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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION OF
Mesfer Alwadai, for the Doctor of Philosophy degree in Curriculum and Instruction, presented

on February 21, 2014, at Southern Illinois University Carbondale.

TITLE: ISLAMIC TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF IMPROVING CRITICAL

THINKING SKILLS IN SAUDI ARABIAN ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS

MAJOR PROFESSOR: DR. John Mclntyre, A Professor of Curriculum and instruction, Ed.D. ,

Southern Illinois University Carbondale, Chair, Department of Curriculum and Instruction

The intent of this explanatory sequential mixed-method study is to examine Islamic
teachers’ thoughts on improving critical thinking skills in elementary schools in the
Southwestern province of Saudi Arabia. This study involves the collection of quantitative data
and an explanation of the quantitative results with qualitative data. In the first phase, a survey
was administered to Islamic teachers in Saudi elementary schools to assess their opinions on
improving students’ critical thinking skills and to identify the factors that influence or hinder
their implementation of critical thinking instruction. In the second phase, qualitative data was
collected using semi-structured interviews with a number of Islamic teachers in order to explore
more fully their perceptions toward improving students’ critical thinking skills in Saudi
elementary schools. The reason for collecting both quantitative and qualitative data was to obtain
a better understanding of the gathered information than would be possible using only one of
these methods.

In regard to the barriers for improving the critical thinking ability of elementary

education students, the participants reported seven major obstacles, which are student ability,



teaching methods, classroom structure, Saudi society and the school community, pre-service
teachers preparation programs and in-service teacher professional developmental programs, and
the Islamic studies curriculum. The highest ranked obstacle was student ability, with an overall
mean of 4.31on a 5-point scale. Teaching methods, with a total mean of 4.29, was the second
most cited barrier. The third was classroom structure, with a total mean of 3.72. The study
participants ranked society and school community as the fourth obstacle, with a total mean of
3.70, and pre-service teachers preparation programs and in-service teacher professional
developmental programs with a total mean of 2.69. The Islamic studies curriculum was ranked
sixth in obstacles to improving critical thinking for elementary education students, with a total
mean of 2.57.

These findings suggest there is a need to also examine female Islamic teachers’
perceptions toward critical thinking in the Southwestern region of Saudi Arabia in order to
identify the similarities and differences between the perceptions of male and female teachers.
It is vital to investigate perceptions of teacher of other disciplines, such as language art, social
science, English, and math, in an effort to provide policy makers in the Ministry of Education
with a holistic picture of the Saudi educational system. Qualitative studies, interviews with
students, and classroom observations can be carried out to investigate students’ perceptions as
to how critical thinking is taught in the classroom and whether teaching style is a primary
obstacle to it being taught. There is an urgent need for an in depth examination of the influence
society and the school community has on teaching students’ thinking in general and critical
thinking in particular. Finally, more research is needed on the pre-service education programs
and in-service professional training programs in terms of building teaching programs on critical

thinking skills.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Critical thinking is the highest level of mental activity with regard to daily human
interaction. It enables people to engage in the processes of making decisions and planning work
(Howie, 2011). Throughout the last decades of the 20" century, the importance of developing
children’s critical thinking skills has increased. This is due to increasing complexity and shifting
realities of modern life that have increased the need for generating new knowledge,
comprehension, judgment, and evaluation skills in order to deal with job market requirements.

G. F. Smith (2002) contended that the importance of developing the learner’s critical
thinking skills has increased in the past decade because these skills are core life skills.
Accordingly, it is essential to improve cognitive skills during childhood, to help students succeed
in their future lives in several key areas such as meeting marketplace demands and solving
societal problems. McGuinness (2005) stressed the importance of improving critical thinking
skills inside and outside of the classroom environment. In fact, developing cognitive skills at
an early age would enable students to become higher-level thinkers allowing them to make
rational and wise judgments, and able to justify their personal decisions and behaviors. Critical
thinking encourages children to shape their personal opinions and attitudes instead of simply
restating those of other’s by investigating issues from different perspectives and viewpoints with
logically -reasoned arguments in order to persuade others. McGuinness (2005) pointed out that
critical thinkers are able to think and pursue truth by controlling their emotions and beliefs.

The need for improving students’ cognitive abilities within the school environment is
explicitly suggested for several reasons. First of all, Ozkan-Akan (2003) stated that

the improvement of critical thinking skills in schools has become one of the main goals of the



school curriculum and higher education programs in terms of creating citizens who are skilled
at attempting to discover new things instead of restating what other people have already
accomplished. Moreover, the improvement of thinking skills aims to inform and challenge
people’s thinking skills in terms of critiquing and verifying knowledge in general and school
curriculum in particular. The results of critical thinking studies show that education and critical
thinking must be parallel to achieve these goals (Ozkan-Akan, 2003).

Another important reason for improving learners’ mental abilities through the school
context is to enhance children’s mental growth by providing them with opportunities that
challenge their thinking processes. For instance, John Dewey (as cited in Kelly, 2009) was
concerned with the importance of children’s developmental stages and acknowledged that
children are born with the ability to think. Therefore, Fisher (in press) justified that “most of
the growth of the human brain occurs in early childhood: by the age of six, the brain in most
children is approximately 90% of its adult size” (p. 1). It is the educator’s responsibility to train
children to think well because their brains are “still growing, [teaching thinking skills] may be
more effective than waiting until the brain is fully developed. Cognitive challenge is important at
all stages, but especially in the early years of education” (Fisher, in press, p. 1).

Howie (2011) mentioned that there are a number of children’s organizations and
educational conferences that have addressed the importance of improving children’s cognitive
abilities at an early age. These organizations have recommended teachers use multiple teaching
strategies and application opportunities to produce critical thinkers. For instance, the Convention
on the Rights of the Child (1989) and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with

Disabilities and Council of Europe Disability Action Plan (2006) made recommendations



regarding developing students’ cognitive abilities, talents, and creativity in the classroom
environment through complex learning activities in order to prepare them for the future.

As a result, a number of schools across the world (Burke, Williams, & Skinner, 2007)
recently reformed their elementary school curriculum in an attempt to develop the students’
cognitive abilities using different teaching strategies and learning techniques. This was achieved
by switching the emphasis from imparting information and content to the students to improving
the students’ thinking skills in terms of elevating what they have already learned and what
should be learned. Therefore, countries such as Saudi Arabia have developed rigorous education
standards (Alwehaibi, 2012; Thibeault, 2004) and school curricula (Sa-U & Abdurrahman, 2008;
Tengku, 1994) in order to produce capable, creative, and critical school graduates. These school
graduates should be able to critique, verify, and deliberate with other people in a meaningful way
on issues that affect society.

As an example, the Saudi educational system recently made remarkable progress in both
higher and elementary education levels in terms of focusing on developing students’ thinking
skills through different techniques and strategies (Al-Miziny, 2010). In addition, improving
cognitive abilities has become a primary, fundamental, and valued educational goal because
education and accelerating pupils thinking are inseparable. For that, the Saudi Ministry of
Education recently reformed its educational system’s components, i.e. curriculum, teacher
training programs, research, school structure, and technology equipment, for creating a useful
learning environment that leads to developing students’ thinking skills overall and critical
thinking specifically. It mainly attempts to meet the children’s mental growth and to apply
the recommendations of recent children’s education conferences, such as the Convention on

the Rights of the Child (Ministry of Education - Saudi Arabia - Strategic Plan, 1974).



Furthermore, Stedman and Adams (2012) mentioned that in in 2004, numerous leaders of
colleges and universities determined that critical thinking is a primary core life skill and central
to mental and practical skills. They determined that teachers and school curricula must work
together to foster students’ thinking.

Allamnakrah (2013) mentioned that the Saudi educational system must be reformed and
redesigned toward core life skills. This improvement is essential as Saudi Arabia moves toward
advanced global technology and business competition. Also, he stated that global competition
requires analytical and critical thinkers who are able to make effective, profitable, and wise
decisions based on a variety of information. Therefore, teachers may escalate students’ learning
from the lower to higher levels by providing challenging ideas and supporting evidence.
Alwehaibi (2012) addressed the priorities of the Saudi educational system that are “to equip
pupils with the foundation skills, attitudes and expectations necessary to prosper in a changing
society and to encourage creativity and ambitions” (Alwehaibi, 2012, p. 1).

Although the importance of improving students’ critical thinking through the school
environment has become evident, numerous studies examined Saudi students’ critical thinking
ability in secondary schools (Al-Miziny, 2010; Al Gamdi, 2008), high schools (Al-Essa, 2009;
Al-Qahtani, 1995), and at the university level (Alwehaibi, 2012; Allamnakrah, 2013). They
reported that Saudi students lack the ability to think critically and any educational reforms must
include critical thinking in the school curriculum. These studies attributed this problem to several
factors such as school curricula, learning activities, and teacher preparation programs. Similarly,
Al-Qahtani (1995) found that the majority of Saudi students lacked critical thinking skills due to
the deficiency of critical thinking skills taught in school courses and the failure of instructors to

teach critical thinking skills to students.



In response to the deficiency of critical thinking among students, researchers
acknowledge that improving learners’ critical thinking skills depends primarily on the teachers
(e.g., Dunn, 1988; Smith, L., 2002; Sa-U & Abdurrahman, 2008; Tengku, 1994; Thibeault,
2004). Furthermore, Ozkan-Akan (2003) asserted that teachers’ perceptions affect the
enhancement of students’ critical thinking abilities either positively or negatively. Similarly,
teachers’ lack of sufficient theoretical and practical knowledge of critical thinking skills is
probably hindering their professional ability to facilitate the development of critical thinking
skills among learners (Kowalczyk, Hackworth & Case-smith, 2012). Therefore, studies have
investigated the relationship among teacher perceptions of improving critical thinking skills and
implementing critical thinking strategies in the classroom setting (Ozkan-Akan, 2003).

In general, these studies have shown that teachers influence improvement in students’
critical thinking across all education disciplines. These studies also identified the obstacles of
teaching critical thinking skills and the relationships between the teachers’ educational
background and attitudes toward improving cognitive abilities. For example, teachers’
perceptions are influenced by a number of factors when it comes to improving thinking skills in
US, Jordan and Turkey secondary schools and high schools. These include teaching methods,
appreciation of teaching thinking, teacher’s educational background, teaching experiences,
teaching methods, classroom equipment, the learning materials, and the societal and school
communities.

This study aimed to examine Islamic teachers’ perceptions toward improving students’
critical thinking skills and to identify the factors that encourage or hinder Islamic teachers’

implementation of critical thinking instruction in Saudi Arabian elementary schools.



Defining Critical Thinking Skills

It is essential to specify, define, and characterize the meaning of improving critical
thinking in order to understand the study’s concepts. As research indicates, common confusion
occurs when researchers use “critical thinking” interchangeably with others mental skills, such as
decision-making, creative thinking, problem solving, and metacognition. It is often assumed
these terms are synonyms for critical thinking. However, critical thinking has a different
meaning from creative thinking, analytic thinking, and metacognition.

Literature devoted to critical thinking has offered a number of explanations of critical
thinking and its categories. Klein (2011) stated that critical thinking is a major element of human
mental abilities, which is accountable for many task achievements because it is more evaluation
and synthesis than application or analysis.

David defined critical thinking skills as “problem solving, decision making, reading, and
reflecting, and making predictions about what might happen” (as cited in Moore, 2009, p. 222).
Matthew added that critical thinking skills are the processing and integration of knowledge and
experience through different methods, such as editing, reorganizing, and evaluating information
(as cited in Moore, 2009). Moreover, Halpern (1996) defined improving critical thinking as using
strategies to improve the likelihood of desirable results; for example, one of the thinking
strategies is using questioning skills to check understanding, and evaluating the viewpoints,
as Maiorana (1992) mentioned. Furthermore, it

involves teaching learners about their mental processes and how these can be used

for problem solving. It requires us as teachers to intervene at the level of the

mental process and teach individuals what processes to use, when to use them,

and how to use them in workable strategies for task solution. (Howie, 2011, p. 11)



Additionally, Moore (2009) defined critical thinking using the Random House College
Dictionary, which defines thinking as

to employ one’s mind rationally and objectively in evaluating or dealing with

a given situation; to have certain things as the subjects of one thoughts; to

consider something as a possible action, choice, etc.; to invent or conceive of

something. (p. 222)

The interest of improving critical thinking has increased rapidly since the 21% century and
has become the most important criterion for evaluating school curriculum outcomes (Klein,
2011). Similarly, Beyth-Marom (as cited in Cotton 1991) drew attention to the importance of
teaching critical thinking skills to students in early stages of their education for making good and
rewarding decisions by stating that “teaching skills are necessary tools in a society characterized
by rapid change and numerous and collective choices and decisions” (p. 2).

In addition, Costa (1998) and Howie (2011) emphasized the importance of improving
student critical thinking skills inside the school curriculum to enable students to solve personal
and societal problems, thereby becoming more productive and effective citizens. Improving
critical thinking is being increasingly recognized by many experts as one of the fundamental
goals of education; especially with the need of students to be furnished with lifelong critical
thinking skills and permanent knowledge in a constantly morphing society (Robinson, 1987).

Additionally, Bloom’s taxonomy used a hierarchy to organize thinking skills levels from
the simplest level, which is memorization and recall of facts (knowledge), to the most complex
level, which is the evaluating and judging knowledge in order to shape and construct personal
realm knowledge (evaluation). Educators should accelerate students’ thinking skills using the

Bloom classification in order to escalate them from the lowest cognitive level to the highest.



It is important to distinguish critical thinking from other thinking terms, such as creative
thinking, which means the process wherein new ideas and concepts are developed, which is the
result of gathering information by questioning. Moore (2009) illustrated that the human brain
consists of two hemispheres: “the right hemisphere is responsible for generating ideas and
images and the left hemisphere is specifically for critiques and evaluations” (p. 120).
Metacognition is defined as “thinking about thinking” that contains “the invisible thinking skills
such as self-interrogation, self-checking, self-monitoring, and analyzing, as well as memory
aids” (Moore, 2009, p. 228). Metacognition gives students a chance to examine their
understanding of what they have already learned through effective strategies and gives them the
ability to predict what will happen based upon their background knowledge. Moreover, it helps
students to assess their thinking processes by using and applying different approaches from the
easiest way to the most complex. In addition, metacognition shapes students’ minds and enables
them to become more confident and independent learners.

Finally, problem solving focuses on identifying the cause and effect of a problem in order
to resolve it. In studying a specific problem, teachers and students have to follow the scientific
steps which are stating the study problem, stating the study hypothesis, testing, collecting data,
testing the hypothesis, and reaching a conclusion.

Teaching Methods to Improving Critical Thinking Skills

Improving the critical thinking skills of student is a major school task. Promoting
students’ abilities to solve the complex issues and to think critically is often a criterion for school
accreditation, but it is also a major school problem related to teaching methods and assessment

tools as mentioned by Green (1993). As evidence, Bissell and Lemons (as cited in Scott, 2008)



found that the average U.S. undergraduate student rarely practices critical thinking in their
courses, which affects their critical thinking skills in the long term.

For accelerated student critical thinking, Howie (2011) stated that approaches in teaching
thinking skills are categorized based upon Harpaz’s three classifications:

The skills type of approach (teaching various thinking means, such as strategies, that

render thinking process more effective, fast and precise; the disposition types

of approach (a thinking disposition being in Harpaz terms, a reasoned motivation for

a certain thinking pattern, a thinking quality such as open-mindedness, depth,

systematic thinking); and the understanding type of approach (Harpaz considers that

knowledge and thinking are interconnected and this type of approach makes clear the

conditions under which knowledge becomes understanding). (p. 11)
Obstacles of to Improving Critical Thinking Skills

Although the significance of developing students thinking skills is becoming understood,
there are several factors that hinder and impede the progression of critical thinking abilities such
as society, parents’ educational background, parents’ social class (Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009),
parental involvement with schools teaching methods (Beyer, 1984; Brookfield, 1987), learning
materials that depends on the factual knowledge that limits using judgment and evaluation skills
(Lauer, 2005; Maiorana, 1992), classroom environment, and teachers (Alazzi, 2008; Bataineh &
Alazzi, 2009; Fisher, 2007; Ozkan-Akan, 2003).

Alazzi (2008) asserted that society and community culture are considered the most
common obstacle to improving critical thinking because they favor harmony and security.
Therefore, “questioning authority figures such as parents, teachers, school administrators, and

politicians is interpreted as disrespectful behavior and opposing the accepted ways of doing
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things so that critiquing and questioning knowledge and authorities is not promoted in their
societies” (p. 10).

There are several factors influencing the teacher’s implementation of critical thinking
among students such as teaching methods, appreciation of teaching thinking, teacher’s
educational background, teaching experiences, teaching methods, classroom equipment, and the
learning materials (Bensley, Crowe, Bernhardt, Buckner, & Allman 2010; & L. Smith, 2002).

Tengku (1994) and Sa-U and Abdurrahman (2008) pointed out that educators play a
heavy and active role in the successful development or hampering of critical thinking abilities
across all educational levels based on their positive or negative perceptions. Research is needed
to reveal whether or not critical thinking skills are currently being taught in Saudi elementary
schools.

As a result, some Saudi researchers, such as Alwehaibi (2012) argued for inclusion of
critical thinking skills in schools across all educational disciplines in order to meet global
business demands. They recommended future studies to identify the obstacles to improving
critical thinking skills across all the educational disciplines and for elementary school students.
The study aimed to examine Islamic teachers’ perceptions of teaching thinking skills in the
elementary schools in the Southwestern region of Saudi Arabia. It sought to examine the factors
influencing Islamic educators’ perceptions of developing critical thinking skills, to identify the
obstacles to improving critical thinking skills in Saudi elementary school, to recognize the
benefits of teaching thinking skills, and to persuade teachers to employ critical thinking

frequently-- all in an effort to improve the students’ thinking skills.
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Problem Statement

The goal of this research study was to examine the perceptions of male Islamic teachers
toward the teaching of critical thinking skills at the elementary school level in Saudi Arabia.
Improving critical thinking skills depends mainly on the teachers who play an essential role in
the development of thinking skills in elementary-age school children. Dunn (1988), G. F. Smith
(2002), Tengku (1994), Thibeault (2004) and Sa-U and Abdurrahman (2008) asserted that
teachers have a positive influence on the academic learning and personal skills of their students.

Teachers can greatly bolster student thinking abilities; however, their perceptions toward
teaching thinking skills and their lack of sufficient theoretical and practical knowledge of
thinking skills can also be a hindrance to their ability to facilitate the learning process
(Kowalczyk et al., 2012). Rosanai and Suhailah (as cited in Sa-U & Abdurrahman, 2008) found
“the teachers’ senses of efficacy and value of teaching thinking influenced their perception on
teaching students thinking” (p. 146).

However, Tengku (1994) argued that there are several factors other than teachers that can
impede the development of thinking skills such as learning materials, classroom environment,
and teaching methods. Similarly, Salem (as cited in Sa-U & Abdurrahman, 2008) stated that
a number of “factors affecting thinking skills included the teachers’ role in promoting students’
use of teaching skills, the participation of students, educational methodology, text and extra-
textual materials, educational media, and educational setting” (p. 67).

Purpose Statement
Teachers play a significant role in successfully improving the critical thinking abilities

of elementary school students (e.g., Alwehaibi, 2012; Sa-U & Abdurrahman, 2008). However,
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research is needed to reveal whether or not Islamic teachers are aware of the significance of
improving children’s critical thinking skills by using them in the real world.
The intent of this explanatory sequential mixed-method study was to examine Islamic
teachers’ thoughts on improving critical thinking skills in elementary schools in the
Southwestern province of Saudi Arabia. This study involved the collection of quantitative data
and used qualitative data to explain the quantitative findings. In the first phase, a survey was
administered to male Islamic teachers in Saudi elementary schools to assess their opinions on
improving students’ critical thinking skills and to investigate the factors that influence or hinder
Islamic teachers’ implementation of critical thinking instruction in elementary schools. In the
second phase, qualitative data was gathered through using semi-structured interviews with
Islamic teachers in order to explore more fully their perceptions toward improving students’
critical thinking skills in Saudi elementary schools. The reason for collecting both quantitative
and qualitative data was to get a better understanding of information than would be obtained by
either type of method alone. This study attempted to answer the following research questions:
1- How do male Islamic elementary school teachers define critical thinking?
2- What are the perceptions of male Islamic elementary school teachers on
improving critical thinking skills among students in Saudi Arabian elementary schools?
3- What are the factors that influence the implementation of critical thinking
instruction by male Islamic elementary school teachers in Saudi Arabian elementary
schools?

Significance of the Problem

In response to the lack of critical thinking among students, researchers (Dunn, 1988;

Sa-U & Abdrahman, 2008; G. F. Smith, 2002; Tengku, 1994; & Thibeault, 2004) acknowledged
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that improving learner critical thinking skills largely depends on the teacher. As such, these
studies identified the obstacles in teaching critical thinking skills and the relationships between
the teachers’ educational background and attitudes toward improving cognitive abilities.

