the system.  

 

There is little available quantitative or qualitative data on Muslim children in foster care. The 

research that has been done on this demographic has largely centred in countries other than 

Canada such as the United Kingdom (UK). We consulted these sources to better understand and 

relate information to Canadian Muslim children. The purpose of this review is to summarize 

current findings on the responsibilities of stakeholders in the foster care system, the importance 

of considering religion and culture when determining placements, and the Islamic stance on 

foster care.  

 

Stakeholders roles and responsibilities 

 

There are several major stakeholders in the child welfare system including caseworkers, foster 

caregivers, children and youth in care, birth parents as well as other kin (Waniganayake et al., 

2019). Kin encompasses genetic, marital, and adoptive relatives, however, in Ontario the legal 

definition also encompasses some acquaintances and community members from the same ethnic 

group (Perry et al., 2012). Teachers, healthcare workers, and legal professionals also play an 



important role in supporting the well-being of children in foster care (Waniganayake et al., 

2019). The role of stakeholders is to support the physical needs of children in care, while also 

helping to maintain their emotional and mental well-being. Supporting a child’s mental well-

being involves supporting their cultural and linguistic needs. Waniganayake et al (2019), referred 

to this as “cultural maintenance” and stressed that it is the responsibility of caseworkers to 

culturally match foster children to foster caregivers in order to ensure the maintenance of 

heritage. Anderson and Linares (2012) investigated the impact of ‘cultural dissimilarity factors’, 

such as caregivers having a different ethnicity, or home language than the child’s birth family. 

They noted that the “cultural mismatch between foster children and their caregivers has 

measurable negative effects” (Anderson & Linares, 2012). Schools and foster parents also play 

an important role in the well-being and adjustment of foster children. Stapleton and Chen (2020) 

highlighted the importance of a foster parent-school partnership in supporting the growth of 

foster children who have experienced trauma and require therapeutic needs. A positive 

partnership among school officials and foster parents can establish education and placement 

stability for children (Stapleton & Chen, 2020). Foster parents and schools should be held 

accountable for the child’s success both academically, physically, and emotionally (Stapleton & 

Chen, 2020). As such, it is important that foster caregivers and school personnel participate in 

adequate training to be able to collaboratively work towards the benefit of the child. More 

specifically, foster caregivers should actively immerse themselves in the lives of their foster 

children - through maintaining regular contact with teachers, principals, caseworkers and holding 

all other stakeholders responsible (Stapleton & Chen, 2020).  The primary responsibility of 

stakeholders within the foster care system is to ensure the well-being of every foster child, 

irrespective of race, religion, culture etc. In light of this, stakeholders should work together to 

understand the needs of culturally diverse children, giving special attention to the maintenance of 

cultural and religious identities when seeking appropriate foster care placements.  

 

 

Cultural and religious considerations 

 

The Child, Youth and Family Services Act (2017) states that the religious and cultural identity of 

the child should be taken into consideration when selecting a suitable foster care placement, 

however there remains no requirement to do so, as such arrangements may not always be feasible 

or in the best interest of the child. There are several challenges faced by children in non-

culturally matched foster placements. Culturally and ethnically dissimilar type placements have 

been associated with lower scores in psychological adjustment (Anderson & Linares, 2012). 

Non-ethnically matched placements have been shown to contribute to depression and loneliness 

(Anderson & Linares, 2012). Additionally, placements wherein the spoken language of the child 

clashes with that of the caregiver have shown to contribute to behavioral problems (Anderson & 

Linares, 2012). Conversely, culturally matched placements have been characterized as low 

stress, smooth transitions that allow children to feel a sense of security (Brown et al., 2009). 

