
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311771968

Islamic Perspective on Teaching Thinking Skills

Conference Paper · August 2014

CITATIONS

0
READS

1,312

6 authors, including:

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

A CAMPUS LIVING LABORATORY - A TRANSFORMATIVE AND INTEGRATIVE APPROACH TO STRENGTHEN SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES IN INSTITUTION OF HIGHER

EDUCATION (IHE) View project

TRANSFER HOLISTIC APPROACH EDUCATION METHOD IN TEACHING AND LEARNING AMONG VOCATIONAL TRAINER FROM JABATAN PENJARA MALAYSIA View project

Christina Andin

Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS)

5 PUBLICATIONS   0 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Hafizah Harun

Universiti Teknologi Malaysia

30 PUBLICATIONS   13 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Sarimah Ismail

Universiti Teknologi Malaysia

24 PUBLICATIONS   20 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Rohana Hamzah

Universiti Malaysia Pahang

14 PUBLICATIONS   39 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Christina Andin on 21 December 2016.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311771968_Islamic_Perspective_on_Teaching_Thinking_Skills?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311771968_Islamic_Perspective_on_Teaching_Thinking_Skills?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/A-CAMPUS-LIVING-LABORATORY-A-TRANSFORMATIVE-AND-INTEGRATIVE-APPROACH-TO-STRENGTHEN-SUSTAINABILITY-PRACTICES-IN-INSTITUTION-OF-HIGHER-EDUCATION-IHE?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/TRANSFER-HOLISTIC-APPROACH-EDUCATION-METHOD-IN-TEACHING-AND-LEARNING-AMONG-VOCATIONAL-TRAINER-FROM-JABATAN-PENJARA-MALAYSIA?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Christina_Andin?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Christina_Andin?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Universiti_Malaysia_Sabah_UMS?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Christina_Andin?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Hafizah_Harun?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Hafizah_Harun?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Universiti_Teknologi_Malaysia?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Hafizah_Harun?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sarimah_Ismail?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sarimah_Ismail?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Universiti_Teknologi_Malaysia?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sarimah_Ismail?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Rohana_Hamzah?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Rohana_Hamzah?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Universiti_Malaysia_Pahang?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Rohana_Hamzah?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Christina_Andin?enrichId=rgreq-e86f2641b6289ff49597947040f63a88-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMTc3MTk2ODtBUzo0NDE2MTM0ODgwMDUxMjBAMTQ4MjMwMDI2ODIyNw%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


 

 World Conference on Islamic Thought and Civilization WCIT 2014 

Rise and Fall of Civilizations: Contemporary States of Muslim Affairs 

 

 

Islamic Perspective on Teaching Thinking Skills 

 

Christina Andin@ Nur Qistina Abdullah (Corresponding author) 

Hafizah Harun 

Sarimah Ismail 

Rohana Hamzah 

Faculty of Education, Universiti Teknologi Malaysia 

Tel: +6013-7123012 E-mail: p-chris@utm.my 

 

 

Abdul Said Ambotang 

Faculty of Education and Social Development, Universiti Malaysia Sabah 
Tel: +60168199168 E-mail: said@ums.edu.my 

 

 
Abstract 

 

The development of thinking skills is recognized the world over as one of the most important 

educational objectives in the 21
st
 century. The rationales that underlie the need for developing 

students‘ thinking skills are always discussed from economic and social perspectives.  

However, concern relating to the importance of thinking skills from those perspectives is 

limited to the concept of solving problems of, about and for the world. Thus, this paper seeks 

to extend the discussion on the importance of thinking skills from an Islamic perspective. 

Specifically, this concentrates on looking beyond this world and into the infinite dimensions 

of the hereafter. Focus is given to the gap existing between the purpose of thinking skills that 

are stated in the Qur‘an and the purpose of thinking skills being taught in schools.  This article 

invites us to reflect on the direction of education being taken for our current and next 

generation, especially within the context of choosing a suitable framework for cultivating 

students‘ thinking in an Islamic country.  