Al-Qahtani (1995) mentioned there have been a number of previous studies devoted
exclusively to the development of thinking skills generally in Saudi Arabia, but these studies
revealed the significance of inclusion of thinking skills into school curriculum and programs.
Alwehaibi (2012) called for more studies to examine Saudi teachers’ perceptions toward
improving thinking skills among students and their influence on students’ thinking skills
progress across all the educational levels. To date, no study has examined Saudi Arabian
teachers’ perceptions toward improving critical thinking skills among elementary education
students. Furthermore, Alwehaibi (2012) suggested that the results from such studies should be
integrated into teacher education programs in order to train pre-service and in-service teachers in
how to improve Saudi Arabian students’ critical thinking skills. Additionally, she stated a need
also exists for the use of a mixed-methods research design in order to understand the teachers’
views on improving critical thinking in the elementary school.

This study attempted to contribute to the process of improving the Saudi educational
system by examining the Islamic teacher’s perceptions with the goal of improving critical
thinking skills in elementary schools. This research may help the decision makers think about the
teacher candidate preparation programs in terms of pre-service and in-service teachers’ training
programs. Therefore, examining prospective teachers’ beliefs and opinions could offer the
decision makers in teacher educational colleges and universities with essential focus on critical
thinking skills. The new focus might help administrators of teacher education programs design

useful thinking and learning courses delivered through effective teaching methods (Tarman,
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2012). Eventually, the current study would reflect the students’ learning quality by producing
productive and effective students in the classroom environment.
Assumption
This study made the assumption that Islamic teachers would honestly and impartially
report their perceptions toward teaching thinking skills in the elementary school level in an effort
to help researchers produce accurate and precise findings for teacher preparation programs.
Limitations
This study incorporated the following limitations:
1. The study’s population was limited to examining male Islamic teachers’ perceptions
of thinking skills in the public elementary schools within the Southwestern region of Saudi
Arabia due to the Saudi Ministry of Education regulations.
2. The in-service teachers who were selected for the study have backgrounds in thinking
skills, either through their university preparation or professional teaching training programs
based on the national report on education development in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
(2013).
3. The results of this study were generalized only to Islamic teachers’ perceptions of
critical thinking skills in Saudi elementary schools.
Definitions of Terms
Certain terms require a clear definition so that the reader may understand the study
concepts.
Critical thinking: I used Facione’s definition of critical thinking, which is the “purposeful,
self-regulatory judgment which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference,

as well as explanation of the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or
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contextual considerations upon which that judgment is based” (as cited in Smith & Stitts, 2013,
p. 75).

In this study, critical thinking is a different learning method from memorizing knowledge
and facts. It involves differentiating one thing from another based on observation and collecting
real evidence. By implementing critical thinking strategies, educators improve students’ abilities
in terms of comparison, contrast, classification, making assumptions, and applying knowledge in
new situations. In this study, the term critical thinking refers to how a student shows that he or
she is able to think. The following section identifies the similarities and differences among
critical thinking, problem solving, and creative thinking.

Teacher perceptions: Susuwele-Banda (2005) defined perceptions as personal understanding and
opinions about a specific topic believed by an individual that are generated from life experience,
educational practice, or external influential factors.

In this study, I defined the teacher’s perceptions as beliefs, thoughts, insights, opinions,
and awareness toward specific educational concerns such as thinking, student academic
performance, social problems and changing behaviors.

Islamic studies: Jamjoom (2010) identified Islamic studies as subjects considered primary
courses across all Saudi educational system levels. Islamic studies include “Quran, Tajwid
(conventions of Quranic recitation), Tafisr (Quranic interpretation), Hadith (sayings of Prophet
Mohammad [peace be upon him], Figh (Islamic jurisprudence), and Tawheed (the Oneness of
God)” (p. 547). These subjects are critical in terms of students passing to the next level

or repeating an academic year. Islamic studies carry a weight of 30% of the student grade point

average at the middle (intermediate) and high schools levels (Jamjoom, 2010).
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Islamic teachers: A teacher who holds an undergraduate degree (either bachelor or associate
degree) in Islamic studies and teaches several subjects in morals, manners, and ethics in the
formal education system.
Society and school communities: In this study, society is defined as group of people who live in
a certain place, share diversity of experience, and have similar characteristics regardless of their
social-class or economic status. The school community includes all the school staff, teachers, and
students.
Saudi elementary school:

Children enter elementary education at the age of 6; the duration of studies is six

years. Exceptions can be made for children three months under 6 years, especially

for those who have followed the pre-elementary stage. All elementary schools are

day schools. Schools are not co-educational. Pupils who pass the examination at

the end of Grade VI are awarded the Elementary Education Certificate, qualifying

them for study in the intermediate school. (UNESCO, n.d,)

Essentially, elementary schools are described as primary schools in the constitution of

the Saudi Ministry of Education.
Saudi Ministry of Education: The Saudi Ministry of Education governs the formal education
system that consists of the primary (elementary), intermediate (middle), and the high school,
totaling 12 years of schooling.
Summary

Chapter one illustrated the need for this study based on research from different
perspectives. Chapter one also addressed the importance of improving thinking skills in the early

childhood stage because of the benefits to students, teachers, and societies. This chapter



17

presented the purpose of the study, which is examining Islamic teachers’ perceptions on
improving thinking skills in Saudi elementary schools. Chapter two presented the study literature
review and explanation of the study’s contributions to the body of thinking knowledge. Chapter
three presented the procedures for collecting the study data, the study population, etc. Chapter
four addressed the study data analysis. Chapter five summarized the study findings and provided

recommendations that would benefit the stakeholders of the study.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE

This chapter presents a reviewing literature on critical thinking, the importance of
developing critical thinking in general and in Saudi Arabia in particular, teaching methods to
improving critical thinking, the definition of teacher perceptions, the obstacles to improving
critical thinking, and a summary of the literature review.

Toward a Definition of Critical Thinking

Critical thinking is considered the highest intellectual activity in human interactions and
enables people to engage in the process of making meaningful decisions (Howie, 2011).
Additionally, it is considered a central component of human cognitive abilities.

Teaching students’ thinking skills in general, and critical thinking specifically, has a long
history throughout the plethora of educational philosophy movements from Socrates to modern-
day theorists. However, “it was not until the 1950°s that critical thinking began being officially
taught in the schools as an essential life skill by encompassing these skills within the school
curriculum” (Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009, p. 57). “The need for an educated citizenry and quality
workforce and citizens’ ability to think critically and reason well has been regarded as important
and necessary outcomes of education” (Alazzi, 2008, p. 243) and was viewed as the main reason
for emphasizing the teaching of critical thinking skills.

John Dewey, who is widely known as a father of democratic education, underscored the
crucial role of improving young learners’ intellectual abilities through their environment and
sharing experiences with others because people are born with the aptitude and capability to think
critically. Jean Piaget, an educational theorist known for his epistemological investigation

of children’s cognitive development, highlighted the considerable roles teachers play in
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preparing children to examine the value of knowledge and to think critically, in order to
reconstruct and invent new things in order to succeed in life (Ozkan-Akan, 2003).
Importance of Developing Critical Thinking

During the last decades of the 20" century, the importance of developing children’s
thinking skills has increased because the increasing complexity and shifting realities of modern
life increased the need for generating new knowledge, comprehension, judgment, and evaluation
skills in order to deal with job market requirements. Furthermore, critical thinking has recently
become an essential qualification demanded by employers seeking solutions to unexpected
problems and strategies for successfully competing on the global business market (Alazzi, 2008;
Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009). Therefore, improving critical thinking has become a significant school
task in the 21% century. G. F. Smith (2002) contended that the importance of developing learner
critical thinking skills has been increased in the past decade because they are essential core life
skills.

Throughout the 20™ century, studies have emphasized the importance of improving
cognitive skills in young children because of their high capability of learning basic knowledge,
values, aptitudes, and general competencies. Fisher (in press) stated, “most of the growth
of the human brain occurs in early childhood: by the age of six, the brain in most children is
approximately 90% of its adult size” (p. 1). McGuinness (2005) stressed the importance
of teaching critical thinking skills to children to enable them to become higher-level thinkers,
thereby producing creative thoughts that prepare them to become tomorrow’s leaders.

Similarly, Fisher (in press) insisted that teachers should take children’s mental development into

account at an early age because it “may be more effective than waiting until the brain is fully
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developed. Cognitive challenge is important at all stages, but especially in the early years of
education” (p.1).

It is essential to improve thinking skills in general (Burke et al., 2007; Kowalczyk,
Hackworth & Case-smith, 2012; Marlow & Inman, 1992) and critical thinking skills in particular
in elementary school students (Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Sa-U & Abdurrahman, 2008; Stedman &
Adams, 2012) and secondary school levels students (Alazzi, 2008; Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009;
Furtado, 2010; Zeteroglu, Dogan, & Derman, 2011). Several studies have stressed the
importance of improving students’ thinking skills in higher education such as high schools,
colleges, and universities (Alwehaibi, 2012; Bensley et al., 2010; Innabi & El Sheikh, 2007).
Moreover, Peterson, Kromrey, Borg, and Lewis (1990) stressed the importance
of developing students’ critical thinking skills within the healthcare discipline and as a general
interdisciplinary skill as addressed in Hudgins and Edelman’s study.

As mentioned above, all these studies advocated improving students’ thinking skills for
several reasons. The most important of which is the how the students will benefit in the future.

Developing individuals [critical thinking] from childhood is considered an

important objective of education in order to solve problems in today’s already

complicated physical and social environment and thus to adapt. On the other

hand, one of the reasons why [critical development] should gain importance in

education is the need of the child to reach original solutions and realize his/her

full potential. (Zeteroglu et al., 2012, p. 3137)

Improving Critical Thinking in Saudi Arabia
Many schools around the world, particularly in Middle Eastern countries, have reformed

elementary school curricula because the educational stakeholders (i.e. parents and administers)-
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think the school curriculum restrains and inhibits the development of the students’ analytical and
critical thinking skills. Reforming education consists of improving teaching methods by
switching the emphasis from imparting information to the students to examining and evaluating
knowledge in order to improve the students’ cognitive abilities. This allows students to achieve
their potential goals and to play an active role in their countries’ reformist developments (Alazzi,
2008; Alwehaibi, 2012; Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009).

For example, the Saudi educational system recently made remarkable progress in both
higher and elementary education levels in focusing on developing students’ thinking skills
through different techniques and strategies. This is because “Saudi education has been subject to
a great deal of criticism for its lack of focus on critical thinking and problem solving
and overemphasis on memorization” (Al Ghamdi, Hamdan & Deraney, 2013, p. 178). Improving
cognitive abilities has become a primary, fundamental, and valued educational goal because
education and accelerating pupils’ thinking are inseparable. Therefore, the Saudi Ministry
of Education’s efforts of reforming its educational system and the industrial movement in the
Saudi society create a need for developing students’ thinking skills overall, and critical thinking
skills in particular, using a professional approach. Saudi educators have argued for the inclusion
of critical thinking skills in schools across all educational disciplines in order to be globally
competitive in the business world (Alwehaibi, 2012).

In addition, they called for instruction in critical thinking in elementary schools,
specifically in order to advance the students’ skills and attitudes toward effective thinking by
applying them in different subjects. However, the issue of how to improve students’ critical
thinking skills still remains a widely controversial topic among all the Saudi education

stakeholders such as parents, educators, and policy makers.
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Although the importance of improving students’ critical thinking through the school
environment has become evident, Alwehaibi (2012) reported that Saudi students lacked the
ability to think critically. Likewise, Cameron (2011), an English teacher in the Saudi Technical
and Vocational Training Corporation-- Riyadh College of Technology-- stated “the majority of
youth in the Saudi Arabia are not equipped with critical thought skills or provided the
opportunities to display dissatisfaction” (p. 1). Alwehaibi (2012) attributed this problem to
several factors such as school curricula, learning activities, teacher preparation programs, and
teacher perceptions toward teaching thinking skills.

Thus, Alwehaibi (2012) pointed out there is a need for examining teachers’ perceptions
toward improving thinking skills and how educators influence the progress of pupils’ thinking
skills across all educational levels with the purpose of increasing the quality of teacher candidate
programs for pre-service teachers and training programs for in-service teachers. Alwehaibi
(2012) called for further studies to examine Saudi teachers’ perceptions toward improving
thinking skills among students and their influence on the progress of students’ thinking skills
across all the educational levels. Furthermore, Alwehaibi (2012) suggested that results from such
studies should be integrated into teacher education programs in order to train pre-service and in-
service teachers on how to improve Saudi learners’ critical thinking abilities.

Defining Critical Thinking Skills

There is an ongoing theoretical debate among researchers as to the definition of critical
thinking. Influencing this debate are issues related to individual understandings of terms,
research needs and interests, researchers’ cultural backgrounds, and educational philosophies
of the researchers (Alazzi, 2008, Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Sa-U & Abdrahman, 2008). Therefore, it is

necessary to define what this study means by critical thinking because “if educators and
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psychologists do not know the meaning of critical thinking, how can researchers improve it.
Considerations of critical thinking have remained largely in the realm of theoretical speculation,
working assumptions, anecdotal observation and pedagogical discussion” (Robinson, 2005,

p. 26).

It is also necessary to define critical thinking to help the reader understand the study’s
concepts. Literature devoted to thinking skills overall and critical thinking exclusively has
offered a variety of explanations of critical thinking and its categories. Scholars have defined
critical thinking from different perspectives. For example, Facione (as cited in Smith & Stitts,
2013) who has made major contributions to the subject of the philosophy of critical thinking,
defined critical thinking as “habitually inquisitive, flexible, orderly in complex matters, and
diligent in seeking relevant information” (p. 75). He also found “that the interpretation, analysis,
evaluation, inference, explanation and self-regulation were the cognitive skills at the core of
critical thinking” (as cited in Smith & Stitts, 2013, p. 75).

Halpern’s (1996) and Paul and Elder’s (2008) definitions were essentially consistent with
Facione (as cited in Klein, 2011). They defined critical thinking based on the analytical process,
either theoretically or practically. Halpern (as cited in Klein, 2011) defined critical thinking as
“purposeful, reasoned, and goal directed - - the kind of thinking involved in solving problems,
formulating inferences, calculating likelihoods, and making decisions” (p. 1). However, he
pointed out the word

critical is not meant to imply finding fault, as it might be used in a pejorative way

to describe someone who is always making negative comments. It is used instead

in the sense of ‘critical’ that involves evaluation or judgment, ideally with the
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goal of providing useful and accurate feedback that serves to improve the thinking

process. (Halpern, 1996, p. 451)

Paul and Elder (2007) described critical thinking as “the art of analyzing and evaluating
thinking with a view to improving it” (p. 2). Additionally, Innabi and El Sheikh (2007) identified
critical thinking as “the art of taking charge of one’s own mind” (p. 47). This addresses a number
of essential critical thinking skills such as questioning, supposition, hypothesis, inference,
and supporting evidence. However, they emphasized implementing rather than theorizing the
critical thinking skills saying, “if someone [acquires] the critical thinking skills, it is not
necessary to think critically, but it depends upon the degree of applying these skills in different
situations” (Innabi & El Shelkh, 2007, p. 47).

Interestingly, Smith and Stitts (2013) further expanded the definition of critical thinking
to include “quick thinking (practice thinking on one’s feet); creative thinking (thinking “outside
the box”-- boundaries stated parameters); and analytical thinking (solving problems logically,
using a scientific approach of defining problem, generating a list of possible solutions, selecting
solution, implementing, evaluating and making adjustments” (p. 75).

Additionally, Dewey used reflective thinking synonymously with critical thinking, which
means “the active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of
knowledge in the light of grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends
constitutes reflective thoughts” (Al-Qahtani, 1995, p. 156). Bensley et al. (2010) illustrated
reflective thinking that aims to draw a meaningful conclusion from concrete evidence. Moreover,
Ennis (1987) identified critical thinking as “reasonable reflective thinking that is focused on

deciding what to believe or do” (p. 10). Critical thinking is similar to reflective thinking in terms
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of applying reasoning and introspective methods using relevant evidence in order to solve
problems or to reach the right and thoughtful conclusion through correct premises.

From another perspective, Moore (as cited in Klein, 2011) identified critical thinking
through a metacognitive lens as “a deliberate meta-cognitive and cognitive act whereby a person
reflects on the quality of the reasoning process simultaneously while reasoning to a conclusion.
Thinkers have two equally important goals:coming to a solution and improving the way she or he
reasons” (p. 1). To illustrate this definition, he noted that critical thinking encourages
the learner to employ their cognitive skills to evaluate in order to deal with a certain situation
(Moore, 2009).

As research indicates, some researchers often define critical thinking as the process
of analysis, integration, reconstruction, and evaluation of knowledge and experience using
several methods in different learning situations and settings. For example, Maiorana (1992),
Kowalczyk et al. (2012), and Stedman and Adams (2012) defined critical thinking as the process
of evaluating knowledge to determine its worth, value, and merit for making effective and good
decisions. In fact, this process helps individuals make purposeful, meaningful, and unbiased
decisions or judgments based upon the use of a variety of critical thinking skills such as
interpretation, reflection, and applying the available evidence to a particular discipline (Halpern,
1996; Maiorana, 1992; Kowalczyk et al., 2012; Stedman & Adams, 2012).

Likewise, Alazzi (2008) pointed out that critical thinking researchers often depend on
Edward Glaser’s definition, which includes “(1) an attitude of being disposed to consider in
a thoughtful way the problems and subjects that come within the range of one’s experience
(2) knowledge of methods of logical inquiry and reasoning (3) some skills in applying those

methods” (p. 244). As a result, Alazzi (2008) summarized the resemblances and similarities in
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the definitions of critical thinking that include all the mental and intellectual processes,
approaches, techniques, and personal attitude and perspective involved in interpretation of data,
making predictions, reflection, decision-making, and problem solving. In other words, critical
thinkers should effectively investigate the problems through scientific steps starting with stating
the problem to testing the experiment’s outcomes.

According to Simpson and Courtney (2002), cognitivists support the view that critical
thinking is a learning philosophy that teachers translate inside the classroom rather than
a number of mental skills. To accomplish the goal of this philosophy, teachers use a variety
of techniques and strategies in order to encourage students to justify their daily actions.
Therefore, they suggested that knowledge acquisition is the mental activity that entails internal
coding of information and the structuring of the body of personal knowledge by learners.

The Strategic Plan of the Saudi Ministry of Education (1974) identified the critical
thinking skills that include observation, analysis, synthesis, evaluation, evidence collecting,
comparison, contrast, innovation, invention, abstraction, and construction. This plan encourages
educators to use the different kinds of teaching methods for developing students’ abilities to
evaluate and organize their thoughts and ideas.

Maiorana (1992) summarized the purpose of critical thinking as using the questioning
and examination techniques in order to explore the surrounding environment to evaluate others’
viewpoints and assumptions, and to solve real world problems. In fact, critical thinking “requires
both skills in using rules and criteria for making reasoned judgments and the disposition to use
those skills” (Bensley et al., 2010, p. 91). Furthermore, Halpern (1996) pointed out that critical
thinking refers to “the use of those cognitive skills or strategies that increase the probability of

a desirable outcome - in the long run, critical thinkers will have more desirable outcomes than
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‘noncritical’ thinkers (where ‘desirable’ is defined by the individual, such as making good career
choices or wise financial investments)” (p. 450). Similarly, Broadbear (as cited in Smith & Stitts,
2013) argued that critical thinking activities should include four critical elements: “ (1) ill-
structured problem; (2) criteria for assessing thinking, (3) students assessment of thinking; and
(4) improvement of thinking” (p. 76).

In extending the view of critical thinking, Halpern (2002) and Kenney (2013) emphasized
that critical thinking is not an inherent skill, but a skill that must be improved upon in education
settings such as schools, colleges, and universities. Similarly, Zeteroglu et al. (2012)
acknowledged that critical thinking “is not a skill that comes with birth and is not a skill peculiar
to artists, to develop and progress [thinking skills] fertile environments and conditions should be
provided” (Zeteroglu, et al., 2012, p. 3137)

Also, critical thinking “is a habit of mind that people should have all the time to be in
charge of their minds. It is more than a list of steps that are applied to specific situations” (Innabi
& El Sheikh, 2007, p 47), but it can be developed in certain circumstances and with rich
guidance with adequate applications related to the real world. Finally, there are a number
of strategies to develop critical thinking such as education, practice, and experience.

Education plays a significant role in the improvement of critical thinking skills when
using a learner-centered approach in order to foster and accelerate the students’ learning
capacities. Furthermore, Moore (2009) pointed out that critical thinking is an inherent skill,
which means it can be improved in every one by practicing thinking activities. Klein (2011)
concurred with Moore (2009) stating, “critical thinking seems to be a trainable skill” (p. 1).

Ozkan-Akan (2003) stressed the importance of improving learner’s cognitive abilities in

terms of applying knowledge in the real world rather than merely recalling and memorizing



28

knowledge. Moreover, he noted that critical thinking is the crucial tool for dealing with life’s
problems and performing productively in a complex and rapidly changing life. Training for
critical thinking skills in the classroom setting produces critical thinkers who are liberal and
capable of posing critical and meaningful inquiry by analyzing of others’ ideas (Kenney, 2013).
However, Foley (2008) pointed out teachers sometimes face difficulties in training their students
in the practice of critical thinking skills. Essentially, teachers must understand that improving

a student’s critical thinking skills “takes time and a lot of coaching and on-going development”
(Foley, 2008, p. 775).