These type of placements promote continuity in care as foster caregivers often share similar 

support networks and live in close geographic proximity to the child’s birth family (Brown et al., 

2002). Moreover, the importance of considering religion, a major influencer of culture, when 

determining foster care placements has been shown to help ease the transition into care for 

caregivers as they need not fear making the child uncomfortable when practicing religion in the 

home (Brown et al., 2009). Recent research suggests that non-religiously matched placements 



can be particularly troublesome for Muslim children. Islam is a way of life, guided by a moral 

and ethical code, and daily routines that make it distinct from most other religions. The Muslim 

lifestyle influences every part of one’s life, and so it would be understandably difficult for 

Muslim children to seamlessly integrate into non-Muslim households. Cheruvallil-Contractor et 

al. (2018) and Pitcher and Jaffar (2018) described the experiences of Muslim children in care in 

the UK. Muslim children in care experienced challenges associated with adjusting in non-

Muslim homes, including difficulties maintaining religious dietary restrictions, feelings of 

isolation during Ramadan, and struggles with identity and discrimination (Cheruvallil-Contractor 

et al., 2018; Pitcher & Jaffer, 2018). Non-Muslim caregivers may be unable to adequately 

recognize, respect and respond to the needs of Muslim children and their faith, beliefs, and 

traditional values. In some cases, children may experience language loss, confusion surrounding 

their religious and cultural identity, and difficulty reintegrating with their home community 

(Pitcher & Jaffar, 2018).  Conversely, there is evidence suggesting Muslim children in 

religiously matched placements fare well despite significant dissimilarities in culture, language 

and ethnicity (Pitcher & Jaffar, 2018). This information sheds light on the importance of 

religious matching for Muslim children, a topic of particular relevance in the Greater Toronto 

Area (GTA) where there is an urgent need for more Muslim foster care givers (The Canadian 

Press, 2018).  

 

In this context, a culturally, linguistically, and religiously matched placement appears ideal due 

to the various forms of identity matching involved. These types of placements are often tied to 

kinship care. Many studies suggest that children placed with relatives or kin have more stable 

and successful placements. Perry et al. (2012) found non-kin placements to be four times more 

likely to end within the first month of foster care. Alternatively, kinship placements had longer 

durations and were significantly more stable than non-kin placements, suggesting an increased 

likelihood of success via discharge to parents (Perry et al., 2012). Additionally, Cheung et al. 

(2011) reported fewer behavioral problems in children placed with kin compared to foster 

children in non-kinship placements. The increased stability of kinship placements likely reflects 

strong pre-existing bonds between the child and foster family and the near identical identity 

matching that is often inherent to this practice.  

 

Islamic Stance on Foster Care   

 

The principals and teachings of the Islamic faith have continued to encourage taking care of 

vulnerable children. The Quran and Sunnah put a special emphasis on the virtues of taking care 

of underprivileged children who have been abandoned or orphaned (Kutty, 2015). Muslims 

believe the Quran to be the direct word of God, while the Sunnah refers to the sayings and 

practices of the Prophet Muhammad (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص). Vulnerable children with unstable parents can be 

considered within a category of orphans, known in Arabic as Yātīm Ḥukmī which is a 

jurisprudential orphan (Karim, 2018).  

 

The Prophet Muhammad ()ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص said, “I and the person who looks after an orphan and provides for 

him, will be in paradise like this (placing his index and middle finger together)” (Sahih al-

Bukhari, 6005).  



 

The Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) has also said “he who joins an orphan among Muslims in his food and drink 

until that he can provide for himself; verily he is assured to enter Paradise.” [Al-Albani said: 

authentic due to its multiplicity of ways] (Suleiman, 2017).  

 

Here, the caretakers of orphans are given glad tidings of a lofty position in paradise. 

Furthermore, the Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) described the take-care of orphans as an effective way to 

figuratively speaking, soften a hard heart (Suleiman, 2017).  

 

Abu Ad-Darda’ says a man who complained of a hard heart came to the Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص), the 

Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) told him, “would you like your heart to be soft and you meet your needs? Be 

merciful to an orphan. And rub his head and feed him from your food; your heart will become 

soft and you will meet your needs.” [Authenticated by Al-Albani] (Suleiman, 2017).  