 

Keywords: Thinking Skills; Teaching; Education 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The term ‗thinking skill‘ is grounded in the field of psychology which is concerned with 

thinking processes that help people make sense out of their experiences by constructing 

meaning and imposing structures.  Focus is concentrated on ‗how to think‘ which is associated 

with procedural knowledge (Griffiths, 1987; Smith, 2002). A study by Ryle (1963) referred to 

this as ‗knowing how‘.  Thus, thinking skills are connected to a particular strategy for arriving 

at a decision or attaining the solution to a problem.  However, from a philosophical point of 

view, thinking can be defined as not merely a description of how we think but, perhaps more 

importantly, how to think well (Bailin, 1998). Thinking skill is not simply a description of 

cognitive process but also involves judgment (Wegerif, 2007).  Although most individuals 



think, the quality of thinking lies in how effectively, efficiently, critically and creatively one 

thinks (Schuable & Glaser, 1990).  This has an inherent connection with terms such as critical 

thinking and creative thinking skills which determine the quality of thinking. Marzano et al 

(1988), for example, note that: ―As we solve problems or make decisions, we do it more or 

less creatively, more or less critically‖ (p.17). In the same vein, Resnick (1987) notes that: 

―Philosophers promote an approach designed to discipline thinking and to guard against the 

propensities of humans to accept fallacious arguments and draw inappropriate conclusions‖ 

(p.30).Technically all these features of thinking are similar to the concept of thinking which is 

emphasised in the Qur‘an. The Qur‘an, for example, states a firm objection to Taqlid, the 

acceptance of any doctrine without any valid reasoning for doing so.  The emphasis on 

intellectual exercise in pursuing good reasoning and drawing conclusions in order to discover 

the truth is evident in various chapters of the Qur‘an.  The frequent appearance of terms such 

as tafakkur (contemplating), tadabbur (pondering), tabassur (understanding), tawassum 

(reflecting), nazar (considering), I’tibar (take a lesson), tadhakkur (taking advice to heart) 

signifies the importance of thinking (Mohd Nuri Al-Amin and Wan Suhaimi, 2010).  

The differences in the concept of thinking between Western and Islamic civilizations are not 

so much at the operational level, but rather, are deeply involved in the ultimate aims of 

thinking. From the Islamic perspective, the ultimate aim of education as stated in the Qur‘an 

is ―to rehearse to them His signs, to sanctify them, and to instruct them in Scripture and 

Wisdom‖ (Qur‘an 62:2). Thus, any educational objectives must be directed toward this end. 

This makes the current objective of the teaching of thinking in schools being different from 

the Islamic view.  The reason behind the focus on thinking as an important educational 

objective is mainly forced by the need to bring about changes in the world.  

 

This article attempts to discuss the gap existing between the purpose of thinking from an 

Islamic perspective and the purpose of thinking as provided in teaching and learning activities 

in schools. It commences with the Islamic perspective of the purpose of thinking as based on 

the primary sources, namely, the Qur‘an and the hadith. This is followed by the purpose of the 

teaching of thinking in our schools which is based upon the future economic and social 

benefits to be gained in life. Finally, a discussion relating to the issue of missing spiritual 

elements in our education is raised.    

 

Islamic Perspective on the Purpose of Thinking 

 

Thinking is the most venerable characteristic of human beings.  It is clearly stated in the 

Holy Qur‘an that human beings have been given the power to think; a gift that is not 

given to other beings. Human beings who do not think may have a tendency to act like 

animals, as stated as follows in the Qur‘an: 

 

Many are the Jinns and men We have made for hell:  They have hearts 

wherewith they understand not, eyes wherewith they see not, and ears 

wherewith they hear not.  They are like cattle, nay more misguided: 

for they are heedless (Qur‘an 7: 179) 

 

Thinking is the vital function of al-‘aql (intellect) which enables human beings to think and 

reflect on the signs from Almighty God. According to Mohd Nuri Al-Amin and Wan Suhaimi 

(2010), references to al’aql appear forty-nine times in various chapters of the Qur‘an. The 

Qur‘an emphasizes deeply the utilization of thinking faculties for recognizing Allah as the 

Sole Creator of the universe and all creatures.  In the process of recognizing His signs, human 

beings are required to engage in critical contemplation with in-depth reasoning skills; because 



those signs could not be grasped by relying solely on human senses. For example, in 

capturing His signs through the miracles of natural phenomena, the Qur‘an points out that 

meanings of His signs cannot be simply read at face value of the signs, but instead require 

thinking so as to properly interpret them.  