In summary, critical thinking is a different learning method from memorizing knowledge
and facts. It involves differentiating one thing from another based on observation and collecting
real evidence. By implementing critical thinking strategies, educators improve students’ abilities
in terms of comparison, contrast, classification, making assumptions, and applying knowledge
in new situations. In this study, the term critical thinking refers to how a student shows that he or
she is able to think. The following section identifies the similarities and differences among
critical thinking, problem solving, and creative thinking.

Similarities and Differences among the Types of Thinking Skills

Until now, critical thinking literature has highlighted the importance of critical thinking
for learners regardless of their educational levels. But there is confusion when researchers use
“critical thinking” interchangeably with other terms, such as reflective thinking, problem solving,
metacognition, and creative thinking for illustrating and prioritizing thinking skills because they
often assume these terms to be synonymous. It is necessary to illustrate briefly the similarities
and differences of the types of thinking skills in order to help the reader understand the concepts

of the study.
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At the beginning, Burke et al. (2007) proposed that cognitivists have attempted to
categorize and classify thinking skills by “using hierarchal frameworks. These frameworks differ
in terms of terminology and in whether they are purely cognitive skill frameworks or include
metacognitive and effective skills and dispositions whilst research on thinking would benefit
from further conceptual clarification” (p. 2). Psychologists have addressed thinking skills in
terms of general types of thinking such as creative thinking, critical thinking, problem solving,
metacognitive skills, analytical skills, and decision-making (Walsh & Paul, 1988).

In addition, Sternberg (as cited in Klein, 2011) stated that thinking skills include three
major components: critical thinking, creative thinking, and practical thinking. However, he
insisted that critical thinking is the central cognitive skill. Ennis stated an alternative view (as
cited in Innabi & EI Sheikh, 2007) by mentioning that critical thinking is the major thinking skill
that includes three type of thinking skills:

1) Critical thinking starts as a problem-solving process in the context of

interacting with the world and other people; 2) it continues as reasoning process,

informed by background knowledge and previously acceptable conclusions,

and it results in drawing a number of inferences through induction, deduction,

and value judging; and 3) the critical thinking process ends in a decision about

what to do or believe. Even though critical thinking and other types of thinking
such as problem solving, creative thinking, and making decision processes are
interrelated, they still differ from each other as each one of them serves a specific

purpose. (pp. 47-48)

Similarly, Robinson (2005) agreed with Ennis’ classification, but pointed out that

“critical thinking has a cognitive abilities dimension and another dimension that is attitudinal in
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nature. Variation in cognitive abilities refers to individual differences in the efficiency of
processing information. The information-processing schema includes memory, storage, search
and retrieval of information” (p. 27). As mentioned above, critical thinking is the large umbrella
over the cognitive skills that range from recall skills to judgment and evaluation, and the
application of using these skills.

However, numerous researchers differentiate among critical thinking, creative thinking,
problem solving, decision-making, and metacognition (e.g., Simpson & Courtney, 2002).

It is necessary to identify these differences in order to help educators understand how teachers
can improve a variety of thinking skills in the learning environment.
Problem Solving vs. Critical Thinking

According to Simpson and Courtney (2002), problem solving differs from critical
thinking in some respects. Problem solving is an operational skill that focuses on a problem by
identifying its causes and effects in order to find appropriate solutions. Dereli-1Man (2013)
pointed out that problem solving is the cognitive process that occurs when people in general,
and students in particular, face daily problems, whether social, economic, or political.

Britz and Richard (as cited in Pitri, 2013) defined problem solving as “decision making
through spontaneous investigation, exploration, and experimentation. It means pursuing
understanding, looking for answers, trying out some possibilities, and finding out whether or not
they work” (p. 42). Problem solving follows the series of scientific steps of recognizing the
problem, identifying its causes and effects, generating alternative solutions, testing these
solutions, and choosing applicable and suitable solutions. These steps rely on the employment of

critical thinking skills, such as reframing questions, critiquing resolutions, and evaluating the
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outcome of solutions (Pitri, 2013). “Deficiency in any steps of [problem] solving leads to
antisocial solution” (Ireland as cited in Dereli-IMan, 2013, p. 492).

However, critical thinking encompasses observations, comparison, contrast, explanation,
analysis, and prediction based on available data. In the critical thinking literature, Walsh and
Paul (1988) highlighted that critical thinking depends mainly on observation for gathering
information and evidence using different mental skills levels. An alternative view expressed by
Hudgins and Edelman (1986) is that critical thinking is “the disposition to provide evidence in
support of one’s conclusion and to request evidence from others before accepting their
conclusions” (p. 333). In addition, Beyer (as cited in Cotton, 1991) pointed out that “critical
thinking has two important dimensions. It is both a frame of mind and a number of specific
mental operations” (p. 3).

Of course, problem solving is the first step of the critical thinking process (Ennis as cited
in Innabi & El Shelkh, 2007), but critical thinking goes a step further in terms of raising
significant questions and critiquing possible solutions. Essentially, Simpson and Courtney (2002)
noted that, “critical thinking does not seek an answer whereas problem solving, by its very
nature, expects an answer. Perhaps a reason why confusion exists around the differences between
problem solving and critical thinking is because critical thinking needs to be understood as a
process” (p. 11).

Creative Thinking vs. Critical Thinking

Creative thinking is a one of the cognitive skills that offers a new perspective to come up
with new ideas and concepts, to raise new questions, and to generate alternative solutions based
upon available information (Newton & Newton, 2010). Moreover, it is a mixture of knowledge

and imagination and thought about the knowledge. Furthermore, Simpson and Courtney (2002)
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stated that “a creative thinker typically has an attitude of interest in everything, continuously
exploring new ideas, options, alternatives and approaches and then trying to manipulate the
understanding into new knowledge or meanings” (p. 25).

On the other hand, critical thinking skills require collecting and investigating data about
the research problem in order to reach a sound conclusion and to make wise decisions while
lower-ordered thinking skills include memorizing, retrieving, and storing information in
the memory and comprehending the knowledge being given to the learners (Halpern, 1996).

According to Innabi and El Sheikh (2007), critical thinking consists of several elements:
“purpose, question at issue, assumptions, inferences, implications, point of view, concepts and
evidence. However, using these elements is not enough to think critically; it is important
to assess the degree to which we are using them in accord with intellectual standards like clarity,
accuracy, relevance, depth, breath, and logic” (p. 47).

Regarding the connection between critical thinking and creative thinking, educators have
to know all thinking skills are interrelated. For example, Paul (as cited in Simpson & Courtney,
2002) highlighted that critical and creative thinking “have an intimate relationship for figuring
things out. There is a natural marriage between them” (p. 25). Also, creative thinking is
connected with the right part of the brain, which is responsible for generating ideas and images
while critical thinking is associated with the left part of the brain where critiquing and evaluating
take place (Moore, 2009).

Teaching Methods for Improving Critical Thinking Skills

Improving student critical thinking skills is a major school task because the school is the

appropriate place for promoting and developing such skills. The promotion of students’ abilities

to solve complex issues and to think critically is now often a criterion for school accreditation
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(Yildirim, 1994). However, it is also a major school problem related to teaching methods and
assessment tools. Green (1993) and Bissell and Lemons (as cited in Scott, 2008) asserted that “it
is a sad truth that the average college student does not think critically, and not all courses include
critical thinking” (p. 39) due to the fact that their courses often do not incorporate critical
thinking skills. However, Stedman and Adams (2012) argued that “students are able to think
critically on their own, but this skill needs to be strengthened and reinforced by teachers.
Furthermore, the way material is presented has a large effect on whether or not critical thinking
takes place” (p. 9).

Of course, teachers can solve this problem if they understand the nature of critical
thinking, and have a basic theoretical framework of critical thinking. In fact, cognitivists have
differentiated between the two theoretical views of critical thinking: the content of critical
thinking and the strategies of improving critical thinking (Halpern, 2002; Ozkan-Akan, 2003;
Yildirim, 1994). The first view focuses on the content of thinking through designing effective,
deep, and thoughtful subject matter and creating useful learning environments. The proponents
of this view contend teachers should challenge students’ cognitive processes through learning
content because there is a correlation between the learning content and improving the cognitive
process. Additionally, Yildirim (1994) proposed that “it may not be possible to teach someone
how to think directly, but it is possible to improve the way someone thinks. This can be done
best in terms of knowledge structures and process interactions” (p. 28). Therefore, teachers play
an important role in selecting appropriate knowledge for students and organizing it in
an attractive and smart form to improve learners’ critical thinking skills. One of the
disadvantages of this view is teaching students certain knowledge within specific subjects may

limit their abilities to explore and examine other ideas (Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Yildirim, 1994).
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However, advocates of the strategies for developing and teaching critical thinking stated
that critical thinking compounds specific skills such as observation, collection of evidence,
comparing, classifying, and evaluation (Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Yildirim, 1994). Cognitivists with
this view appreciate and value the knowledge, but focus and concentrate on training students’
skills because they believe critical thinking skills are the tools for gaining benefits from
knowledge in terms of applying and using the learning content in problem solving. The aim is
to provide multiple applications for students that enable them to use different thinking skill
levels, such as “Critical Analysis and Thinking Skills (CATS), Cognitive Research Trust
(CORT)” (Ozkan-Akan, 2003, p. 18). As a result, it is the responsibility of teachers and parents
to work on their pupils’ skills at an early age by employing different teaching methods to
enhance students thinking during their course work (Yildirim, 1994).

Regarding teaching critical thinking approaches, Ennis (1989), Plath, English, Connors
and Beveridge (1999) and Halpern (2002) classified the approach to critical thinking instruction
into three categories: “the general approach”, “infusion approach”, “and immersion approach”.
At the outset, the general approach is defined as “an approach that attempts to teach critical
thinking abilities and dispositions separately from the presentation of the content” (Ennis, 1989,
p. 4). In the infusion approach

[S]tudents are encouraged to think critically in the subject, and in which

principles of critical thinking are made explicit. The immersion approach is

similar to the infusion approach expect that the principles of critical thinking are

not made explicit. The mixed approach is one where a combination of the general

approaches with either the infusion or the immersion approach is employed.

(Plath et al., 1999, 210)



35

Essentially, researchers have recommended teachers use the most effective teaching
methods to encourage students to think critically. For example, Halpern (2002) said, “A broad
based, cross-disciplinary approach is most effective for critical thinking instruction” (p. 30). Like
Halpern (2002), Ennis (1989) suggested that critical thinking, “is subject specific and will most
effectively be taught in a mixed approach” (p. 50).

Dewey and Bento (2009) mentioned that teaching thinking skills could be divided into
three methods: in a separate class, in specific subjects, and through infusing throughout
the curriculum. Teaching thinking through a separate method focuses on improving the thinking
skills-cognitive process through specific programs in a separate lesson. Developing thinking
skills through specific subjects focuses on improving the students’ thinking skills through
a series of lessons to raise the level of thinking within that subject and to accelerate their
development to the next stage of thinking. The infusion method can be used across
the curriculum, and is defined as metacognition. David (as cited in Scott, 2008) stated
the infusion method involves critical thinking, creative thinking, problem solving, decision-
making, synthesis, and analysis of content being studied. This method plays a central role in
activating student-thinking skills in an explicit manner using different types of thinking skills
that they have learned.

Additionally, Howie (2011) mentioned that categorizing teaching thinking skills
approaches is categorized based on Harpaz’s three classifications:

The skills approach (teaching various thinking means, such as strategies, that

render the thinking process more faster and more effective and precise;

the disposition approach and thinking disposition being in Harpaz’s terms,

a reasoned motivation for certain thinking patterns, a thinking quality such as
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open-mindedness, depth, systematic thinking); and the understanding approach

(Harpaz considers that knowledge and thinking to be interconnected and

a approach makes clear the conditions under which knowledge becomes

understanding). (Howie, 2011, p. 11)

To foster students’ critical thinking skills, teachers must discard using those direct
teaching methods that make students passive recipients of knowledge. For example, “most
teachers use a lecture format in their classrooms, but this popular approach does not encourage
critical thinking by the students” (Stedman & Adams, 2012, p. 9) because they become
dependent on memorization and retrieval of the information. Conversely, teachers should employ
efficient teaching methods and learning techniques that encourage students to participate, and to
engage and communicate with others. They should also incorporate different programs that
develop children’s critical thinking, “such as de Bono’s CoRT materials, Lipman’s philosophy
programs and Feuerstein’s instructional enrichment program... and the Talent Unlimited
program” (Rodd, 1999, p. 351). These programs encourage critical thinking skills by challenging
students to produce meaningful information and allowing them to choose the meaningful and
useful knowledge based upon given criterion.

Essentially, Simpson and Courtney (2002) recommended teachers use the following
teaching methods in order to enhance students’ critical thinking skills.

Inquiry-based learning encourages learners to participate actively in classroom activities
and offers countless benefits over independent learning, such as discovering and focusing on real
world problems by formulating critical questions. Answering these questions leads students to

analyze the learning materials, explore the surrounding world, and engage their communities.
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Another effective teaching critical thinking method is the classroom debate. According to
Scott (2008), several studies found that classroom debate progresses and develops student critical
thinking skills by engaging students in the learning materials through asking questions, testing
hypotheses, evaluating assumptions, and reading and writing critically. Also, classroom debates
encourage students to distinguish between the main points and supporting details. In addition,
Walker and Warhust (as cited in Scott, 2008)

claimed that debates in the classroom have been effective in increasing critical

thinking by letting students connect as they learn subject knowledge. In their

classes, they found that 82% of students thought that they understood the subject

matter, and 85% believed that they learned something valuable. (p. 40)

However, to achieve the benefits of classroom dialogue, teachers should play an active role in
facilitating the discussion process to allow equal student participation.

To improve children’s critical thinking, Costa (as cited in Ozkan- Akan, 2003) stressed
the important role of school activities such as adequate applications in developing students’
critical thinking skills and operating a wide range of thinking skills. In fact, these activities help
educators reform the students’ mentalities to become critical, effective, and productive thinkers
rather than passive recipients of information.

In order to assess students’ critical thinking skills, Scott noted “there are many ways that
critical thinking has been assessed in the classroom, including using pre-and posttest, case
studies, storytelling, role-playing, and debates” (p. 40). Also, as Bissell and Lemons (2006)
stated, educators can use Bloom’s taxonomy to assess the improvement of student critical
thinking skills by escalating leaners from the lowest level (memorization) to the highest level

(evaluation) through ample classroom activities.
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Teacher Perceptions

Teachers’ perceptions have a powerful effect on their adoption of teaching techniques,
use of a verity of assessment instruments, and students’ learning performance in the classroom.
Therefore, the need to focus on teachers’ perceptions, beliefs, and opinions has become
a significant topic for decision makers to improve and develop any educational system.
Researchers have recommended future study to investigate teacher perceptions toward teaching
and learning because they enhance educators and policy makers in education comprehension

of the relationship between teacher beliefs and education reform. Many of the

reform attempts of the past have ignored the role of teacher beliefs in sustaining

the status quo. Many studies reviewed suggest that teacher beliefs are a critical

ingredient in the factors that determine what happens in classrooms. (Tobin,

Tippins, & Gallard, 1994, p. 64)

Regarding teacher perceptions, there are several different definitions of perception.
Czerniak, Lumpe, and Haney (as cited in Tarman, 2012) defined teacher perceptions as “personal
convictions, philosophies, or opinions about teaching and learning” (p. 1966). Similarly,
Rokeach (1968) explained teacher perceptions as “any simple proposition, conscious or
unconscious, inferred from what a person says or does, “I believe that” (p. 113). Sainn and
Ugwuegbu (1980) define perception as the systemic series of questions by which researchers
draw out and obtain meaningful themes and opinions about the specific topic being studied. This
process helps researchers to analyze and interpret the participants’ emotions and feelings.

Moreover, Sainn et al. (1980) pointed out that stimulating the perceiver helps researchers
to extract the study participants’ experience and society’s demands and desires. Also, in this type

of study, individuals play an active role in expressing personal experience. Additionally,
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“perception is a higher mental process which helps an individual build up a model of his or her
world in order to help anticipate future happenings and deal with them appropriately” (Sainn et
al., 1980, p. 199).

There are interrelated relationships between teacher perceptions and their actions in the
learning setting. However, Tarman (2012) stated it is possible to change teachers’ prior
perceptions by providing them with professional developmental programs. Teacher perceptions
toward improving thinking skills and critical thinking have recently been the subject of
investigation to explain and illuminate how teachers’ beliefs affect teacher practice and the
classroom environment. The teacher is one of the most significant educational system
components in terms of producing creative and productive students. Susuwele-Banda (2005)
contended that “a school may have good classrooms and all the necessary teaching materials, but
if teachers are not able to organize the classroom environment to promote the learning process,
all the materials and classrooms mean nothing” (p. 35).

In fact, researchers have acknowledged that teachers play an important and active role in
successfully improving critical thinking abilities of students in elementary schools. They found
improving learners’ critical thinking skills largely depends on the teachers (Dunn, 1988; Sa-U &
Abdrahman, 2008; Smith, 2002; Tengku, 1994; Thibeault, 2004). Ozkan-Akan (2003) stated that
teachers’ perceptions can have either a positive or negative impact on the development of
students’ critical thinking abilities because they are able to bolster and hamper students’ thinking
abilities. Teachers’ perceptions toward teaching thinking skills and their lack of sufficient
theoretical and practical knowledge of thinking skills hinders their ability to facilitate the

learning process (Kowalczyk et al., 2012). Rosanai and Suhailah (as cited in Ozkan-Akan, 2003)
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found the “teachers’ sense of efficacy and value of teaching” (p. 146) thinking influenced their
perception on teaching students thinking.

Essentially “it is important to consider how much a teacher’s perception of critical
thinking has effect on the student’s ability to learn and thinking critically” (Stedman & Adams,
2012, p. 9). In the following section, | addressed the factors that have influenced teachers’
perceptions toward generally improving thinking skills while specifically focusing on critical
thinking across all education disciplines.

Addressing Obstacles to Improving Critical Thinking Skills

Although the significance of developing students’ thinking skills is becoming understood,
there are several factors that hinder and impede the progression of critical thinking abilities.
These factors are society (Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009), educational background, social-class,
school involvement of parents, (Lauer, 2005; & Maiorana, 1992), teaching methods, and learning
material (Beyer, 1984; & Brookfield, 1987) that depend on the factual knowledge that limits
judgment and evaluation skills, classroom environment (Howie, 2011; Kelly, 2009; Kowalczyk.
et al., 2012; Moore, 2009; Stedman & Adams, 2012; Zeteroglu et al. 2012), and teacher
perceptions (Alazzi, 2008; Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009; Burke et al., 2007; Fisher, 2007;
Ozkan-Akan, 2003). Additionally, barriers impeding improvement of critical thinking in the
classroom include the educator’s lack of necessary skills to assess and allocate the students’
critical thinking skills and resources to implement critical thinking strategies within classroom
environments (Aliakbari & Sadeghdaghighi, 2013; Kowalczyk et al., 2011).

Similarly, Sternberg (as cited in Ozkan-Akan, 2003) summarized the obstacles to
fostering student thinking an ability in eight constraints: teacher perception, student aptitude and
mental ability, learning material, learning sequence, teaching strategy, the partnership among

teachers and students, learning competency, and classroom environment.
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In Saudi Arabia, Al-Qahtani (1995) conducted research on the factors influencing
the teaching of thinking skills in social studies courses such as history and geography. These
factors are teacher perceptions about their teaching of thinking skills, classroom structure,
teaching methods, the role of the students, and instructional technology. In this study, | examined
the following ideas in order to deduce if they affect Islamic teachers’ perceptions toward
improving critical thinking: teacher perceptions of society and school community constrain
improvement of critical thinking skills, teacher perceptions of self-efficacy constrains improving
critical thinking skills, teacher perceptions of Islamic studies constrains improvement of critical
thinking skills, teacher perceptions of teaching methods constrains improvement of critical
thinking skills, teacher perceptions of classroom structure constrains improvement of critical
thinking skills, teacher perceptions of student ability constrains improvement critical thinking
skills, and teacher perceptions of assessment tools constrains improvement critical thinking
skills.
Teacher Perceptions of Society and School Community Constrain Improvement of Critical
Thinking Skills

In the Middle East, society and community culture are considered the most common
obstacle to improving critical thinking and instead favor harmony and security in the community
(Alazzi, 2008). Therefore, “questioning authority figures such as parents, teachers, and school
administrators, and politicians is interpreted as disrespectful behavior and opposing the accepted
ways of doing things so that critiquing and questioning knowledge and authorities is not
promoted in their societies” (p. 10). In less developed countries, the role of school curriculum is

to deliver the culture of society to the learners in terms of initiating students into norms of their
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cultures and teaching them the common cultural heritage because they think it is an essential way
to protect their communities from external influences (Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009).

In a Saudi context, culture is an important resource for reforming and building school
curricula because it represents the different aspects of society, such as religions, economies, and
customs. However, culture is the one of topics that conservative leaders and politicians deem off
limits to criticism and questioning. Therefore, students are discouraged from questioning,
challenging, or critiquing the ideas of authorities, such as teachers, elders, parents, and
politicians. Students often try to avoid such topics for critical discussion because they would be
subject to failing in their academic courses or social exclusion (Allamnakhrah, 2013).