 

These narrations serve to further reinforce and encourage the practice of foster care in Islam. 

Additionally, the Prophet Muhammad (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) was born an orphan, as in the Arabic language an 

orphan only requires the loss of one’s father. The Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) was taken care of by Halima, his 

foster mother during infancy, his grandfather, Abd al-Mutallib and his paternal uncle, Abu Talib 

(Rotabi et al., 2017). Furthermore, the Prophet Muhammad (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) took care of Zayd ibn Harith as if 

he was his own son. Despite these historical examples, many Muslims have struggled to 

recognize the significance and importance of caring for disadvantaged children. According to 

Rotabi et al. (2017), the Islamic tradition of child sponsorship and guardianship otherwise known 

as “kafala”, is a long-held childcare practice throughout Islamic countries and is consistent 

within Islamic law. The guardianship of a child in Islam is different to that of most Western 

societies. Islam places a significance on the maintenance of blood ties and family lineage (Rotabi 

et al., 2017). Kutty (2015) identifies the following verse from the Quran (33:4-5) to explain the 

significance of blood ties:     

 

“God did not make those whom you call your sons your sons [in reality]. That is no more 

than an expression from your mouths and God speaks the truth and He guides to the 

[correct] way. Attribute them to their fathers: That is more just in the eyes of God, but if 

you know not the names of their fathers, then they are your brothers in faith and your 

dependents.” 

 

The paternal ties define and determine several rights and duties in Islamic law. Several of these 

rights given by the paternal relationship include custody and guardianship, maintenance, rights of 

citizenship and inheritance (Büchler & Kayasseh, 2018). Foster care does not attempt to 

delegitimize a child’s paternal or familial lineage, and so becoming a foster caregiver is seen as 

an act of piety in Islam (Büchler & Kayasseh, 2018). Conversely, there is a difference of opinion 

regarding the permissibility of adoption in Western societies, with some scholars believing it to 

be permissible while others believing otherwise (Mouftah, 2020).   

 

Resource gaps 

 



There is a lack of research surrounding the importance of considering religion when seeking 

suitable foster care placements for Muslim children. This makes it increasingly difficult to draw 

sound conclusions on the benefits or downfalls of this practice. Additionally, there is little 

information available regarding stakeholders’ responsibilities towards Muslim children in care. 

Recent projects aimed at uncovering more information regarding the experiences of Muslim 

children in foster care have been conducted outside of Canada, specifically in the UK. However, 

both nations have similar child welfare systems and ethnically diverse populations, therefore we 

sought to make connections on the basis of this knowledge. Overall, this review highlights the 

need for more research on the experiences of Canadian Muslim children in care, and the role 

stakeholders play in recognizing and responding to their unique needs.  

 

 

Conclusion  

 

Overall, current knowledge emphasizes the importance of stakeholder collaboration in making 

religiously and culturally relevant decisions on behalf of vulnerable children in care. 

Stakeholders are a vital part of the foster care system as they are often responsible for making 

life-altering decisions. In light of this, stakeholders should work collaboratively to ensure 

identity matching when seeking suitable placements. The role of culture and religion is also 

important in supporting the well-being of children in care. Our current understanding 

acknowledges culture, ethnicity, and religion as integral in shaping a child’s experience in the 

foster care system, their future decisions and experiences. Culturally and religiously matched 

placements have been shown to help ease the transition into care and also provide a sense of 

comfort for the child. The benefits of religiously matched placements are also apparent in 

Muslim children, as the Islamic faith is thought to comprise a large part of their identity. Islam 

emphasizes the nobility of caring for underprivileged, orphan children, thereby encouraging 

adherents to engage in the practice. However, there remains little information on the experiences 

of Canadian Muslim children in the foster care system. This is troublesome considering the 

importance of identity matching and the urgent need for Muslim foster caregivers in the GTA. 

More research is needed before any accurate conclusions can be made on the state of Muslim 

children in Canada’s foster care system.   
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