He it is who sends down water from the sky; from it You drink and 

from it (grows) the vegetation on which You send Your Cattle to 

pasture. With it He causes to grow for You the crops, the olives, the 

date-plums, the grapes, and Every kind of fruit.  Verily! In this indeed 

an evident proof and a manifest sign for people who give thought. 

(Al-Nahl,16: 10-11) – Emphasis added by the author. 

 

Islam demands the quality of thinking for recognizing His signs since man is regarded 

as both an abd (servant) and a khalifah (steward) of Almighty God. In Islam, it is 

difficult to talk about these responsibilities without referring first to man‘s nature and 

his relationship with his creator. Allah created man and endowed him with several 

instincts that are essential for his well-being.  Basically, these instincts consist of 

‗needs‘ (such as food, water, oxygen) and ‗wants‘ (including the desire for beauty, 

sexual inclination, knowledge) respectively.  The needs are basic and crucial for the 

survival of an individual. For example, man needs to consume food, water and oxygen.  

These needs are stimulated internally and are compulsory for human beings since they 

will die if these needs are not satisfied. In contrast, the instincts related to ‗wants‘ are 

not related to basic survival.   For example, an individual who did not fulfill the instinct 

of procreation would not necessarily die. However, the satisfaction of these instincts is 

important for the development and well-being of man. Also, the drive for these instincts 

stems from an external environment.  In the process of fulfilling their instincts, Allah 

created the quality of freewill in a human being.  Freewill gives him the power to 

choose the most appropriate way of satisfying these instincts.  Allah says: 

 

Have We not made for him a pair of eyes, and a tongue and a pair of lips, 

and shown him the two ways (good and evil)? (Qur‘an 90:8-10) 

 

Without recognizing and believing in the existence of Allah and His Greatness, the 

quality of freewill may encourage man to discharge from the responsibilities of abd and 

khalifah.  As the servant and steward to Allah, man is responsible for managing this 

world according to His commandments.  In this regard, there is a need for human 

beings to recognize Allah and believe in His Greatness. The more one knows about 

Allah, the more one will become closed and build a spiritual bond with Allah. 

According to Malik Badri (2000), the concept of tafakkur that involves the 

contemplation of the created object and thinking about its Creator leads to a sense of 

submission and appreciation of Allah. This will result in strengthening a believer‘s 

iman (faith) in Allah; the unshakeable belief that Allah is the Eternal, the Absolute, and 

the Creator of the universe.  This includes the strong belief that man must be held 

accountable for his own deeds. In other words, man is fully responsible for the choices 

he makes. Those who choose the right path and abide by the rules of Allah in satisfying 

their instincts will be rewarded, while those who choose the wrong path will be 

punished.  Therefore, Iman forms the foundation for shaping and screening behaviour, 

in addition to cleansing it from all impurities. The relationship is demonstrated in 

Figure 1 below:     
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Figure 1 The relationship between thinking and behaviour 

 

Thinking is obligatory in Islam.  There are three basic elements of Islamic thinking: (a) 

Tafakkur – reflection and contemplation; (b) Al-Yaqin- emphasising the verification of 

knowledge by which to reach the truth; and (c) Al-Adl – stressing the objectivity in the 

decision-making process, thereby prohibiting any type of personal interests.  It is the duty of 

Muslim parents and teachers to instruct their children in these thinking skills. This is the way 

to develop a generation who works for Allah - ―I am appointing representatives on the earth‖. 