Authority figures are another cultural aspect in these types of societies that often attempt
to create the hypothetical subliminal political ceiling in an effort to control citizen’s questions.
However, this leads the limiting of people’s freedom and affects people’s identities. These
figures often thwart people from practicing critical thinking in their daily lives (Allamnakhrah,
2013; Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009).

It is vital to stimulate student critical thinking through practical activities across different
disciplines to foster and improve the student’s mental abilities. Also, Moore (2009) stressed that
encouraging students’ in practicing thinking skills, such as inference making, decision-making,
and problem solving, will help them to think effectively and to become more productive citizens.
However, Allamnakhrah (2013) contended that the advantage of critical thinking is its effect
beyond the academic environment to the real world where it will be used to increase the quality

of life throughout society and the competence of the workers in the workplace.
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Teacher Perceptions of Pre-Service Candidate Teacher Preparation Program and In-
service Teacher Professional Developmental Program Constrain Improvement of Critical
Thinking Skills

Critical thinking enables individuals to engage in the process of reaching sound
conclusions by collecting comprehensive information that is linked to individual, community,
financial, and political topics (Beyer, 1984; Howie, 2011). It is essential to improve cognitive
skills during childhood in order for students to lead successful lives in in several key areas, such
as meeting marketplace demands and solving societal problems (G. F. Smith, 2002).

In order to participate successfully in the global business competitions, educators have
argued for the inclusion of critical thinking skills in schools across all educational disciplines
(e.g., Al-Essa, 2009; Al-Qahtani, 1995; Alwehaibi, 2012). This is because critical thinking is
becoming one of the essential goals of school curricula in the 21% century (Ozkan-Akan, 2003;
Sa-U & Abdrahman, 2008). In fact, Elder (2005) insisted that “critical thinking is foundational to
the effective teaching of any subject” (p. 39); similarly, Al-Qahtani (1995) and Thibeault (2004)
proposed that all school subjects, such as mathematics, science, language arts, and social
sciences study are grounded in critical thinking.

For that, Elder (2005) emphasized the significance of including critical thinking across all
educational disciplines in both teaching candidate preparation programs and in-service teacher
training programs. Dewey (as cited in Allamnakrah, 2013) proposed that the “teacher education
programs should be able to help pre-service teachers reflect on problems of practice” (p. 197).
Similarly, Walsh and Paul (1988) stated that critical thinking “should be thoroughly integrated

into all aspects of the teacher education programs and prepare future teachers to be models for
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effective thinking strategies” (p. 40). Likewise, Akyuz and Serap (2009) pointed out that
undergraduate teacher programs must be built on critical thinking because

[M]any educators believe that specific knowledge will not be as important to

tomorrow‘s workers and citizens as the ability to learn and make sense of new

information. On the other hand, most scholars can agree that one aspect of critical

thinking is the ability to analyze, understand, and evaluate an argument. (p. 541)

However, several studies (Allamnakrah, 2013; Alwehaibi, 2012) reported that Saudi
students lack the ability to think rationally and critically. They attributed this problem to their
teachers’ failure to teach critical thinking skills to learners which is due to a lack of theoretical
and practical knowledge of critical thinking. Researchers claim that a lack of critical thinking
knowledge and practice impedes the improvement of students’ critical thinking (Kowalczyk et
al., 2012; Lauer, 2005; Paul, 2007; Stedman & Adams, 2012). Furthermore, Allamnakrah (2013)
mentioned that the lack of critical thinking in teaching candidate preparation programs not only
affects current students, but also future students because current “students will be responsible for
instilling critical thinking in their own future students. If critical thinking is not taught effectively
[in pre-service teacher education programs], student teachers will be unable to teach critical
thinking effectively to their own future students” (p. 198). Or, as Tsui (as cited in Allamnakrah,
2013) claimed, “If these students do not receive training in higher-order thinking while at
college, when can they expect to receive it” (p. 198)?

Researchers asserted that teachers often have aspirations of teaching critical thinking
skills to students but they “may not understand how to teach at higher levels or even what
strategies teaching at a higher level may include” (Whittington & Newcomb, as cited in Stedman

& Adams, 2012, p. 10). Additionally, Kowalczyk et al. (2012) found nursing educators have not
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improved their undergraduate students’ critical thinking skills because they prioritized “the
practical knowledge rather than questioning and reasoning the knowledge which limits students’
learning competences, especially problem solving and making decision” (p. 230).

Another aspect of the lack of critical thinking knowledge is educators using different
terminology to describe thinking skills. They base the terminology on their background and
understanding of the critical thinking concepts while attempting to implement critical thinking in
the classrooms setting which influences the improvement of student critical thinking (Alazzi,
2008; Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009; Ozkan-Akan, 2003). For example, Tebbs (as cited in Ozkan-
Akan, 2003) surveyed 432 teachers from different educational disciplines and discovered that the
majority of teachers were unprepared for teaching thinking due to the subject matter and their
training programs. Additionally, “educators identify time as a constraint when trying to prepare
and plan critical thinking activities” (Kowalczyk et al., 2012, p. 227).

As a result, Grant (as cited in Ozkan-Akan, 2003) stated “teachers need a broad and deep
understanding of subject matter and pedagogical strategies in order to develop critical thinking
skills” (p. 12). Karras (as cited in Al-Qahtani, 1995) recommended that school administrators
should determine the eligibility of teachers by their knowledge of the subject matter being taught
in the classroom and the ability to implement critical thinking strategies through teaching the
subject matter. In other words, teachers should be tested for their ability to incorporate and
integrate critical thinking skills into the subject matter.

Kenney (2013) mentioned “teachers might shy away from teaching critical thinking
to their gifted readers because they, themselves, do not feel that their own skills are adequate”
(p. 30). However, she found that “as teachers venture forward and begin to incorporate more

critical thinking into their instruction, they will find that their students will become more
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thoughtful consumers of information; and teachers will grow in their own critical thinking skills
and in their ability to develop those skills in their students” (p. 30).

Regarding in-service teacher professional developmental programs, Allamnakrah, (2013)
found that critical thinking is not included in current in-service teacher professional training
programs; Al-Miziny (2010) and Al-Qahtani (1995) affirmed that inclusion of critical thinking in
in-service teacher professional training programs is still limited and inadequate in Saudi Arabia.
Tebbs (as cited in Ozkan-Akan, 2003) surveyed 432 teachers in Turkey from different
educational disciplines and discovered that the majority of teachers were unprepared for teaching
thinking due to the subject matter and their training programs.

As a result, educators are sometimes afraid to teach critical thinking in the classroom due
to a lack of theoretical background and practical techniques in critical thinking (Alazzi, 2008;
Al-Essa, 2009; Al-Miziny, 2010; Al Gamdi, 2008; Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009; Khojasteh and
Smith, 2010; Ozkan-Akan, 2003).

Teacher Perceptions of School Curriculum Constrains Improvement of Critical Thinking
Skills

Another potential obstacle is the teacher being confused about the process and product
of learning and how that confusion may slow down students’ critical. In fact, the product is in
reality the transmission of information to students via materials, which is set by curricular
planners.

In Saudi Arabia, curriculum, as a product, reflects the educational philosophies, political
agendas, and Islamic cultures that determine the framework of the curriculum that mold students’
thinking in certain ways (Kelly, 2009). Maiorana (1992) mentioned that many teachers are

confused about the curriculum as a product and curriculum as a process, which results in their



47

hampering the improvement of students’ thinking skills. They think their role is to transmit
information rather than to teach thinking skills while the purpose of education is “to think
effectively” (Maiorana, 1992, p. 30).

The typical a role of a teacher is to transmit the information to students while the students
receive and memorize the knowledge for a period of time. Saudi Arabian elementary school
teachers usually follow a rigid and inflexible course syllabus to be covered within a short period
of time. They primarily teach the national school curriculum by pouring knowledge into
students’ minds rather than focusing on improving student’s skills (Al-Qahtani, 1995; Snyder &
Snyder, 2008). Saudi national curriculum encourages Saudi students to learn effectively through
rote memorization of factual knowledge. Cameron (2011) pointed out that a rote memorization
learning technique “begins with Islamic studies, but this method is applied in all other subject
areas including math, science, and history” (p. 2).

In general, the proponents of curriculum as product think providing students with rich in-
depth knowledge is important for learners, especially younger ones, to provide them with
a strong background in the different subjects, which is necessary in their future. As evidence,
Stenhouse (1975) pointed out a useful and simple method based on surveying adult students
about what they gained by learning. Their responses were divided into four main categories:
learning as increasing knowledge, memorizing information, acquiring facts and skills, and
interpreting information in different ways.

The most significant advantage of the product model is the protection it provides for the
culture of a society, especially a conservative society, by being transmitted from one generation
to another. For instance, conservative societies use the product model to mold their members in

certain ways and refuse any development that counters their cultures. Modern industrial societies
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that do not have specific patterns of culture use the product model for the most common and
timeless cultural elements for their learners (Kelly, 2009).

On the other hand, the curriculum-as-process approach is considered as “more open-
ended than the product approach which tends to focus on the degree of interaction between
students with each other, students with teachers, and both of them with knowledge” (M. Smith,
1996, p. 7). It focuses on practical knowledge rather than theoretical and aims to formalize
learning more than accumulate information and experiences. Furthermore, he mentioned that the
skills of observation are essential because ability and observation are “communication sKills -
verbal and non-verbal” (M. Smith, 1996, p. 674). The process model is concerned with
developing all the human skills at the same time through learning experiences. Sheehan (1986)
noted that “the process model gives learners chances to develop their skills by exploring the
surrounding world and providing them with opportunities to control their learning abilities” (p.
674).

The processes model is a preferable system for many reasons. First of all, it emphasizes
external and internal learning. “Learning is something external that helps pupils to discover the
real world around them and to experiment with new knowledge in the schools; the external
learning leads to increasing the student’s motivation by seeing their learning progressions”
(Kelly, 2009, pp. 95-96). Moreover, it delivers learning materials to the students using different
tools that help students to understand the materials through analytical thinking skills. Also, it is
a critical and active system that offers students the freedom to learn through their experiences
based on their skills through exploration of the world. Furthermore, it provides students many
opportunities to use their gained knowledge to explore the world and make their own

discoveries. In addition, it concentrates on improving student’s skills in four orientations:
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cognition, humanity, behavior, and social. It also helps teachers to improve students’ thinking
skills by investigating problems to teach them how they surmount and overcome life’s obstacles.

In Saudi Arabia, as research indicated, the curriculum as product blocks students’ ability
to think critically about the learning materials (e.g., Al-Qahtani, 1995; Alwehaibi, 2012).
Al-Essa (2009) and Al-Miziny (2010) argued for education reforms by integrating critical
thinking skills into all aspects of education. Also, teachers should recognize the difference
between education as a concept from other kinds of teaching, such as “training, instruction,
conditioning, and indoctrination” (Kelly, 2009, p. 57). This distinction helps teachers focus on
the types of knowledge they should present and how it can be presented. Maiorana (1992)
recommended that universities and colleges prepare teachers to teach thinking skills and be able
to practice it in different situations. “It is a sad truth that the ‘average’ college student does not
think critically, and not all courses include critical thinking” (Scott, 2008, p. 39).
Teacher Perceptions of Teaching Methods Constrains Improvement of Critical Thinking
Skills

Brookfield (1987) asserted that improving critical thinking could be hindered by
a teacher’s inability to distinguish between teaching organization and teaching approaches.
A teaching approach focuses on the ways or methods of conveying knowledge to the students
and the framework of the subject matter. Teaching organization focuses on how the lesson is
arranged in order to help students engage more easily.

According to Maiorana (1992), this clarification allows teachers to discern between
the ideas of the subject matter and the arrangements of the classroom. As a result, using different
teaching methods and classroom organization offers students many opportunities to practice

thinking skills.
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Kowalczyk et al. (2012) and Maiorana (1992) addressed the role of teaching methods in
improving students’ critical thinking abilities in terms of providing opportunities to practice
thinking skills. In elementary schools, children are growing up quickly, which requires using
optimal teaching methods for them to meet their psychological and philosophical needs (Fisher,
2007). As research indicates, teaching thinking skills aims to meet children's needs through using
more effective direct or indirect teaching methods.

In fact, an indirect teaching method offers students opportunities to discover and explore
their environments through many activities. However, some teachers tend to use direct teaching
methods, which means knowledge is delivered and passed directly through teachers, the
textbook, or both. Direct teaching methods also usually utilize a presentation and explanation
format to easily convey a large amount of knowledge (Allamnakrah, 2013; Al-Qahtani, 1995).

Moore (2009) insisted that the improvement of critical thinking skills relies on effective
teaching methods and providing learners with opportunities to practice. He recommended
teachers use questions as teaching methods. There are a number of questioning skills that
teachers should learn and practice. Questioning skills depend on many techniques, such as
redirecting question, wait time, halting time, and reinforcement. These approaches help learners
to perform the tasks and achieve the learning goals. One of these techniques is waiting time,
which is when teachers give students time to think about their questions before answering.
However, Rowe (1974) mentioned that a high percentage of teachers do not give students
enough time to think about and answer questions, often waiting just one second for answers to
their questions. He recommended teachers increase the wait time to help students respond
correctly and avoid incorrect answers. Moreover, this helps students become more confident in

asking clarifying questions and expressing their opinions about topics they have learned. Taking
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enough time to think about the teacher’s questions encourages students to become more active in
the classrooms because they have many opportunities to think deeply and analytically.
Furthermore, wait time helps students understand the materials well because they take enough
time to analyze them from different angles. Finally, waiting improves the students’ thinking
skills through their assessment of questions, and improves communications with their teachers
and fellow students.

Another method is open communication, which means giving the students opportunities
to express their opinions on the discussion topic. In this method, teachers must set defined roles
and procedures for the successful class discussion. For example, the teacher’s role is to manage
the discussion, which means the teacher is the director of the students’ learning, and guides them
in achieving the learning goals.

However, some educators resist the transition from the teacher-centered approach to the
learner-centered learning approach. This is because the learner-centered approach gives students
opportunities to gain knowledge from different resources and share it with others. They prefer
a lecture method to cover the learning material based upon the course timetable. These teachers
also sometimes encounter difficulties in using the optimal teaching methods for critical thinking
such as role-play (Moore, 2009). Moreover, some teachers are unable to determine the proper
assessment instrument that “effectively and objectively measures students’ strength and
weakness in critical thinking” (Fani, n.d, p. 2).

Moore (2009) stated that direct teaching methods are not effective for teaching at a higher
level of thinking or for retaining knowledge over a long period of time because the student role is
to sit quietly, listen, and memorize information. Also, these teaching methods lead teachers

to think on behalf of the students and to solve their problems. Snyder and Snyder (2008) found
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that “lecturing is not the best method of instruction, and objective tests are not the best method of
assessment (p. 93). As evidence, according to Allamnakrah (2013) and Al-Qahtani (1995),
lecture is the predominate teaching method in Saudi classrooms, which is the main impairment to
student lack of learning critical thinking because it limits opportunities for reasoning and
investigation chances (Moore, 2009; Ozkan-Akan, 2003).

In order to improve children’s critical thinking, teachers should have a critical
“personality and become a role model for children. In other words, they should have a fluent,
flexible and authentic way of thinking” (Zeteroglu et al., 2012, p. 3137). Teachers should be
confident, well-informed, natural, genuine, sincere, and heartfelt in their training of students in
the various levels of thinking skills. This is “[s]o that they can create a teaching and learning
environment that will encourage children to be [critical] and that they can supervise” (Zeteroglu
etal., 2012, p. 3137) their analytical development.

Equally important, as Howie (2011) emphasized is the notion that improving critical
thinking “requires us as teachers to ‘intervene at the level of the mental process and teach
individuals what processes to use when, and how to use them, and how to combine them into
workable strategies for task solution’” (p. 5). Additionally, students should feel free to express
their opinions without hesitation and fear. If not, they tend to imitate other ideas or to follow
other beliefs without questioning them.

Teacher Perceptions of Student Ability Constrains Improvement of Critical Thinking
Skills

Allamnakrah (2013) claimed that teachers believe students won’t adapt to unfamiliar

critical thinking strategies because they have not practiced in their homes. In other words, if the

students are not interested in critical thinking, they won’t benefit from that teaching style.
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Moreover, teachers want their students to engage and participate actively in critical thinking
courses, but “they found that students are basically passive during these activities” (Al-Qahtani,
1995, p. 159).

Students are sometimes reluctant to practice critical thinking skills because they assume it
requires hard work to get the correct answer (Williams, 2005, p. 182). They tend to give quick
answers to complex and complicated questions instead. Aliakbari and Sadeghdaghighi (2012)
claimed that students “are not tolerant of the difficulty of thinking” (p. 3). Interestingly, Alabi
and Fasasi (as cited in Allamnakrah, 2013) stated that students prefer to spend their leisure “time
listening to music from their headsets, even during lectures, instead of engaging themselves
in productive activities” (p. 30).

However, Choy and Cheah (2009) and Stedman and Adams (2012) argued that students
can think critically using their own cognitive skills, but the improvement of critical thinking
skills relies on the amount of time, activities, and teachers supporting these efforts. Allamnakrah,
(2013) pointed out that it is easy to blame it on the students’ mental ability rather than taking into
account the causes of the problem and, later, finding solutions. In other words, Aliakbari and
Sadeghdaghighi (2012) asserted that “students’ constraints can be ascribed to lack of chance
to practice thinking skill, mostly due to the overloaded curriculum and their own attitude toward
thinking” (p. 3). Teachers should use different teaching methods and techniques in confronting
the students’ resistance to engaging in active learning.

Moreover, educators should motivate students to analyze and synthesize others’
arguments, ask a series of clarification questions, and evaluate the credibility of the sources in
the learning environment. Bataineh and Alazzi (2009) stated that students’ critical thinking skills

are particularly influenced by
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[T]eacher behaviors, and the classroom culture. The seven behaviors are:
teacher’s inquiry; discussion, multi-communication, and encouraging students to
ask questions; cooperative learning, teachers reaction; time of waiting for
answers; seat arrangement and number of students; and teacher instruction, as
well as modeling. (p. 58)

It is vital that changes be made in teacher’s perceptions of student critical thinking
ability because some think the, “student may not need to be taught critical thinking as thinking is
the natural process carried by everyone” (Choy & Cheah, 2009, p. 198). Of course, “it is
a natural process, but when left to itself, can often be biased, distorted, partial, uninformed, and
potentially prejudiced; excellence in thought must be cultivated” (Limbach & Waugh as cited in
Choy & Cheah, 2009, p. 198).

Teacher Perceptions of Classroom Structure Constrains Improvement to Critical Thinking
Skills
Another barrier to improving critical thinking is classroom structure. Educators have
a difficult job to improve students’ critical thinking skills effectively in crowded classrooms
(e.g., Alwehaibi, 2012; Ozkan-Akan, 2003). For example, Saudi teachers are often disappointed
and discouraged to teach critical thinking in class rooms that are not designed and established
to function as schools.
[Blecause of the rapid expansion of [elementary education] in Saudi Arabia,
sufficient schools could not be built; existing large buildings were rented and
converted with minimal alterations into schools. Classrooms tend to be cramped;
hence class activities involving movement or action are constrained; seating

arrangements do not allow for small-group work. Thus the layout of a classroom
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often precipitates the dominance of the teacher, the passivity of the students, and
consequently impedes the interaction, the exchange, and the personalizing of the
educational environment which are essential to the teaching of the [critical
thinking] skills. (Al-Qahtani, 1995, p. 161)
Moreover, teachers tend to provide students with a wealth of knowledge in their specific
discipline by teaching them to master key information, but “they struggle with the time
and resources needed to design effective strategies in order to teach critical thinking” (Goodwin
as cited in Scott, 2008, p. 39). Additionally, Snyder and Snyder (2008) claimed time is one of
the major issues in teaching critical thinking skills in classrooms that are growing.
Likewise, Kowalczyk et al. (2012) agreed with Snyder and Snyder’s findings that “educators
identify time as a constraint when trying to prepare and plan critical thinking activities” (p. 227).
In order to overcome such barriers to improving critical thinking, the current study
attempted to contribute to the process of improving the Saudi educational system by examining
the Islamic teachers’ perceptions of improving thinking skills in the elementary school. This
might help the decision makers think about teaching candidate preparation programs in terms
of pre-service teachers preparation courses and in-service teachers training programs. Eventually,
it would reflect on the students’ quality of learning by producing productive and effective
students in the classroom environment.
Summary
This chapter presents a literature review on the importance of teaching and improving
critical thinking skills for students regardless of educational level. It also addresses teachers’
perceptions toward improving students’ thinking skills and looks at the primary factors

influencing teacher insights of cognitive ability development.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

Research recognizing the importance of developing children’s thinking skills has
increased because modern life has become more complex increasing the requirements
for generating new knowledge, comprehension, judgment, and evaluation skills in order
to succeed in the job market. It is essential to improve cognitive skills in childhood in order
to ensure the future success of students.

There are several factors that encourage or hinder the development of students’ critical
thinking, but teachers play a significant role in successfully improving children’s thinking
abilities in elementary school based on their perception toward teaching thinking skills, whether
positive or negative (Alazzi, 2008; Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009; Beyer, 1984; Brookfield, 1987;
Burke et al. 2007; Fisher, 2007; Howie, 2011; Kelly, 2009; Kowalczyk. et. al, 2012; Lauer,
2005; Maiorana, 1992; Moore, 2009; Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Stedman & Adams, 2012; Zeteroglu et
al., 2012).

The purpose of this study was to examine the Islamic teacher’s perceptions of improving
critical thinking skills in the Saudi elementary school system and to investigate the factors
influencing these perceptions in order to identify any possible obstacles in teaching critical
thinking skills. It is hoped that the results of the study will persuade teachers to use critical
thinking more frequently in the classroom.

Research Questions
This study aimed to answer the following questions:

1. How do male Islamic elementary school teachers define critical thinking?
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2. What are the perceptions of male Islamic elementary school teachers on

improving critical thinking skills among students in Saudi Arabian elementary schools?

3. What factors influence the implementation of critical thinking instruction by male

Islamic elementary school teachers in Saudi Arabian elementary schools?
Design of Study

This study is descriptive in nature. “The purpose of descriptive research is to describe,
record, analyze, and interpret existing conditions involving comparison and/or contrasts while
attempting to discover relationships between existing non-manipulated variables” (Adelman,
1994, p. 35). Descriptive design aims to understand the research problem, both quantitatively and
qualitatively, through participant perceptions. | used a mixed-methodology, which is the type of
research that combines components of qualitative and quantitative research in different ways,
such as philosophical worldview positions, inferences, and the interpretations of results to reach
an understanding of the research phenomenon or research problem (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2011).

According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), and Stedman and Adams (2012), there
are several advantages to using a mixed-method research design. One advantage is that the
mixed-methods research design allows educational researchers to use multiple instruments for
collecting more evidence for studying a research problem than either quantitative or qualitative
research alone. For example, when researchers aim to solve a social problem or to improve and
develop teaching effectiveness, they gather veracious types of data by using open-ended
questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, document analysis, testing, and surveys.

Another advantage is researchers being encouraged to employ inductive and deductive

thinking skills in order to understand the research problem. A third is that the combined strength
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of quantitative and qualitative research methods provides researchers with a research design that
allows them to collect meaningful data. Finally, it helps researchers answer the study’s questions
from different perspectives, multiple philosophical viewpoints, or research paradigms.

Although there are advantages to mixed-methods research, it is sometimes not applicable
or appropriate because it requires specific skills and can be time consuming when conducting
research. In addition, formulating, analyzing, and interpreting research questions and collecting
data using mixed-methods can be complex. The six mixed-methods research designs are
“the explanatory sequential strategy, exploratory sequential strategy, sequential transformative
strategy, concurrent triangulation strategy, concurrent embedded strategy, and concurrent
transformative strategy” (Creswell, 2009, p. 211). In this study, I used the explanatory sequential
mixed-method design (see figure 1), which

is a popular strategy for mix methods design that often appeals to researchers

with strong quantitative leanings. It is characterized by the collection and analysis

of gquantitative data in a first phase of research followed by the collection and

analysis of qualitative data in a second phase that builds on the results of the

initial quantitative results. (Creswell, 2009, p. 211)



59

Quantitative

Data
Collection and
Analysis

|

Follow up
with

Qualitative
Data

Collection and
Analysis

!

Interpretation

Figure 1. Explanatory sequential design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 69).

The impetus for using the explanatory sequential mixed-method design is to use
qualitative results to illustrate the quantitative findings from the beginning and to explain
the correlation between the quantitative and qualitative results. Bradley and Morse (as cited in
Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) contended that the explanatory sequential mixed method “is well
suited when the researcher needs qualitative data to explain quantitative significant

(or nonsignificant) results, positive-performing exemplars, outlier results, or surprising
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results”( p. 82). However, “the main weakness of this design is the length of time involved in
data collection, with the two separate phases. This is especially a drawback if the two phases are
given equal priority” (Creswell, 2009, p. 211).

As mentioned above, this design consists of two phases, quantitative and qualitative.

In the quantitative phase, this study examined the teachers’ perceptions of improving critical
thinking in Saudi elementary schools using a survey research method, which is considered the
most widely and frequently used method of research in several key disciplines such as education,
sociology, and business (Ary, Jacobs & Sorensen, 2006; Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009; Ozkan-Akan,
2003; Stedman & Adams, 2012).

There are several techniques for collecting data, such as individual interviews, focus
groups, telephone interviews, mail surveys, electronic mail surveys, and online surveys (Ary et
al., 2010). The many advantages of the survey research method make it the most popular and
commonly used method of research. A survey allows researchers to collect data about the
population’s characteristics such as attitudes, knowledge, perceptions, beliefs, decisions, needs,
interests, religions, countries, and demographics. Also, it helps researchers gather information
quickly from a large number of participants with reasonably little effort and expense (Ary et al.,
2010; Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Although there are advantages of using
the survey research method, “it is not as easy as it might initially appear. It requires careful
planning, implementation, and analysis if it is to yield reliable and valid information” (Ary et al.,
2010, p. 278).

In this study, 1 used a mailed survey to each participant with a request they answer
the questions and return it by a given date. This method helped me to collect data from a large

number of subjects from diverse locations and educational experience (Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009;
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Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Stedman & Adams, 2012). The mailed survey “guarantee[s] confidentiality
or anonymity, thus perhaps eliciting more truthful responses than would be obtained with a
personal interview. The mailed questionnaire also eliminates the problem of “interviewer bias”
(Aryetal., 2010, p. 284).

There are several disadvantages associated with the survey method that are mostly
connected with misunderstanding and misinterpreting the survey’s statements or questions by the
respondents. In order to avoid this, Creswell (2009) and Ary et al. (2010) recommended novice
researchers formulate a series of clarification questions aimed at getting the right answer. There
is another disadvantage of mailing questionnaires linked to

[T]he low return rate. It is easy for the individual who receives a questionnaire to

lay it aside and simply forget to complete and return it. A low rate limits the

generalizability of the results of a questionnaire study. It cannot be assumed that

nonresponse is randomly distributed throughout a group. (Ary et al., 2010, p. 284)

To minimize a low return rate, | followed the Ary et al. (2010) recommendations for
increasing the rate of returned questionnaires. These suggestions allowing respondents
a reasonable length of time to complete the survey, a cover letter detailing the sponsorship of
research, wording the survey questions attractively, stating the potential benefits of the research,
using incentive techniques such as money, and contacting the respondents frequently.

To generalize the findings of survey research, researchers must control the common potential
sources of error in sampling and measurement (Ary et al., 2010; Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009;
Dillman, 1991; Innabi & EI Sheikh, 2007; Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Sa-U & Abdurrahman, 2008;
Stedman & Adams, 2012). Dillman (1991) described sampling errors arising as “results from

heterogeneity on the survey measures among members of the population. It is attributable to the
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fact that certain members of the population are deliberately excluded by selection of the subset of
members for which responses were obtained"” (p. 227).

Ary et al. (2010) defined sampling error as “the difference between a population
parameter and sample statistics” (p. 285). For computing the population parameters, researchers
rely on sample statistics, which is a basic element in inferential statistics (Dillman, 1991).

To avoid sampling errors the size of the study’s sample should be increased so the expected
sampling error decreases because “small samples produce more sampling errors than large ones”
(Aryetal., 2010, p.159).

Another common potential source of error is in measurement, which occurs when the
components of the research instruments are so ambiguous so as to influence the participant
responses based on their personal understanding. For example, researchers sometimes aim to
describe and examine a certain phenomenon, but respondents are sometimes unable to provide
researchers with accurate information due to the unclear survey statements and alternative
interpretations (Ary et al., 2010; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). In order to prevent this error,
researchers should use simple, concise, and clearly written language in the research instruments
to ensure the validity and reliability of the findings.

This study’s survey themes included demographic information, such as educational
background, teaching experience, general views on improving critical thinking, and obstacles to
improving critical thinking in the Saudi elementary schools such as educational background,
cultural and social constraints, learning materials, accessibility to classroom resources, and
student motivations and aptitudes. Finally, all the survey statements were translated and checked

by an accredited professional translator to avoid any translation errors or semantic
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misunderstanding. This helped non-English speakers understanding of the survey’s concepts and
enabled them to choose the appropriate answer for each statement.

In the qualitative phase of this study, | investigated the teachers’ perceptions of
improving critical thinking in Saudi elementary schools through a semi-structured interview.
This is defined as “a process in which a researcher and participant engage in a conversation
focused on questions related to a research study” (DeMarrais, 2004, p. 55). Researchers often use
the face-to-face interview to obtain specific information about participants’ interpretations of the
world around them. This kind of interpretation reflects the interviewee’s familiarity with and
level of anxiety about the research topic (Alazzi, 2008). To obtain valid and reliable data,
Merriam (2009) emphasized the importance of asking good questions during the interview
process, which requires continuous training and practice. She recommended novice researchers
do

pilot interviews that are crucial for trying out your questions. Not only do you get

some practice in interviewing, but you also quickly learn which questions yield

useless data, and which questions, suggested by your respondents, you should

have thought to include in the first place. Different types of questions will yield

different information. (Merriam, 2009, p. 95)

Wording of interview questions plays an important role in extracting people’s opinions
on the topic being studied. According to Patton (2004), “using words that make sense to the
interviewee, words that reflect the respondent’s world view, will improve the quality of data
obtained during the interview. Without sensitivity to the impact of particular words on the person

being interviewed, the answer may make no sense at all — or there may be no answer” (p. 312).



The semi-structured interview method has several advantages that encourage its use by
researchers for gathering data. The interviewer has a great deal of control over the order of
interview questions, enabling him or her to obtain the desired information. Moreover, it is
a flexible research instrument because

[T]he interviewer has the opportunity to observe the subjects and the total

situation in which he or she is responding. Questions can be repeated or their

meanings explained in case the respondents do not understand them. The
interviewer can also press for additional information when a response seems
incomplete or not entirely relevant. A greater response rate is another obvious

advantage of personal interview. (Ary et al., 2010, p. 380)

On the other hand, a disadvantage is that it is an expensive method compared to other
research methods. The researchers may have to pay for training an assistant interviewer
to become qualified and eligible for interviewing the study’s subjects. Interviewer bias can be
a disadvantage in terms of shared sympathies or gender and race discrimination. To avoid
interview bias, researchers should train people in skillful interviewing techniques in order
to gather valid and reliable findings. Interviewing teachers in this study led the researcher
to understand the quantitative results about critical thinking and its barriers that were gathered
by the survey.

Population and Sample

Initially, I identified the target and the accessible population in order to aid in the

selection of an appropriate representative sample. According to Ary et al. (2010), the target

population is “the large group to which the researcher wishes to generalize the results of the

64
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study” (p. 149), while the accessible population is “the population of subjects accessible to the
researcher for drawing a sample” (p. 149).

The target population for this study was all male Islamic teachers in both rural and urban
public elementary schools in located in the Southwestern region of Saudi Arabia. However, the
accessible population sample consisted of male Islamic elementary school teachers in the Abha
educational district, which is the capital city of the southwestern region of Saudi Arabia.

The accessible population lessened the time and effort the researcher needed for data-collection.

Based on the National Report on Education Development in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia (2013), 192 male Islamic teachers were included in this study. The teachers were
distributed in 68 schools around the Abha city during the 2013-14 academic year. | chose these
particular teachers as the study’s population for several reasons. The most significant being that a
research agreement between King Khalid University and the Abha educational district permits
access to the schools for research purposes.

The appropriate and convenient type of sampling for the quantitative phase is cluster
random sampling because “it is very difficult, if not impossible, to list all the members of a target
population and select the sample from among them” (Ary et al., 2010, p. 154). In this type of
sampling, a researcher “might choose a number of schools randomly from a list of schools and
then include all [participants] in those schools in the sample” (Ary et al., 2010, p. 154).

Abha educational district is divided into five regions: Abha City, Al-sawda, Al-graa,
Prince Sultan Bin Abdul-Aziz City, and Khamis Mushayt city. | applied to the branch of the
Saudi Ministry of Education in Abha to ascertain the number of schools and teachers in each

region in order to help me draw a representative sample (see Appendix A). | also requested
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permission from King Khalid University, where | work, to conduct the research in Abha
educational district.

Table 1

Number of Islamic Teachers Based on Geographical Regions in Southwestern Saudi Arabia

Region Number of Schools Number of Male
Teachers
Abha city 32 66
Al-sawda 4 23
Prince Sultan Bin Abdul-Aziz city 3 13
Khamis Mushayt city 31 70
Al-graa 10 20
Total 80 192

For the qualitative phase, | selected subjects through purposeful sampling, which is
“the process of identifying a population of interest and developing a systematic way of selecting
cases that is not based on advanced knowledge of how the outcomes would appear” (Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation, n.d). The purposeful random sampling included all the male Islamic
teachers in the Abha educational district.

Instrumentation

The survey (see Appendix A) consisted of 50 items and was designed based on
the literature review in terms of defining critical thinking, the value of improving critical
thinking skills at an early age, and obstacles to improving critical thinking. Basically, the study’s

survey included two sections. The first section was designed to gather demographic
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characteristics of the study’s participants such as school location, educational background, and
teaching experience. The second section was designed to examine teachers’ perceptions on:

(1) The value of improving critical thinking skills in an early age, and

(2) Factors influencing the perceptions of Islamic studies teachers toward improving

thinking in elementary schools.

Participant responses to each statement were in the form of a five-point Likert scale that
“assesses attitudes toward a topic by presenting a set of statements about the topic and asking
respondents to indicate for each other whether they strongly agree, agree, are undecided,
disagree, and strongly disagree” (Ary, 2010, p. 209). The majority of the survey statements were
adopted from Ozkan-Akan (2003) study regarding teachers’ perceptions on improving thinking
skills in general. The survey was randomly distributed to a sample of the Saudi elementary
school teachers during the fall semester of 2013.

In pilot tests, I introduced the questionnaires to Islamic teachers with the Saudi Ministry
of Education’s definition of critical thinking, the brief and necessary information about critical
thinking and the possible obstacles in improving critical thinking skills for elementary schools
students. This pilot study helped me to check the language of the survey and “decide whether the
study is feasible and whether it is worthwhile to continue. The pilot study provided the
opportunity to assess the appropriateness of the data-collection methods and other procedures
and to make changes if necessary. Unanticipated problems that appear can be solved at this
stage, thereby saving time and effort later” (Ary, 2010, p. 95). This pilot study was carried out
with 10 Islamic teachers working in the public schools located in Abha educational district in
November, 2013. My assistants, who are faculty members in King Khalid University, and | read

aloud each statement of the questionnaire to respondents as these teachers were asked to
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complete the questionnaire by selecting the appropriate responses that corresponded to their
personal choices. They offered some helpful suggestions and feedback in order to determine if
any modification of the survey’s statements were necessary to ensure they would be
understandable. At the same time, | gave questionnaires to three Saudi professors at King Khalid
University, King Saud University, and Al Jouf University to assess the survey’s statements in
terms of their wording and relevance of the items to the study and to review the content for
accuracy in the translation of the statements. Based upon the reviewer’s suggestions, the
necessary modifications were made to help me to measure the data accurately. These procedures
were followed for the internal validity of the questionnaire. For external validity, the study’s
sampling type was a cluster random sample that allowed me to generalize the study’s finding
over the entire population.

An informal discussion took place in order to understand the reviewers’ comments. It was
suggested that a number of items should be reworded in order to increase understanding by
future participants. Furthermore, | calculated the reliability analysis of the questionnaire by SPSS
19.0 so that the Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.856 presented the degree of internal consistency of the
questionnaire’s items. Ultimately, the questionnaire was determined to be valid, reliable, and
ready for distribution to the study’s sample.

The semi-structured interview (see Appendix B) aimed to extract participants’ opinions
about the study’s topic to determine their understanding of the survey’s statements. Therefore,
the semi-structured interview questions were developed based on the survey results and in
light of the study questions, which assisted me in obtaining a holistic picture of their perceptions
and thoughts. I grounded and adopted the interview questions from Alazzi’s (2008), which

focused on secondary school teachers’ perceptions toward critical thinking, in order to ensure the
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credibility and reliability of the study. In addition, | randomly selected a sample of Saudi Islamic
elementary school teachers in the 2013 fall semester for the purpose of interviewing them at their
particular school sites. These interviewees represented different educational backgrounds and
experience in order to determine whether or not those factors influence their perceptions toward
critical thinking in the elementary school. The interview questions were written in English and
translated into Arabic language to make the interviewees more comfortable when answering the
interview questions.

Regarding credibility and reliability of the interview questions, three academics
proficient in both Arabic and English reviewed the translations to ensure they would be
understood by the interviewees. They provided me with meaningful suggestions. | trained my
assistants to be qualified in interviewing the study’s subjects and in recording the semi-structured
interview data independently and separately, to be able to discuss interview themes, and to
resolve any recording discrepancies. After recording and transcribing the interview data, | sent
the interview themes to the interviewees to check the originality and authenticity of their
interviews and to get their final permissions for analyzing the qualitative data (see Appendix F).
These procedures helped me to produce 100% reliability, which is a high degree of agreement on
the recording data among the interviewers.

Data Collection Procedures

| applied to the Saudi Ministry of Education seeking permission to access the schools and
obtain geographical information about the schools in Abha educational district. As mentioned,
Abha educational district is divided into five regions, which are Abha City, Al Sooda, Prince

Sultan Bin Abdul-Aziz City, Khamis Mushayt, and Algraa. | randomly selected one region using
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the coin flip technique, and then made a list of that region’s schools. | included all the male
Islamic elementary teachers from that region in the study sample.

In addition, the selected participants completed consent forms to meet the Southern
[llinois University Human Subject Board requirements. Additionally, | translated the consent
forms into Arabic in order to meet the King Khalid University and Saudi Ministry of Education
requirements and regulations I then distributed the questionnaires to the selected participants
with a letter that explained the study’s purpose and its future contributions toward developing the
Saudi educational system.

To clarify any survey misunderstandings, | randomly selected 10 teachers who responded
to the survey questions for interviewing during the academic 2013/2014 year. The purpose
of the interviews was to ask them about their perceptions toward critical thinking. Before the
interview, interviewees supplied background information, such as their educational background,
in order to aid in the collection of valid and valuable data. | informed the interviewees that all the
interview information and videotapes were for research purposes only. The primary language
used in the interviews was Arabic in an effort to make interviewees comfortable and to help them
better understand the interview questions. The average duration of each interview was 20
minutes. These interviews were videotaped for accurate recording of data. | tried to avoid leading
the interviewees to any particular answers, and encouraged and motivated them to express their
opinions and beliefs freely. Finally, these interviews were conducted over a two-week period

from December 10 to 25, 2013 (see figure 2).
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Figure 2. Data collection procedures of study
Data Analysis

Quantitative data was collected through survey questionnaires and analyzed using
descriptive statistics. | used SPSS 19.0 for statistics analysis. The questionnaire data was
analyzed to determine the teachers’ perceptions toward improving critical thinking in terms
of their valuation of integration with the content knowledge, identifying what factors influence
teachers’ perceptions, and listing the obstacles in improving critical thinking in the elementary

school sites. For this purpose, | employed descriptive statistics to calculate the frequency
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and percentage of the participants’ demographic data of the participants. | computed the
frequency and mean scores of each survey statement and calculated the standard deviation for
identifying the participants’ distributions in order to answer the research questions on the factors
affecting Islamic teachers’ perceptions and identifying improving critical thinking obstacles.
Qualitative data was gathered through interviews. After recording the interviews,
| transcribed the interview data into Arabic. The transcriptions were then sent to all interviewees
to confirm the originality of the interviews’ transcriptions, translations and accuracy.
The transcripts were then translated into English by three researchers fluent in both Arabic and
English in order to ensure translation accuracy. | used analytic induction methods to analyze
the interview data. For each question, all the key and significant expressions, themes, and
phrases were listed and summarized in a separate list. These expressions and themes were coded
and then categorized into groups by the similarity of their meanings and the categories of data.
| identified and labeled these categories based on the quantitative data. After that, interviewees’
responses were recorded and analyzed.
Timeline of the Study
I conducted the pilot tests for the questionnaires and the interview questions from
November 17 to 25, 2013. Between November 30 and December 6, 2013, I distributed
the questionnaires to the selected subjects. After that, | entered the study data into SPSS and
analyzed it by the end of December 2013. After analyzing the quantitative data, I interviewed
participants from December 12 to 23, 2013. The write-up of the study’s results was completed by

January 10, 2014.
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Limitations of the Study
This study had the following limitations:
1. The study’s population is limited to male Islamic teacher in the elementary schools
within the southern region of Saudi Arabia.
2. The in-service teachers selected for the study have backgrounds in thinking skills either
through the university preparation or teaching training programs based on the national report
on education development in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (2013).
3. The results of this study are generalized only to male Islamic teachers’ perceptions
of thinking skills in elementary schools.
Summary
In summary, as a mixed-methods study, the quantitative and qualitative approaches will
incorporate two phases. The first phase is the quantitative method, which was conducted through
a survey, the results of which were analyzed by the descriptive statistical approach. The second
phase was carried out by a qualitative approach (interview). This methodological chapter
described (a) population and sample, (b) instrumentation of the study, (c) data collection

procedures, and (d) data analysis techniques.
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CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This study examined the opinions of male Islamic teachers on improving critical thinking
skills in the Saudi Arabian elementary school system and investigated the factors influencing the
perceptions of Islamic teachers about teaching critical thinking skills. My intent was to identify
any obstacles to teaching thinking skills in general and critical thinking skills in particular in
the Saudi elementary school. This study sought to answer the following questions:

1. How do male Islamic elementary school teachers define critical thinking?

2. What are the perceptions of male Islamic elementary school teachers on improving
critical thinking skills among students in Saudi Arabian elementary schools?