 

 

The Purpose of Teaching Thinking in Schools 

The rationales that underlie the need for developing students‘ thinking skills in the current era 

of globalisation are always discussed from both economic and social perspectives. The 

economic perspective is based on the assumption that, in the 21
st
 century, workers require 

thinking skills to compete successfully in today‘s global economy. Most commentators 

reflecting on the changing work environment suggest that the blossoming knowledge 

economy has resulted in an ever-decreasing need for unskilled labour and increased demand 

for educated people who are able to think skilfully (Organisation for Economic Cooperation 

and Development [OECD], 1996). The OECD report in 2005 pointed to the need for 

educational systems across the world to move beyond taught knowledge and skills. The report 

argued that ‗coping with today‘s challenges calls for better development of individuals‘ 

abilities to tackle complex mental tasks, going well beyond the basic production of 

accumulated knowledge‘ (the DeDeCo Project, Executive Summary, 30 June, 2005, p.31).  

 

In the industrialised era, factory tasks were inherently simple and basic technical skills were 

considered more important. However, present technological advances and the need to stay 

competitive in the current era of globalisation require skilled workers who are able to think 

critically, to evaluate alternatives, and to meet complex challenges intelligently (Pithers, 

2000). Similarly, Stromquist (2002) argues that, in order to compete in a global arena, a nation 

needs its workforce to, specifically: develop new ideas and solve problems successfully, 

collaborate and communicate effectively with other people, as well as adapt and function 



flexibly in different contexts and environments. The complexity of modern jobs requires 

thinking workers who demonstrate comprehension and judgment in the world of work 

(Wilson, 2000). The ability to think effectively is necessary in order to meet the demands of 

globalization. These demands are not sufficiently fulfilled by basic skills in education, such as 

literacy, mathematics, science, and so on. Therefore, the development of higher-order thinking 

skills has been emphasised in order to facilitate the transition of students‘ knowledge and 

skills into responsible action, regardless of their particular future role in society (Zoller, 1999, 

2001). 

 

From the social perspective, it reflects the awareness that the ability to think well contributes 

to one‘s psychological well-being. Indeed, many scholars argue that good thinkers are lively, 

well-adjusted individuals who are best able to find life interesting and make good decisions 

(e.g. Nickerson et al., 1985; Baron & Sternberg, 1987). This is important in the era of 

globalisation where citizens are confronted daily with tremendous amounts of information and 

ill-defined problems with real uncertainty as to how they can be solved (Angeli & Valanides, 

2009). This is in line with the view of the former Malaysian Prime Minister, Mahathir 

Mohamad (1991), who believed that higher-level thinking helps citizens to form intelligent 

judgments on public issues. This accordingly contributes democratically to the solution of 

social problems. Similarly, Kuhn (2005) argues that teaching for the enhancement of thinking 

skills is essential for equipping students to participate in and contribute to post-modern 

democratic societies.  

 

As it has been realised that thinking skills are crucial for the well-being of current and future 

society, policy-makers around the world strive to include thinking skills as an important 

educational goal. According to Craft (2007), by the late 1990s policy-makers in several 

countries including Australia, Canada, England, Hong Kong, China, Singapore and the 

Middle East had announced policy initiatives focused on fostering students‘ thinking. This is 

in line with Glevey (2006) who states that: 

 

Present-day technological advances and the need to stay competitive in these 

changing times is driving many of the educational reforms around the world, 

and for a number of national governments the enhancement of thinking is at the 

heart of their policies to raise the educational standards of their schoolchildren. 

(p.291) 

 

In the United States, for example, the Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills (an organisation that 

is responsible for the enhancement of core academic subjects through the development of a 

range of vital skills) has developed the Framework for 21
st
 Century Learning. The Framework 

states that the skills that are crucial for work and life in the 21
st
 century include creativity, 

critical thinking and problem-solving respectively. Moreover, there are various examples of 

innovative curricula and research projects aimed at nurturing creativity and imaginative 

thinking in U.S. schools and classrooms, including: the Creative Classroom Project (Ritchhart 

&  Blythe, 1999, 2001; Ritchhart, Moran, Blythe, & Reese; 2002) the Creative Problem-

Solving programme (Isaksen & Treffinger, 2004), and the Schoolwide Enrichment Model 

(Renzulli, 1994). Renewed interest in the teaching of thinking as part of the English school 

curriculum was stated in policy recommendations from the Schools‘ Curriculum and 

Assessment Authority (SCAA) in the UK:  ‗A course designed to develop critical thinking 

through a review of the nature of knowledge in its various forms should be developed‘ 

(Dearing, 1996, p.37). Some examples of thinking skills programmes in the UK include: the 

Somerset Thinking Skills Course (Blagg & Ballinger, 1989), Martin Lipman‘s Philosophy for 



Children (Lipman, 1985), Cognitive Acceleration through Science Education (CASE) (Adey 

& Shayer, 1994), the ACTS project (Activating Children‘s Thinking Skills) for upper primary 

level (McGuinness et al., 1997), Thinking through Geography (Leat, 1998) and many more. 

In Singapore, the ‗Thinking Schools, Learning Nation‘ (TSLN) educational policy which 

emphasises the development of students‘ critical thinking (Tan & Gopinathan, 2000) was first 

implemented in 1998.  

 

In Malaysia, the teaching of thinking skills has been mandatory since 1993.  The policy 

relating to thinking skills in Malaysia is motivated by the aspiration of the 2020 vision that 

was published in 1991. The vision states explicitly that Malaysia will become a fully 

developed nation by the year 2020. In order to remain competitive, the country needs to 

develop a manpower with the capacity to solve problems, make decisions, think both 

creatively and critically and be able to adapt and adjust to present or future situations 

(Mahathir, 1991). Indeed, the sixth of the nine central challenges in Malaysia Vision 2020 is 

that of ‗establishing a scientific and progressive society, a society that is innovative and 

forward-looking, one that is not only a consumer of technology but also a contributor to the 

scientific and technological civilization of the future‘.  These goals will be achieved by 

focusing on the development of human capital thinking ability. The Director-General of the 

Ministry of Education stated that ―Malaysian citizens who can think skillfully will ensure that 

our country will progress at a faster rate and achieve the status of a developed country by the 

year 2020‖. (Wan Mohd Zahid bin Mohd Noordin, Director General of the Ministry of 

Education, in his foreword, Joseph Low, 2002). 

 

The question then arises of how to teach thinking? Literature indicates that there are three 

common approaches aimed at the development of students‘ thinking skills: 

 

(i) Direct instruction on thinking skills in non-curricular contexts- in a time period 

designed for thinking instruction, students learn how to use explicit thinking strategies, 

commonly guided by the teacher : Examples of this approach include: Martin 

Lipman‘s philosophy for children (Lipman, 1985), Feuerstein‘s Instrumental 

Enrichment (IE) (see Feuerstein et al., 1980) and Edward De Bono‘s CorT programme 

(see De Bono, 1991). 

(ii) Indirect approach which promotes thinking skills in content lessons – the main 

purpose is to promote students‘ understanding of the content – for example: ‗Thinking 

Through Geography‘ by Leat (1998) 

(iii) An infusion approach - a synthesis of approaches (i) and (ii). This emphasises the 

development of knowledge, skills and values in an integrated manner. Infusion lessons 

are taught across the curriculum. Infusion lessons comprise conventional subject 

teaching adapted to bring explicit emphasis to the development of student‘s thinking 

skills.  

 

In Malaysia, the Curriculum Development Centre (CDC) recommended the infusion approach 

(Curriculum Development Centre, 2002).  Through this approach, all teachers are required to 

integrate thinking elements into the teaching and learning process.  In other words, teachers 

should integrate the process of thinking into any subject they teach in school such as: biology, 

chemistry, physics, mathematics, geography, history, etc. Based on the free encyclopedia, 

Wikipedia (Http://en.wikipedia.org), each of the subjects offer students the following 

knowledge: 

 

 Biology -  a natural science concerned with the study of life and living organisms, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_science
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Life
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organism


including their structure, function, growth, evolution, distribution, and taxonomy. 