3. What factors influence the implementation of critical thinking instruction by male Islamic
elementary school teachers in Saudi Arabian elementary schools?

Previous studies (Alwehaibi, 2012; Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Sa-U & Abdurrahman, 2008)
hypothesized that there are many factors that can influence Islamic teacher’s perceptions about
improving thinking students’ skills in elementary schools, such as teaching methods,
appreciation of teaching thinking, educational background, teaching experiences, teaching
methods, classroom equipment and learning materials. However, this study assumed that society
and the school community also play heavy roles in influencing teacher perceptions, specifically
in Middle Eastern Countries, in terms of controlling teachers’ and students’ critical abilities
by setting security and social limitations.

Respectively, the seven sections in Table 2 present Islamic teachers’ perceptions and
even misconceptions about critical thinking, barriers in Saudi society and school community,

quality of teacher preparation programs, Islamic studies curriculum, teaching method, classroom
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structure, and student ability. Essentially, in an effort to address the study’s questions, the second

category addressed the first and second questions while others answered the third one.

Table 2
An Ove

rall Classification of Islamic Teachers’ Perceptions on Improving Critical Thinking in

Saudi Arabian Elementary Schools

No. Teacher’s Perceptions Regarding Critical Thinking

1 [slamic teachers’ perceptions —and even misperception about the improvement of critical
thinking skills in the Saudi elementary schools.

2 [Islamic teacher’s perceptions that student ability hinders improvement of critical thinking
skills.

3 [Islamic teachers’ perceptions that teaching methods hinders improvement of critical thinking
skills.

4 [[slamic teachers’ perceptions that classroom structure hinders improvement of critical thinking
skills.

5 [[slamic teachers’ perceptions of society and school community hindering the
improvement of critical thinking skills.

6 |Islamic teachers’ perceptions that pre-service teachers’ preparation programs and in-service
teacher professional developmental programs hinder improvement of critical thinking skills.

7  |Islamic teachers’ perceptions that school curriculum hinders improvement of critical thinking
skills.

The results section and discussion of the research are based on the data analysis.

Fundamentally, an examination and exploration of both the quantitative and qualitative data

exposed a diversity of substantial and meaningful themes linked to the meaning of critical

thinking and the obstacles to improving critical thinking abilities in Saudi Arabian elementary

schools

. Using descriptive statistics for each category and calculating the final scores was

completed by SPSS as the means for analyzing the quantitative data. The quantitative data was

analyzed to determine the teachers’ perceptions toward improving critical thinking in terms of
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the value of integrating it with the content knowledge, identifying the factors influencing
teachers’ perception, and listing the obstacles to improving critical thinking in elementary school
sites. For all tables, the five point Likert scale is used to rank the Islamic teachers’ responses
from “strongly agree with the given statement =5 to “strongly disagree with the given statement

=1”. | transcribed the qualitative data and analyzed it by coding and categorizing themes.

Demographics

This section presents the background and characteristics of the study’s sample, such as
the school location, educational background, and teaching experience. As Table 1 illustrates, the
Abha educational district is divided into five regions: Abha city, Al-sawda, Al-graa, Prince
Sultan Bin Abdul-Aziz city, and Khamis Mushayt city. Of the 192 Islamic teachers who taught
in the elementary schools in the southwestern region of Saudi Arabia, a total of 138 completed
the mailed survey and submitted their responses.

This represents a return rate of 73%. | followed the Ary et al. (2010) suggestions that
allows respondents a reasonable length of time to complete the survey, stating the potential
benefits of the research, and attaching the research committee members letter (see Appendix A).
Also, Saudi culture is a collective and supportive culture, which helps me to have a great return
rate. Then, | selected 10 Islamic teachers for conducting the study interview, which represents
7.24% of the sample.

Table 3 shows the personal characteristics, demographic information, educational
backgrounds, and teaching experience of the study sample. For example, a large number
of Islamic teachers (60) worked in the public schools in Abha city (43.47%), while only 10
worked in Al-sawda (7.25%). Also, 10 Islamic teachers worked in Prince Sultan Bin Abdul-Aziz

city (7.25%), and 8 teachers taught in Al-graa area (5.80%). Additionally, 50 teachers worked in
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Khamis Mushayt city, which represents 36.23% of the study participants. Essentially, Al-sawda,
Prince Sultan Bin Abdul-Aziz city, and Al-graa are more rural and conservative area while Abha
city and Khamis Mushayt city are more densely populated and affluent.
Linked to educational background, the majority of the participants (n=68) hold
a bachelor’s degree in Islamic studies, which represents 49.27% of the study’s participants.
Additionally, 40 Islamic teachers hold an associate’s degree in Islamic studies, representing
28.99% of the study’s sample. The remaining participants of the study sample (21.74%) hold
a bachelor’s degree in different disciplines such as language art, history, geography, physical
education, or science. This is due to the lack of specialized teachers and the location of schools.
With regard to teaching experience as a variable, 50 of 138 (36.23%) Islamic teachers
who completed the questionnaires havelO or fewer years of teaching experience in elementary
schools, and 35 (25.36%) Islamic teachers have taught for 11 to 15 years. Approximately 30
(21.74%) Islamic teachers had between 16 to 20 years of teaching experience, and 14 (10.15%)
teachers had teaching experience between 21 to 25 years of teaching experience. A total of 9

Islamic teachers (6.52%) had more than 25 years of teaching experience.
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Distribution of the Study Participants by School Location, Educational Background, and

Teaching Experience

Variables Frequency Present
Al-sawda 10 1.25%
School Location Prince Sultan Bin 10 7.25%
Abdul-Aziz city
Khamis Mushayt city 50 36.23%
138 100%
Associate degree 40 28.99%
Educational Bachelor’s degree in 68 49 27%
Background Islamic Studies
Bachelor’s degree in 30 21.74%
other disciplines
5-10 years 50 36.23%
11-15 years 35 25.36%
Teaching Experience 16-20 years 30 21.74%
21-25 years 14 10.15%
Over 25 years 9 6.52%

The qualitative data was gathered through the purposive sampling of 10 Islamic teachers

selected to be interviewed by me and my assistants who are three faculty members in King

Khalid University, Saudi Arabia. The participants were selected based on four criteria:

a) agreeing to voluntarily participate in the study by completing the consent form; b) completing



79

the study’s questionnaire; c) have experienced teaching Islamic studies at the elementary schools
level; and d) representing a range of Islamic teachers’ responses to the questionnaire items,
educational backgrounds and schools’ locations. The detailed characteristics of interviewees are
shown in Table 4.

Table 4

Background of Interviewees

No.| Name of Teacher Educational Years of School location
Background Teaching experience
1 Salah Associate degree of Islamic 10 Abha
Studies

2 Khalid Bachelor of Islamic Studies 25 Abha

3 Rashd Bachelor of Islamic Studies 15 Abha

4 Marzuk Bachelor of History 7 Abha

5 Ahmad Bachelor of Islamic Studies 5 Al-sawda

6 Mohammed Bachelor of Geography 13 Al-sawda

7 Ali Bachelor of Islamic Studies 18 Prince Sultan Bin

Abdul-Aziz city
8 Yahya Associated degree of Language 28 Khamis Mushayt
Arts

9 Ibrahim Bachelor of Islamic Studies 12 Khamis Mushayt

10 Taha Bachelor of Islamic Studies 21 Al-graa
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Research Questions One and Two
The first section presents Islamic teachers’ perceptions —and even misperceptions- about
the improvement of critical thinking skills in the Saudi elementary schools.

The results obtained from the analysis of the questionnaire identify the obstacles to
improving critical thinking skills in Saudi elementary schools. This section was used to answer
the following questions:

1. How do male Islamic elementary school teachers define critical thinking?

2. What are the perceptions of male Islamic elementary school teachers on improving

critical thinking skills among students in Saudi Arabian elementary schools?

Through this section, | attempted to determine whether or not Islamic teachers have
a basic knowledge of critical thinking. One goal was to discover the degree of appreciation
Islamic teachers have for and how much value they place on the critical thinking skills
of elementary school students. Other goals were to determine whether or not the Islamic
teachers’ perceptions were positive, whether or not they value critical thinking in general or not,
and whether or not they understand the meaning of critical thinking.

In order to accomplish these goals, Islamic teachers were questioned to determine their
personal degree of agreement or disagreement with seven particular statements about
the meaning of critical thinking and the benefits of improving critical thinking skills for the
students, members of community, and society in general. | provided the questionnaire
respondents with the Saudi Ministry of Education’s definition of critical thinking in order to
clarify their understanding of the term critical thinking. I used this definition because
the teachers are likely to be more familiar with it when compared other definitions more

prevalent in the literature. Providing Islamic teachers with a familiar definition helped me avoid
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metacognition, for illustrating and prioritizing thinking skills interchangeably with the term

“critical thinking”, which are often assumed to be synonymous (e.g., Alazzi, 2008; Alwehaibi,

2012; Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Sa-U & Abdrahman, 2008). Using this definition also helped me

determine the Islamic teachers’ actual perceptions in order to accomplish the study objectives.

Table 5

The Extent to Which Islamic Teachers Agree or Disagree with the Critical Thinking Definitions

of Critical Thinking (CT)

Strongly Strongly Standard
Agree | Undecided | Disagree Mean
Statement agree Disagree deviation
(4) @) &) M
(5) (1) sD
CT enables students’ to use their
higher order thinking (i.e. 438 29.9 0 105 15.8 4.34 0.585
analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation).
CT is a method of thinking that 47.1 26.5
0 22.1 4.3 431 0.551
would help students to enjoy
the learning process.

As shown in Table 5, the majority of respondents (74%) agreed with the given definition

of critical thinking, which includes observation, analysis, synthesis, evaluation, collection

of evidence, comparison, contrast, innovation, invention, abstraction, and construction.

It encourages educators to use a variety of teaching methods for developing students’ abilities

of evaluation, and for organizing their thoughts and ideas (the strategic plan of the Ministry

of Education, 1974). Illustrating this, the first and second statements of the questionnaire
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generated the strongest agreement with the meaning of critical thinking (M= 4.34) and critical
thinking is a technique that helps learners take delight in the learning process by the positive
engagements of higher order thinking skills (M= 4.31). In order to explain these findings,
respondents mentioned that the Ministry of Education’s definition addressed essential critical
thinking skills and how educators can improve these skills in students. Additionally, they agreed
with the statement that critical thinking is a technique that assists learners to engage in the
learning process. As an example, Salah made the following comment:
A critical thinking as a mental term it can be defined differently. Someone can
define it as a mental process; someone else can say it is a way of storing
information. Personally, 1 define critical thinking as finding solutions
or discovering hidden things. It also is known as gathering supporting evidences
to criticize an issue. Therefore, it is vital for educators to understand that human
beings consist of three major elements, which are the mind, the heart, and the
body. The first component is the mind (brain) that does the process of thinking
while the heart is the realm of human feeling. The third component is the body,
which is used for all human actions, behavior, and movements. Thinking is
a mental task and such tasks are performed by using different skills, which
students use to judge things when seeking a solution for a problem. Educators
usually label these skills that learners use to deal with problems in life as “-mental
abilities-” or “-mental skills-.”
Another example, Khalid defined critical thinking as:
Critical thinking is a learning method that teacher could use to challenge student

thinking ability, to motivate students’ engagement in the learning processes,
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to achieve learning outcomes and goals, and to obtain gratifying results. In other
words, critical thinking as a set of skills, using analysis, synthesis and evaluation
that students employ during the process of knowledge acquisition. Additionally,
it is a process of collecting evidences about whether the information is correct
or incorrect. If it is incorrect, we investigate more opinions about the information
so we have many results.

On the other hand, over 25% of the respondents did not agree with the given critical
thinking definition as a method of thinking that would help students to enjoy the learning
process. However, during the interview, | found the majority of interviewees defined critical
thinking differently, generally offering vague and ambiguous thoughts on the meaning of critical
thinking and its skills. As example, Yahya perceived critical thinking as

Critical thinking is a way of increasing trust among teachers and students that

allows students to become equal in the sense of knowledge. Critical thinking is

the fastest way to memorize information in a short amount time. A learner has to
have quick wits, thinking skills, and the ability to assess results quickly. [To have
such skills,] a learner has to pay attention in the class and must be physically
healthy. Islamic teachers must understand the Islamic curriculum entirely.

They have to know that a curriculum includes the student, the building, and the

course materials. It also includes the health and safety aspects of the classroom

environment, the teacher’s psychological tools, and ability to understand the
students from different perspectives - such as the students' psychology.

The findings are consistent with the findings of several studies (Allamnakrah, 2013;

Alwehaibi, 2012) in terms of teachers failing to teach critical thinking skills to learners due to
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their own lack of knowledge of critical thinking and how to implement it in the learning site.
Researchers claim that a lack of academic and applied knowledge of critical thinking and
practice impedes students’ critical thinking relating to their developmentally appropriate level of
challenge (Kowalczyk et al., 2012; Lauer, 2005; Paul, 2007; Stedman & Adams, 2012).
However, teachers are sometimes eager to teach critical thinking skills to learners, but have
insufficient knowledge of critical thinking and how to implement the strategies of teaching it
(Whittington & Newcomb as cited in Stedman & Adams, 2012).

Despite the Islamic teachers’ claims of daily practice of critical thinking skills,
researchers (e.g., Allamnakhrah 2013; Al-Qahtani 1995; and Alwehaibi, 2012) argued that Saudi
teachers generally do not teach critical thinking in their classrooms or implement its strategies
effectively. For example, Saudi undergraduate students have reported that their teachers were not
taught critical thinking at all. In fact, teachers are sometimes interested in teaching critical
thinking to students based on personal experience and comprehension of the concept.

However, when they attempted to act on their desires during instructional time, they could not do
it. Teachers seem to be unaware of methods to teach critical thinking and improving critical
thinking in schools (Alazzi, 2008; Innabi & El Sheikh, 2007).

Linked to the Islamic teachers’ claim of daily practice of critical thinking skills,
researchers (e.g., Allamnakhrah, 2013; Al-Qahtani, 1995; Alwehaibi, 2012) argued that the
Saudi teachers generally did not implement critical thinking in their classrooms. For example,
Saudi undergraduate students have reported that their teachers were not taught critical thinking at
all. In fact, teachers are sometimes interested in teaching critical thinking to students based on
personal experience and comprehend the conception of critical thinking; however, in reality,

when they attempted to translate their desires to the real world and to instructional time, they
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could not do it. For that, teachers seem to be unaware about teaching critical thinking and
improving critical thinking in schools (Alazzi, 2008; Innabi & El Sheikh, 2007).

Regarding the benefits of improving and practicing critical thinking in the school setting,
the majority of questionnaire respondents (76%) valued the teaching and improving of students’
critical thinking skills in their schools. As Table 6 shows, five statements produced the strongest
agreement with the necessity of improving critical thinking skills (M= 4.31) in order for students
to learn better in their courses (M= 4.26). Similarly, they appreciated the individual benefits of
improving critical thinking for elementary school students, such as self-confidence (M= 3.60)
and relieving monotony (M= 4.37). Also, they pointed out improving critical thinking ability led
to enhance the quality of life (M= 4.21).

Taken together, the interviewees” comments as well as the participants’ responses to the
questionnaire statements, reveal that the majority of interviewees were not familiar with critical
thinking as a term, let alone the definitions of critical thinking. Furthermore, they were not aware
of the techniques and strategies for teaching critical thinking, but indicated they have taught and
practiced critical thinking in their classrooms daily. These superficial conceptions were in
contradiction with definitions found in the literature, even with the Ministry of Education
definition. So, lack of knowledge of critical thinking has a powerful effects on valuing and
appreciation of teaching critical thinking. As example, Ali perceived critical  thinking as

In my opinion, critical thinking is defined as the facilities and ideas that are
required for a lesson being taught to students. It is also described as the type
of thinking which focuses mainly on learning knowledge that a teacher passes on
in the classroom or what the student thinks about the lesson. Comprehension and

memorization skills are the most essential critical thinking skills for young
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learners because of the role these skills play in encouraging students’ learning.
For example, to be considered a critical thinker, a student must memorize the
texts, elicit main ideas, comprehend, and then restate the information in his own
words to assess the understanding of the information. Additionally, teachers
should know if a student has good comprehension and memorization skill that
will help him or her to develop. Otherwise, if the student has limited skills,
he accepts principles without analyzing the information. The teacher should
encourage the student to read from different sources. In such cases, students will
be educated and can understand information in a fuller and more complete
manner. Learners can also explain their ideas and make determinations on
whether to understand other views.

However, some interviewees’ contended that critical thinking helps both students and
teachers maximize the benefits of learning the content of Islamic studies and produce satisfying
learning results by practicing different thinking skills at the same time. Moreover, they stated
that the benefits of boosting students critical thinking ability not only for pupils, but significantly
improves and encourages the flourishing of society as well as the quality of the societal life by
producing creative and productive citizens. The Khalid’s strongest views can be summarized
briefly by one participant:

In my opinion, as | have often stated, the Education Ministry’s mission is to
develop thinking skills at different educational levels. Based on my teaching
experience as an Islamic education teacher in primary, teaching critical thinking

has become one of the priorities in teaching young learners because such skills are
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important to daily life, particularly for teachers and learners, and in general for
citizens.

In another example of support for teaching critical thinking at the elementary school level,
Rashd made this statement:

Focusing on improving critical thinking will be productive in industry and the
industrial processes or any other field. Developing critical thinking produces
active members of society who will help the country by being permitted to speak
freely and discuss their social and financial issues.

As a result, these findings emphasized the literature that asserts that education and critical
thinking are connected and related to each other (G. F. Smith, 2002; Howie, 2011; McGuinness,
2005; Ozkan-Akan, 2003). These findings highlight the benefits of improving critical thinking
exceeded and surpassed the academic achievement, claiming that critical thinking is an essential
tool for shaping personal characteristics. Furthermore, teaching critical thinking enhances
students’ learning experiences and maximizes the outcomes of the students’ learning
(Allamnakrah, 2013; Al-Qahtani, 1995; Al-Qmadi, 2008; Alwehaibi, 2012). Educators should be
aware of the benefits of improving students’ critical thinking skills in terms of increasing
self-confidence, and releasing weariness and tedium. This finding concurs with the major finding
that emerged from Alwehaibi’s (2012) study. Moreover, the majority of the questionnaire
respondents recognized that it is essential that critical thinking take place in the classroom and be
included in all courses in order for all students to perform better in class. These finding are
supported in the arguments of Choy and Cheah, (2009), Dunn, (1988), L. Smith (2002), Tengku,

(1994), Thibeault, (2004), and Sa-U and Abdrahman (2008).
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The Extent to Which Islamic Teachers Agree or Disagree with the Benefits of Improving Critical

Thinking (CT) in the Saudi Elementary Schools

Strongly Strongly Standard
Agree | Undecided Disagree Mean
Statement agree Disagree deviation
4 @) (2 M
©) D Sh
CTS are needed for daily problem
29.9 46.1 10 4 10 431 0.551
solving.
CTS are needed for the courses to be
37.0 58.0 0 0.7 4.3 4.26 737
learned better.
CT increases self- confidence in the
21.7 38.4 9.4 16.7 13.8 3.60 1.363
classroom.
CT relieves monotony in the
42.0 47.8 0 0 10.1 4.37 0.664
classroom.
47.1 40.6 0 5.1 7.2 4.21 0.841
CT is essential for high quality of life.

On the contrary, only 5 to 20% of the Islamic teachers in this study did not appreciate nor

understand the essential effect of advancing students’ critical thinking across all educational

levels. Table 6 illustrates five statements that generated the strongest disagreement with

the essential advantage to their students’ daily life in terms of solving various aspects of societal

problems.

These teachers also did not agree with the positive effects in learner performance when

teaching and practicing critical thinking across all Islamic subjects, such as Tajwid, Tafisr,

Hadith, Figh, and Tawheed. They had almost equal value for the benefits of promoting students’

thinking abilities on personal characteristics, such as increasing self-confidence and relieving
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monotony.Twelve percent thought that developing critical thinking would not lead to
improvement in the quality of life.

During the face-to face interviews, | found a number of interviewees had no experience
in or understanding of critical thinking in general. They also were careful to express their
personal views about the benefits of fostering and promoting students’ critical thinking skills due
to the political and social boundaries and limitations. For example, Ahmad stated that

| think critical thinking is not worth much in our life because it allows people

to protest the governmental rules so that it may destroy our community like

Egyptian community.

Additionally, Ibrahim shared the following comment:

Critical thinking is not important to integrate in Saudi school programs because it

encourages people to citizen a number of critical topics. These topics will lead

people to be skeptical in the Islamic religion or against the Saudi government
agenda. | really do not see any benefits of improving critical thinking for young
learners,

Consequently, these teachers do not value the importance of improving students’ critical
thinking abilities, regardless of their educational levels. This finding is noteworthy in that it
concurs with other studies that found teachers play an important and active role in successfully
improving critical thinking abilities of students in elementary schools (Dunn, 1988; Kowalczyk
et al., 2012; Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Sa-U & Abdurrahman, 2008; L. Smith, 2002; Tengku, 1994;
Thibeault, 2004).

They also found improving learners’ critical thinking skills largely depends mainly on the

teachers. In addition, teachers’ perceptions can affect the enhancement of students’ critical
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thinking abilities positively or negatively because they are able to either bolster students’
thinking abilities or hamper them. Therefore, teachers’ perceptions toward teaching thinking
skills and their lack of sufficient theoretical and practical knowledge of thinking skills hinders
their ability to facilitate the learning process.

Overall, the first section revealed teachers’ perceptions toward improving critical
thinking may encourage or impede students’ thinking abilities. In fact, teachers’ perceptions have
a powerful effect on their adoption of teaching techniques, the variety of assessment instruments
employed, and students’ learning performance in the classroom.

There are interrelated relationships between teachers’ perceptions and their actions in the
learning setting. The results obtained from this category emphasize that teachers play an
important and active role in successfully improving critical thinking abilities of students in
elementary schools. These results are supported in the literature by showing that the
improvement of learners’ critical thinking skills largely depends on the teachers. Teachers’
perceptions also positively or negatively affect the enhancement of students’ critical thinking
abilities because they either bolster or hamper students’ thinking abilities (Dunn, 1988; Ozkan-

Akan, 2003; Sa-U & Abdurrahman, 2008; Smith, 2002; Tengku, 1994; Thibeault, 2004).
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Research Question Three
3- What factors influence the implementation of critical thinking instruction by male Islamic
elementary school teachers in Saudi Arabian elementary schools?

The analysis of teachers’ perceptions of society, the school community, pre-service
teachers’ preparation programs, in-service teacher professional development programs, Islamic
subject curriculum, teaching methods, classroom structures, and student ability are taken in
account to answer the third research question. Table 7 displays the means and standard
deviations for the six categories in the questionnaire that examined the perceived barriers
to teaching critical thinking.

Table 7

Mean Scores of the Questionnaire Section’ Items

Mean
Scores
No. Items of All
Section
Items

Standard
Deviation

Islamic teacher’s perceptions of student ability hindering the improvement

L Leritical thinking skills. 4.31 0.147

Islamic teachers’ perceptions of teaching methods hindering the

improvement critical thinking skills. 4.29 0.416

Islamic teachers’ perceptions of classroom structure hindering the

3 improvement critical thinking skills 3.12 0.353

Islamic teachers’ perceptions of society and school community hindering

4 the improvement critical thinking skills. 3.10 0.404

Islamic teacher’s perceptions of pre-service candidate teachers’
5 [preparation programs and in- service teacher professional developmental 269 1.122

programs hindering the improvement critical thinking skills.

Islamic teachers’ perceptions of Islamic studies curriculum hindering the

improvement critical thinking skills. 2517 0.162
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The second section focuses on teachers’ perceptions of whether students’ ability is
a constraint to improving critical thinking in Saudi elementary schools.

In this section, the respondents were given five statements as to whether student ability
restricts improving critical thinking skills and asked to express their level of agreement with
each. Student ability was the barrier that scored highest with total mean of 4.31. The data in
Table 8 shows that mean scores ranged between 4.21 (items 2, 4, and 5) and 4.48 (items 1 and 3).
The standard deviations range from .618 (items 2, 4, and 5) to 1.344 (items 1 and 3). The overall
mean for this category is 4.31, which means the majority of the study respondents agreed that
student ability restricts the improvement of critical thinking skills. This table also shows that the
responses of Islamic teachers to statements 2, 4, and 5 with a standard deviation of 1.34 are more
heterogeneous than the responses to statements 1 and 3, which have a standard deviation of 0.61.

Islamic teachers’ perceptions were considered the main obstacle to teaching critical
thinking in the Saudi elementary schools. But Table 8 illustrates that students are also regarded
as a significant obstacle. The results were obtained from five statements given to Islamic
teachers who were asked to indicate their personal agreement that Saudi student ability is
a constraint to improving critical thinking skills in Saudi elementary schools.

Approximately 96% of the respondents reported that students view their Islamic teachers
as authority figures, a cultural perception that means they cannot be subject to arguing or
questioning. Moreover, 79% of the respondents thought elementary students lack the necessary
knowledge for improving and practicing critical thinking in the classroom. It was the opinion
of 96% that elementary students experience difficulty and are impatient and irritated when
practicing critical thinking activities. 79% of respondents said the students lack the interest

to engage in the critical thinking activities and prefer simpler factual activities and assignments.
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It was made evident during the participant interviews that these teachers hoped their
students would enthusiastically contribute and participate in daily critical thinking skills
activities, either in or out of the classroom.

However, they found their students to be largely discouraged, and passive, and lacking
motivation to challenge themselves in complex activities. Significantly, interviewees stated that
since students are loathing to respond to or to participate in critical thinking activities, the
teachers tend not to incorporate them. They also mentioned that students become anxious,
especially when asked clarification questions that require the use of fundamental critical thinking
skills, such as analyzing and synthesizing information. Students also become comfortable with
basic questions that only required memorized responses. Taha made the following statement:

There are a number of problems related to teaching critical thinking to Saudi

students, but the major problem is linked to the students. Saudi students, through

their daily allotment of time, have no time to deal with learning materials, let
alone practice critical thinking because of personal interest activities, such as
soccer. Also, they were not interested in learning complex materials because
complicated activities would affect their future careers. Most Saudi students view
passing the national and academic achievement test with a high grade point
average as the highest priority because it makes them eligible for admittance to
high ranked universities and colleges. The main concern for students is to get
a good grade versus actually learning the content.
Ali made a similar point:
Many students do not prefer to practice critical thinking at the learning site as

they are not familiar with the learner centered teaching methods. Practicing
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critical thinking seems, to those students, to be a new experience that might be the

opposite of how they previously learned across all their educational levels.

If elementary students were not interested in critical thinking, they won’t benefit,

even if the Islamic teachers’ perceptions are positive toward teaching critical

thinking. Also, students do not have a preference for complex and difficult

learning. They want to pass the national exam easily with high scores.

This finding supports the view of Alwehaibi’s (2012) study that showed engaging
students in critical thinking activities could lead to the improvement and promotion of critical
thinking skills. However, Allamnakrah (2013) claimed that some teachers believed students have
no interest in learning critical thinking, especially if they assume it will not be required when
taking the national test. He pointed out that teachers are sometimes willing for their students to
engage and participate actively in critical thinking courses, but they found students to be inactive
learners during critical thinking practice. Therefore, students preferred to arrive at answers easily
and to enjoy their leisure time doing fun activities. Dealing with these issues, of course, is
a difficult and complex job for teachers, but they should do their best to improve students’ skills
and share their personal experiences with others.

In contrast to these findings is the fact that elementary students lack the knowledge
for improving their critical thinking skills. Nearly 17% of the respondents argued that Saudi
students have the ability to apply critical thinking skills, but these abilities cannot be developed
by their own efforts. Students’ abilities should be primarily fostered and promoted in their
classroom by experienced and knowledgeable teachers. Moreover, 17% contended that Saudi
students tend to learn complex and challenging activities, but the teacher is responsible for

providing students with ample learning activities and motivating them to actively participate.



Teachers play a primary role in the overall learning process in terms of implementing critical

thinking instructions and activities in the classroom. Marzuk made the following statement:
Currently, the new mission of the Saudi Ministry of Education in the updated
curricula is that all students are equal. That’s so high achievers are distributed into
groups in the classes. In other words, when an Islamic teacher starts a class, he
should divide the students into four groups with two high achievers in each group.
This way, lower achievers will benefit from the higher achievers and have
a chance to participate in collaborative learning, which helps them to start to
develop their skills. In the new curricula, Islamic teachers are required to use
collaborative learning to help the lower achievers learn from the higher achievers,
which is the new technique recommended by the ministry. Presently, Islamic
teachers have some students who challenge their teachers in the classroom,
a phenomenon that is not a problem since they support students seeking
information. Finally, the Saudi Ministry of Education encourages that students
look for information. A teacher can give students a question and the students are
required to go and try to find the answer wherever they can find it.

Salah offered this perspective:
Simply, teachers should engage students in the learning process because students
are supposed to practice critical thinking skills in order to justify their arguments
and persuade others. However, Islamic teachers sometime tend to blame students
by attributing the failure of improving critical thinking in Saudi schools to the
students rather than attributing it to the cultural or social context or other reasons.

In my opinion, the main reason for the failure of critical thinking in Saudi
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elementary schools is related to the Saudi educational system, which must make

reforms concerning critical thinking. Once this has been completed the

stakeholders of education can chide Islamic teachers and elementary students if

they do not use critical thinking effectively.

Furthermore, this study’s findings coincide with those of Al-Essa (2009), who discovered
that critical thinking generally was absent across all educational levels. He mentioned that Saudi
researchers have advocated integrating critical thinking into the school curriculum and classroom
activities. It is also consistent with the studies of Choy and Cheah (2009), and Stedman and
Adams (2012) that indicated students can think critically using their own cognitive skills, but the
improvement of critical thinking skills requires time, activities, and teachers-supported efforts.
Furthermore, this study’s findings correspond with the major findings in Allamnakrah’s (2013)
study that showed it is simple to blame students’ mental ability rather than taking into account
and addressing the causes and solutions of this problem.

Aliakbari and Sadeghdaghighi (2012) are supported by this study’s finding that students’
ability as an obstacle can attribute to the lack of opportunity to practice critical thinking in the
classroom and to the overloaded of learning materials. Additionally, students should be able to
express their opinions without hesitation and fear. If not, they tend to imitate other’s ideas or to

follow other’s beliefs without question.
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Table 8

The Extent to Which Islamic Teachers Agree or Disagree with Statements on that Student Ability

as Constraint to the Improvement of Critical Thinking Skills (CTS)

Strongly Strongly Standard
Agree | Undecided | Disagree Mean
Statement agree Disagree deviation
4) ®) @) M

(®) (@ SD
Students perceive Islamic teachers as

52.9 449 0 2.2 0 4.48 .618
authority figures.
Students lack needed background

68.1 11.6 2.9 8.7 8.7 421 1.344
knowledge for practicing CT.
Students are impatient with
the difficulty of practicing 52.9 449 0 2.2 0 4.48 .618
CT activities.
Students lack interest in CT 68.1 11.6 29 8.7 8.7 4.21 1.344
activities.
Students prefer activities and

68.1 11.6 2.9 8.7 8.7 421 1.344
assignments with simple factual
questions and answers.
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The third section concentrates on teacher’s perceptions of whether teaching methods
constrain the improvement of critical thinking skills in Saudi elementary schools.

In this section, Islamic teachers were given six statements about the teaching methods
employed in Islamic courses said to constrain the improvement of critical thinking skills in
elementary school students. They were asked to reveal the extent to which they agree with each
statement of the questionnaire (see Table 9). Teaching methods was the second highest scoring
obstacle to the improvement of critical thinking abilities in Saudi elementary schools with total
mean of 4.29.

More than 98% of the respondents reported that Islamic teachers do not provide adequate
critical thinking activities in the daily lesson plan even though such activities play a significant
role in training students in critical thinking. Equally important, nearly 72% of the respondents
think the Saudi national standardized tests impede the development of critical thinking skills
because they mainly aim to assess students’ memorization abilities of the factual ideas and
concepts of the Islamic courses. During face-to-face interview, Mohammed reported that

The Saudi national tests classify into groups. One group consists of students

eligible for further academic education in either the universities or teacher

education colleges. The second group is students eligible for vocational education
institutions.
Another perspective, Yahya remarked:

Nowadays, it is crucial to include critical thinking in elementary schools by using

effective teaching methods and learning strategies. However, Islamic teachers use

traditional and direct teaching methods and rote-learning methods, such as lecture,

while they have options to choose to teach students based on critical thinking stra-
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tegies. Another important idea is that teachers sometimes do not like to use

discussion and questioning as teaching methods address questionable and

sensitive topics, such as political issues. Personally, | think it is the Islamic
teacher’s responsibility to teach students in groups and let them ask, answer and

infer the answers. The role of the teacher is to facilitate and lead the classroom

discussion.

Additionally, almost 98% of the teachers responded to the statement about teaching
methods for delivery of Islamic concepts saying that Islamic teachers usually lecture about such
concepts to elementary schools students because they feel a need to cover content within the
timetable of the course and following the scope and sequence of the content. Nearly 72%, of the
Islamic teachers affirmed that they do not provide their students sufficient time for improving
critical thinking skills in class or implement instructional techniques for fostering students
thinking skills. Interestingly, almost 98% reported they do not welcome questions that have no
obvious answer because such questions make them nervous and uncomfortable.

These findings are consistent with studies by Al-Qahtani (1995), Brookfield (1987),
Fisher (2007), Kowalczyk et al., (2012), and Maiorana (1992) that found improvement of critical
thinking could be hindered by a teacher’s confusion in distinguishing between teaching
organization and teaching approaches. A teaching approach focuses on the methods of conveying
knowledge to the students and the framework of the subject matter. Teaching organization
focuses on how the lesson is arranged in order to help students easily engage.

In fact, this clarification allows teachers to discern between the ideas of the subject matter
and arrangements of the classroom. Significantly, the interviewees’ comments, similar to the

respondents’ responses to the questionnaire statement, reveal that teaching critical thinking
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skills in elementary school should meet the children's needs through using learner- centered
teaching methods. For instance, Khalid made this suggestion:

In my personal opinion, using learner-centered teaching methods gives learners

the chance to challenge themselves. Additionally, concerning teaching critical

thinking, these teaching methods encourage students to discover their world and

investigate complex problems to find the right solutions. However, he pointed out

Islamic teachers sometimes resist the transition from the teacher-centered

teaching approach to the learner-centered learning approach. This is because of

the belief that in using different teaching methods, educators give up some

measure of student’s discipline, which will affect classroom management.

With respect to the Saudi national standardized tests, more than 73% of respondents
stated that the Saudi national standardized tests impede student critical thinking abilities because
of the emphasis on memorization of the Islamic studies content rather than applying knowledge
in different learning situations.

On the other hand, a number of respondents argued that the Saudi national standardized
tests do not impede the development of critical thinking skills, but they help decision makers
assess the educational systems as whole and identify the students’ cognitive and professional
abilities. Of course, these tests focus mostly on memorization, but there are several sections for

assessing problem solving and decision-making.
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Moreover, nearly 12% of these Islamic teachers asserted they usually attempt to provide
their students sufficient time to practice critical thinking in class either through activities
or questions. They also argued that it is not necessary for Islamic teachers to cover Islamic
course content because the main goal is to understand how the students employ the Islamic
concepts, morals, manners, and ethics in the real world.

Table 9

The Extent to Which Islamic Teachers Agree or Disagree with Statements on Teaching Methods

Being a Barrier to the Improvement of Critical Thinking Skills (CTS)

Strongly Strongly Standard
Agree | Undecided | Disagree Mean
Statement agree Disagree deviation
(4) ®) @ M
(®) @ sD

Islamic teachers do not provide adequate

69.6 28.3 2.2 0 0 4.67 514
CT opportunities within lesson plans.
National standardized tests impede the

304 42.8 14.5 12.3 0 3.91 .970
development of CTS.
Islamic teachers usually lecture the

69.6 28.3 2.2 0 0 4.67 514
knowledge to the students.
Islamic teachers do not provide students
with enough time for practicing CT in 304 42.8 145 12.3 0 3.91 .970
the class.
Islamic teachers are uncomfortable with
their students’ questions that they may 69.6 28.3 2.2 0 0 4.67 514
not be able to answer.
Islamic teachers feel a need to cover

304 42.8 145 12.3 0 3.91 .970
content.
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The fourth section focuses on teachers’ perceptions of whether classroom structure hinders
the improvement of critical thinking skills.

In this section, Islamic teachers were given four statements about classroom structure
being viewed as a constraint to the improvement of elementary school students’ critical thinking
skills. They were asked to express their agreement or disagreement with each statement.
Classroom structure was the third highest scored barrier to developing students’ critical thinking
abilities with a total mean of 3.72.

As Table 10 shows, 74% of respondents agreed that classrooms are not conducive for
facilitating the teaching of critical thinking skills for elementary school students. However, 25%
claimed that the schools in the urban Abha educational district are well-prepared for teaching
critical thinking in terms of including all the necessary learning materials, laboratories, Internet
networks, and technological equipment. At the same time, they contended that Islamic teachers
who teach in the elementary schools located in the rural area of Abha’s educational district
encounter difficulties in teaching critical thinking due to the lack of the essential learning
materials, libraries, and Internet network. Also, there is large number of schools not originally
designed to serve as schools, causing students and teachers to adapt to inadequate classroom
sizes, lighting, and safety measures. Salah offered the following comments:

There are things we, teachers and students, lack, such as facilities. For example,

schools are not as well-prepared as they are supposed to be. There must be smart

boards and round tables for group discussions. In the urban area of the Abha
educational district, elementary schools are generally prepared with a number of
learning facilities and techniques, but these schools do not have the necessary

tools for teaching thinking skills in general and critical thinking in particular.
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A teacher buys what is affordable from his own pocket because the Ministry of

Education does not provide many of the necessary items. When a teacher gives

a student a problem to solve using thinking skills, students have to have

the required tools whether they study math, Islamic education, social studies, or

geography.

Rashd shared his perspective:

Based on my educational experience, | would say that elementary school classes

are the same as they have been for 40 years. They are traditional and not prepared

for teaching such new topics like critical thinking skills.

This finding concurred with Ozkan-Akan’s (2003) study that found educators have a
difficult job of improving students’ critical thinking skills effectively in crowded classrooms.
Moreover, this study’s finding is consistent with the studies of Al-Qahtani (1995) and Alwehaibi
(2012) that found Saudi teachers are often disappointed and discouraged to teach critical thinking
in classrooms that are not designed to function as schools.

With regard to time being an obstacle in the improvement of students’ critical thinking,
more than 58% of Islamic teachers stated they do not have time to develop their own activities
for practicing critical thinking. Their reason is the lack of resources for teaching critical thinking
across all educational disciplines but particularly Islamic courses. However, more than 33%
argued that they do have time to develop critical thinking during or after the school day, but they
prefer not to work during times they are not being paid. Moreover, they claimed the majority
of urban schools are provided with meaningful and useful resources, which teachers can use as

guidelines for classroom activities.
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This finding is supported further by the studies of Kowalczyk et al. (2012), Scott (2008),
and Snyder and Snyder (2008) that claimed time is a major barrier in teaching critical thinking
skills in classrooms that are growing in size. They also found that teachers tend to provide
students with a wealth of knowledge in their specific discipline by mastering key information,
but face difficulties in teaching time and finding helpful learning resources for teaching critical
thinking to the students.

Linked to the difficulty of assessing the students’ critical thinking works, nearly 59%
of the respondents reported that teachers are not prepared to assess critical thinking because they
did not receive any prerequisite knowledge of critical thinking in teaching candidate programs
or in-service professional training programs. On the other hand, almost 29% did not believe that
assessing critical thinking is possible for well-prepared teachers in the elementary schools
located in the urban Abha educational district because of a lack of continuous professional
training and experienced and expertise Islamic teachers, and provided assessment resources.
Islamic teachers need short-term and long-term training to become familiar with critical thinking

assessment instruments.
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The Extent to Which Islamic Teachers Agree or Disagree with Statements on Classroom

Structure Constrains Being a Constraint to Improving Critical Thinking Skills (CTS)

Strongly Strongly Standard
Agree | Undecided Disagree Mean
Statement agree Disagree deviation
4 ©)) ) M
®) (1) SD
Classrooms do not help Islamic 42.0 32.6 0 25.4 0 4.16 .806
teachers facilitate CTS.
Islamic teachers do not have
39.1 19.6 8.0 16.7 16.7 3.47 1.54
enough time to get prepared for
developing activities for CT.
Islamic teachers do not have 39.9 39.1 14 8.0 11.6 3.87 1.33
enough resources to teach CT.
Islamic teachers are not 26.1 33.3 10.9 15.2 14.5 341 1.39
prepared to assess CT.
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The fifth section concentrates on Islamic teachers’ perceptions of whether Saudi society
and school community constrain the improvement of critical thinking skills in Saudi
elementary schools.

In this section, the questionnaire included nine items on whether Saudi society and the
school community influence improving learners’ critical thinking abilities in Saudi elementary
schools. This was the fourth highest ranked barrier with total mean of 3.70. These items
generated the strongest agreement with the negative roles Saudi society and the school
communities play in fostering and promoting of students’ critical thinking abilities. The first item
concentrates on the positive effect development of critical thinking skills has on different aspects
of society (M= 4.26). The second item asked whether Saudi society valued and supported the
process of promoting students’ critical thinking skills (M= 4.07). The third statement addressed
the notion that Saudi society hinders efforts in accelerating students’ critical thinking ability
because of the potential effect on society (M=4.07). Based on this result, questioning people in
authority may be interpreted as discourteous and disrespectful behavior (M=3.85). Notably, Ali
explained that

To be honest, Saudi parents need to teach children that others’ views must be

respected and appreciated. Also, questioning and arguing with a person in charge

of something is inappropriate manner and unacceptable cultural behaviors.