 Chemistry- a branch of physical science, which is the study of the composition, 

structure, properties and change of matter. Chemistry is chiefly concerned 

with atoms and their interactions with other atoms - for example, the properties of 

the chemical bonds formed between atoms to create chemical compounds. 

 Physics- the natural science that involves the study of matter and its motion through 

space and time, along with related concepts such as energy and force. More broadly, it 

is the general analysis of nature, conducted in order to understand how 

the universe behaves. 

 Mathematics- is the study of topics such as quantity (numbers), structure,
 

space, and change. 

 Geography- is a field of science dedicated to the study of lands, their features, their 

inhabitants, and the phenomena of the Earth. 

 History- is the study of the past, specifically how it relates to humans.
[
 It is 

an umbrella term that relates to past events as well as the discovery, collection, 

organization, and presentation of information about these events. 

 

At the higher education level, research students are actively exploring, investigating, and 

experimenting in an effort to provide answers to their doubts about certain things.  It is clear 

that students, whether in schools or higher education institutions, are taught to think about the 

world surrounding them.  By discovering all the principles and natural laws of the universe, 

humans use the power of their thinking to invent and establish innovative new processes and 

products for fulfilling their instincts. Thus, the purpose of teaching thinking skills in our 

school can be undertaken as illustrated in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2  The Purpose of Teaching Thinking in Schools 
 

The lack of a spiritual element may lead man to ultimately destroy the earth and cause an 

imbalance in the ecosystem. These include problems of air pollution, water pollution, 

landslides, global warming and so on. The report by the Blacksmith Institute in New York  

concerning the world‘s worst pollution problems estimates that the health of some 125 

million people is at risk from toxic pollution globally (Http://www. worstpolluted.org). The 

environment is both directly and indirectly affected by human activities.  For example, a 

stone crusher adds a significant amount of suspended particulate matter and noise into the 

atmosphere. Automobiles produce nitrogen, sulphur dioxide, carbon dioxide, and carbon 

monoxide which consequently pollute the atmosphere. Domestic sewage and run off from 

agricultural fields, laden with pesticides and fertilizers, pollute water bodies. These are only a 

few examples which show how human activities pollute the environment.  All these indicate 

that men have discharged from their responsibility as the servants and stewards of Allah. This 

responsibility requires them to maintain peace, harmony, and justice though making good use 

of all the resources and faculties that Allah has endowed them with. The realisation of this 

responsibility must start from knowing, recognizing and believing in Allah.  Thus, all 

teaching and learning should be directed toward recognizing the Greatness of the Creator. For 

example, the geography teacher should not only focus on teaching about lands, their features, 
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their inhabitants, and the phenomena of the Earth. Instead, at the same time, they should 

recount it in the context of its relationship to the Creator.  By doing so, they will realise that 

all the resources in this world belong to Allah. This is very important for developing a 

spiritual bond with Allah. Intellectual growth without spiritual development is aimless 

wandering, in the same way that spiritual development without the intellectual component is 

meaningless! (Ibrahim Syed,    

http://www.irfi.org/articles/articles_101_150/critical_thinking.htm).  

 

 

Conclusion  

 

This paper discusses the purpose of thinking from an Islamic perspective and highlights the 

differences in the purposes of teaching thinking as occurs in schools. The lack of a spiritual 

element in the teaching and learning activities in our schools makes the purpose of teaching 

thinking limited toward materialism. Therefore, it is essential for Islamic countries to rethink 

the right framework for their education. This is important in an effort to cultivate a good man 

(insan al-salih) who goes through life ―enjoying what is right, forbidding what is wrong and 

believing in Allah‖ (Qur‘an 3:104, trans Yusuf Ali, 1983).  
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