As displayed in Table 11, the majority of participants strongly agreed that improving
critical thinking skills leads to improvements in Saudi society in terms of providing citizens with
opportunities to speak up about issues such as health care deficiencies, economic crises, and

politician corruption.
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The Extent to Which Islamic Teachers Agree or Disagree with Statements Regarding the

Influence Society Has on Improving Critical Thinking Skills (CTS)

question people in

authority.

Strongly Strongly Standard
Agree | Undecided | Disagree Mean
Statement agree Disagree deviation
(4) ®) ) M
(®) 1) SD
Improving CTS thinking
37.0 58.0 0 4.3 0.7 4.26 737
skills leads to improving
Saudi society.
Saudi society does not 34.1 52.9 0 12.3 0.7 4.07 .948
value CT.
Improving CT affect the 34.1 52.9 0 12.3 0.7 4.07 .948
Saudi of society security.
It is disrespectful to
28.3 49.3 2.2 20.3 0 3.85 1.050

Contrary to this supportive view, only 5% of the respondents stated that improving

critical thinking may help society’s leaders and decision makers to improve the Saudi

community. The same respondents asserted that teachers in general and Islamic teachers in

particular should focus on teaching essential skills such as communication, leadership, and social

coexistence with others at the elementary school level. They thought that critical thinking is
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a suitable and welcome skill for mature people, but not for young learners because it requires
employing a number of high-ordered thinking skills. Instead, teachers should focus on providing
students with solid theoretical knowledge in different subjects such as Islamic studies, math,
science, history, and geography. Moreover, they believed it important to delay practicing critical
thinking skills to the high school level when students are mature enough to evaluate and make
wise decisions.
Table 11 shows that over 85% of respondents strongly agreed that Saudi society does not
value improving critical thinking, For example, Marzuk reported that
Saudi society has a negative effect on improving students’ critical thinking
abilities. Also, Saudi students grow up in an uncritical society because parents and
teachers raise and teach children that others’ ideas and opinions must be
respected. Additionally, elders and people in authority usually attempt to limit
children’s, and even adults’, freedom to discuss what they want to address.
Therefore, parents and teachers sometimes train students to defer to powerful
people because of the traditional belief that the community must be ruled and
governed by the elites who have the leadership skills for making society flourish.
Moreover, | have determined that it is difficult for Islamic teachers to enhance
students to think rationally when their society hinders and limits citizens’ mental
ability. Also, it is unimaginable to ask students to critique the speech of societal
leaders when they are not able to ask questions in their classrooms.
The comments provided by the interviewees revealed two different views on this topic.
The first view was shared by the majority of interviewees and contends that Saudi society does

not appreciate or support the process of developing citizens’ critical thinking skills for two
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reasons: 1) teachers and parents must teach students to respect the cultural ideas and accept them
without question; and 2) a common misconception among elders and politicians is that
improving critical thinking among young learners may affect the security and conformity of
Saudi society. In other words, parents and leaders of society interpret questioning and back-and
forth dialogue with people in authority as disrespectful and inappropriate behavior.

These findings are consistent with Allamnakhrah’s (2013) and Alazzi’s (2008) studies.
They mentioned the culture of Middle Eastern society is considered the most common obstacle
to improving critical thinking, and instead favors harmony and security. These studies found that
authority figures in societies that value harmony and security often attempt to create
a hypothetical political ceiling to control citizens’ questions, but it leads to limiting people’s
freedom and affects people’s identities. These figures often prevent people’s ability to practice
critical thinking in their daily lives.

Interestingly, the current study found that teachers are unwilling to teach critical thinking
at the elementary school level. They view critical thinking as an adult skill, and to be a waste
of time for young learners to use higher-ordered thinking skills, especially at the foundation
level. Another reason cited is that teaching critical thinking to either young or adult learners is
not an important skill for taking and passing the national exams. These tests assess the students’
ability in mastering the knowledge already being studied. These findings are reinforced in
Alazzi’s (2008) study. He found Jordanian teachers considered critical thinking to be a set
of mature skills that teachers should not waste time teaching students, with practicing
complicated and complex high- ordered thinking skills, especially at the foundational level.

However, only 12% of the Islamic teachers thought that Saudi society appreciates and

encourages the improvement of young learners’ critical thinking skills by elementary school
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teachers. This opposite view claims that Saudi society appreciates and encourages elementary
school faculty to improve young learners’ critical thinking skills. The reasoning is that

the current elementary school students are the future leaders responsible for the employment of
critical thinking skills by other citizens either in school or at work.

They emphasized the consequence of the teacher’s role in encouraging students to express
gently and politely their opinions and beliefs and to question people in authority in order to
produce productive and wise leadership. For instance, Mohammed stated:

In Saudi Arabia, people often practice critical thinking beyond the educational
context. Saudi citizens have freedom to raise their voice about educational,
political, and social problems. As a teacher, I thought the Ministry of Education
encourages teachers to use a variety of teaching methods to improve students’
learning performance, as well as their thinking skills. However, it is vital to focus
on reading and writing skills in elementary schools and postpone practicing high-
ordered thinking skills to high school due to its knowledge background.
Another example is Ibrahim’s perspective:

Islamic teachers should know that schools are not the only places where students
practice critical thinking. Students practice critical thinking in their homes or in
their daily interaction within their societies. For example, parents may discuss
things have happened with their children and the children are able to relate to
them. If a problem happens, parents start asking why such a problem happens, and
analyzing its background and cause. You can find some students who practice this
skill but they do not know they are practicing critical thinking. Of course, some

social connections and ways of understanding issues can be obstacles either with
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parents or students because of the environment they have grown up in. For

instance, when older people speak, children are supposed to keep silent rather

than inject their own opinion on the subject. However, the youngest child has to

be taken into account, as our prophet spoke to a two-year boy. This boy had

a personality that had to be respected due to his ability to think critically. Parents

need to respect young people because they will be important figures in the future

and we have to take their opinions into account when they are children.

These findings correspond with Allamnakhrah’s (2013) and Moore’s (2009) studies that
emphasized the importance of stimulating student critical thinking through practical activities
across different disciplines to foster and improve students’ mental abilities. Also, Moore (2009)
stressed that raising students motivations in practicing thinking skills in daily life, such as
making inferences, decision-making, and problem solving, would help them think effectively and
become more productive citizens. Essentially, Allamnakhrah (2013) pointed out the advantage
of critical thinking goes beyond the academic environment to the real world in terms
of increasing the quality of daily societal activities, as well as the competence of employees in
the workplace.

In summary, considering the view of both opponents and proponents of the effect
of Saudi society, | found that Saudi Arabia is flourishing and developing into a modern society
by borrowing industrial notions and innovative ideas. However, Saudi society is very proud of
the Islamic civilization and its culture. Therefore, the Saudi decision makers always attempt to
ground any new social movement or modern progress into their local culture rather than
importing another culture, including Arabian culture. In Saudi Arabia, it is the school’s

responsibility to socialize young citizens into the Saudi culture and coexist with other people
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regardless of their social class or economic status. This is achieved by teaching students

to respect and admire the ideas and traditions that emerge from the culture and elders in

the community. Thus, teachers and students act as defenders of the Saudi culture and ideas.

In less developed countries, the school curriculum’s role is to deliver the culture of society to the
learners by initiating students into norms of their cultures and teaching them the common
cultural heritage. This is to protect their communities from external influences, which is
consistent with the Bataineh and Alazzi (2009) study.

Notably, this finding agrees with Halpern’s (1996) findings in which he pointed out that
there is a common misconception about the word critical that is sometimes used to insult
a person who is always questioning national figures, or making undesirable comments. In fact,
critical thinking involves a series of mental skills with the purpose of reaching and providing
valuable findings that would improve society as whole.

In regard to school community influence, the questionnaire contained five items focusing
on the positions of Saudi school administrators and parents. The first statement was about the
unenthusiastic view school administrators and teacher supervisors have toward accelerating
learner critical thinking skills in the classroom (M=3.29). Such learning was not emphasized in
their observation notes (M= 3.00). Therefore, teacher supervisors usually force Islamic teachers
to cover the Islamic studies content (M=3.52), which causes them to avoid administrative
disapproval for teaching critical thinking at the elementary schools level (M=3.60). The teachers
also fear parental dissatisfaction for allowing their children to practice critical thinking in the
classrooms (M=3.66).

As Table 12 shows, more than half (55%) of Islamic teachers thought that the school

staff, administrators, and teaching supervisors for both pre-service teachers and in-service
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teachers do not always provide support for improving critical thinking in the elementary schools
in terms of strategies, techniques, and activities. Moreover, more than half of Islamic teachers
insisted that teaching supervisors do not emphasize improving critical thinking skills in their
observation comments and notes. They also pointed out those teaching supervisors usually force
Islamic teachers to cover the Islamic content according to scope and sequence of the subject.

Another important finding is that over 55% of respondents usually fear administrative
disapproval for teaching critical thinking in the classrooms and for using unusual teaching
methods, such as field trips and focus groups. In addition, they are apprehensive of parental
disapproval for concentrating on critical thinking skills. This stems from parents thinking that
students who employ critical thinking may be isolated from their community because they
viewed critical thinking as negative behavior. As example, Ahmad stated:

Saudi school administration staffs generally discourage improving critical

thinking in the school sites because they do not value the benefits of developing

thinking skills in students or in society. They also ask teachers to discipline
students learning because they are afraid to have protesters in their schools.

On the other hand, 35% of the Islamic teachers who completed the questionnaire argued
that the Saudi Ministry of Education, school administrators, teacher supervisors, and parents
usually support teachers in general, and Islamic teachers in particular, to implement critical
thinking strategies across all educational levels and disciplines. Furthermore, they mentioned that
implementing critical thinking is one of the primary criteria in the annual assessment of teacher
performance in the classroom.

These findings are consistent with the Ozkan-Akan’s (2003) findings in which he found

school staff, such as administers and teaching supervisors, sometimes limit teachers’ abilities in
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teaching students how to think logically and rationally by providing them with inadequate

professional training opportunities whether related to the subject content or not.

Table 12

The Extent to Which Islamic Teachers Agree or Disagree with Statements Regarding the

Influence School Communities Has on Improving Critical Thinking Skills (CTS)

Strongly Standard
Strongly agree Agree Undecided | Disagree Mean
Statement Disagree deviation
©) 4) @) @ M
1) SD

School administrators and
teaching supervisors do not 26.8 29.0 8.7 18.1 174 3.29 1471
support improvement of CT
in the classroom.
Improving CTS is not

57.2 8.7 0 11.6 22.5 3.007 1.264
included in teaching
supervisors’ observations.
Islamic teachers are forced

29.0 25.4 21.7 17.4 6.5 3.52 1.256
to cover the content of
textbooks.
Islamic teachers fear 38.4 16.7 21.7 13.8 9.4 3.60 1.363
administrative disapproval.
Islamic teachers fear 39.9 31.2 0.7 12.3 15.9 3.66 1.496
parental disapproval.
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The sixth section focuses on teachers’ perceptions of pre-service Islamic teachers’
preparations programs and in-service professional developmental programs hindering the
improvement of critical thinking skills in Saudi elementary schools.

In this section, Islamic teachers were given ten statements about whether their pre-service
preparation and in-service professional developmental programs constrained improving critical
thinking skills. Respondents were asked to express to what degree they agreed or disagreed with
each given statement. Table 13 and 14 present the means and standard deviation for the ten
statements in the questionnaire. Teacher’s preparation programs and professional development
programs were the fifth highest obstacle scored with a total mean of 2.69.

As Table 13 shows, the statements in this section produced the strongest Islamic teacher
responses that colleges, universities, and even school districts do not consider fostering critical
thinking skills an educational priorities (M=1.92). Therefore, there is a common belief that
educational college administrators and university faculties think there is no need to spend much
time on accelerating and training pre-service teachers’ critical thinking skills (M=1.92);

Another stated reason is that critical thinking skills could be learned naturally, as part of
human growth (M=1.92). However, the respondents believed that it is important to include
critical thinking skills in pre-service Islamic teacher education programs (M= 4.63).
Unfortunately, the respondents perceived that pre-service Islamic teacher education programs do
not emphasize practicing critical thinking skills in Islamic studies undergraduate course (M=
4.34) because it is not deemed an essential component of pre-service Islamic education programs

across all Saudi higher education institutions (M= 4.64).
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Training Islamic teacherS in critical thinking is not considered a fundamental element
of professional training (M= 3.81). As such, the general perception is that Islamic teachers are
unqualified to teach critical thinking skills in the classroom (M=3.95) due to the lack of basic
and perquisite knowledge of critical thinking (M= 3.78) and the inability to implement critical
thinking strategies (M= 3.95).

Table 13 shows more than 81 % of the Islamic teachers strongly agreed or agreed that
developing critical thinking skills is not considered a major goal of the Saudi educational
program for pre-service or in- service teachers. Furthermore, they stated that it is the educational
college’s responsibility to work on and spend time on improving pre-service Islamic teachers’
thinking skills in general and critical thinking skills in particular for two reasons. First, teacher
candidates may inherit intellectual and thinking skills from their parents, but these skills must be
trained and developed in their pre-service academic courses and internship programs in order for
them to increase their competencies. Secondly, these teacher candidates will potentially teach
critical thinking to their future learners and be responsible for answering students’ critical
questions.

With regard to pre-service teacher preparation programs, 95% of Islamic teachers
stressed the importance of including critical thinking skills into pre-service Islamic teacher
academic programs, either in Saudi universities or teacher education colleges. However, they
contended that the pre-service educational programs do not currently include any theoretical
courses that teach the meaning, strategies, and techniques of critical thinking. A considerable
number of Islamic teachers (74%) reported that Islamic teachers lack knowledge of what

constitutes critical thinking and strategies for improving critical thinking.
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Another important aspect is that more than 73% of the respondents asserted that the

university and teacher education college faculty do not encourage teaching candidates to think

critically through the academic courses because it has not been established as one of the pre-

service Islamic education program priorities. The result is that these candidates lack theoretical

and practical courses in critical thinking.

Table 13

The extent to which Islamic teachers agree or disagree with statements that pre-service teacher

preparation programs constrains improvement of critical thinking skills (CTS)

Strongly Strongly Standard
Agree | Undecided | Disagree Mean
Statement agree Disagree deviation
(4) @) ) M

(5) ® sD
Improving CTS has not been
established as one of the school

37.0 44.9 8.7 7.2 2.2 1.92 971
priorities.
There is no need to spend time on
improving CTS. 7,2 2.2 8.7 37.0 44.9 1.92 971
CTS are learned naturally.

7.2 2.2 8.7 37.0 44.9 1.92 971
It is important to integrate CTS into
pre-service Islamic teacher 63.8 355 0.7 0 0 4.63 499
academic programs.
Pre-service Islamic teacher
academic programs do not 36.2 63.0 0.7 0 0 4.34 521
emphasize improving CTS.
Improving CTS has not been
established as one of the pre-service

64.5 355 0 0 0 4.64 480
Islamic education programs
priorities.
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Linked to the in-service professional training programs, as Table 14 displays, 79%
of the Islamic teachers stated that in-service training programs do not emphasize improving
critical thinking skills or provide strategies for teaching students critical thinking in the
classroom. Based on this result, 60% of the Islamic teachers who completed the questionnaire
stated that Islamic teachers feel unprepared to teach critical thinking skills in the elementary
schools due to their lack knowledge of critical thinking. Khalid summarized briefly these strong
Views:

In my opinion, the Saudi Ministry of Education needs reform and to conduct its
educational training programs in a critical manner in order to meet societal
desires, teacher, and student needs. There are numerous training programs, but the
problem is that training is done regardless of whether the teacher grasps the
content of the training.

Essentially, in order to produce productive and capable citizens, this study stresses the
importance of integrating critical thinking across all levels of educational curricula. This finding
agrees with studies by Al-Qahtani (1995), Elder (2005), Ozkan-Akan (2003) and Sa-U and
Abdrahman (2008) that emphasized the significance of including critical thinking across all
educational programs in both teacher candidate preparation programs and in-service teacher
training programs. Additionally, they pointed out that all higher educational institutions have to
prepare future teachers to become problem solvers and critical thinkers. Walsh and Paul (1988)
stated that critical thinking should be incorporated into all educator teaching programs to prepare
teachers as role models as critical thinkers. Allamnakrah (2013) and Alwehaibi (2012) reported

that Saudi students lacked the ability to think critically. They attributed this problem to teachers’
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failure to educate learners in critical thinking skills due to their own lack of theoretical and
practical knowledge of critical thinking.

This study’s finding is also consistent with studies by Kowalczyk et al. (2012), Lauer
(2005), Paul (2008), and Stedman and Adams (2012). These studies claimed that a lack of
critical thinking knowledge impedes students’ critical thinking as they reach each
developmentally appropriate challenge level. Furthermore, these findings correspond with
Allamnakrah’s (2013) study that mentions the lack of critical thinking courses in teacher
preparation programs not only affects the current student, but also future students because
the current learners will be teaching future students. If the current teaching candidates do not
receive professional training in critical thinking, they will not be qualified or eligible to teach
critical thinking to future learners.

Tsui (as cited in Allamnakrah, 2013) questioned how teacher candidates who are not taught
critical thinking and are not able to practice its strategies in their educational colleges can be
expected to deliver critical thinking skills to their students. In other words, this study
acknowledged that teacher perceptions toward critical thinking can affect students’ learning
performance. For example, if teachers misunderstand something, they prefer to avoid addressing
it in the classroom, even if it is important for students.

This finding is supported further by Whittington and Newcomb in their study (as cited in
Stedman & Adams, 2012). They mentioned that teachers often aspire to teach critical thinking
skills to students but they do know how to handle it or implement critical thinking strategies and
techniques. Equally important, this study’s finding is similar to the findings in studies conducted
by Alazzi (2008), Al-Essa (2009), Al-Miziny (2010), Al-Qmadi (2008), Bataineh and Alazzi

(2009), Khojasteh and Smith (2010), and Ozkan-Akan (2003). They indicated that educators are
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sometimes afraid to teach critical thinking in the classroom due to a lack of a background in
theoretical and practical techniques for teaching critical thinking. Reflecting on the fact that
improving critical thinking skills has not been recognized as one of the Saudi elementary
schools’ priorities, less than 10% of Islamic teachers argued that critical thinking has become
a fundamental educational goal for Saudi elementary schools. Salah reported:

The strategic plan of the Saudi Ministry of Education underscored the importance

of instilling critical thinking in potential students. In the past, pre-service teachers

had poor and weak knowledge background in critical thinking because the

curricular was not updated. Now, the situation is changing and the new staff and

curricula we received from the ministry needs more studies and training and for

teachers to be the base in the educational process. Professional teachers attend

training courses and know what teaching thinking skills means. They also know

teaching strategies and thinking skills.

This finding is reinforced by the Alwehaibi (2012) study. She stated that the Ministry
of Education has reformed its educational system in order to improve students’ thinking abilities
and practical skills by switching their emphasis from imparting information to the students to
examining and evaluating knowledge in order to improve the students’ cognitive abilities. This
allows students to achieve their potential goals and to play an active role in their country’s
reformist developments.
In another finding, nearly 9% of questionnaire respondents claimed that there is no need to

spend much time on improving and fostering critical thinking skills of teaching candidates
because these skills are learned naturally. However, they insisted that educational college

administrators should incorporate critical thinking in the pre-service education programs and in-
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service professional development programs in order to produce effective and successful teachers.

More than 20% of the respondents argued that Islamic teachers are qualified and prepared for

teaching critical thinking to the students because they have already acquired an essential

knowledge of critical thinking and had adequate opportunities to practice and implement several

types of critical thinking strategies during their teaching internships.

Table 14

The Extent to Which Islamic Teachers Agree or Disagree with Statements that In-Service

Teacher Professional Developmental Program Constrains Improvement of Critical Thinking

Skills (CTS)
Strongly Strongly
Agree | Undecided | Disagree Mean Standard
Statement agree Disagree deviation
(@) (3) ) M D
®) 1)
In-service-training
programs do not emphasize 36.2 43.5 2.2 2.2 15.9 3.81 1.373
improving
CTS.
Islamic teachers lack
42.8 31.9 5.1 2.2 18.1 3.78 1.472
knowledge of what
constitutes CT.
Islamic teachers lack 59.4 13.0 7.2 4.3 15.9 3.95 1.513
CT strategies.
Islamic teachers are 59.4 13.0 7.2 4.3 15.9 3.95 1.513
unprepared to teach CTS.
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The seventh section focuses on Islamic teacher’s perceptions of whether Islamic studies
curriculum hinders the improvement of critical thinking in Saudi elementary school.

The questionnaire presented nine statements on whether Islamic studies curricula impede
the improvement of critical thinking skills for elementary school students. Islamic teachers were
asked about the degree to which they agreed or disagreed with the given statements. Islamic
studies curricula, with a total mean of 2.57, was the sixth highest scored obstacle to improving
critical thinking ability in Saudi elementary schools. As Table 15 indicates, more than 79%
of the respondents had the opinion that the current Islamic studies curriculum is not appropriate
for promoting critical thinking abilities. Nearly three-fifths of the Islamic teachers affirmed that
the Islamic courses stress memorization Islamic law facts and concepts. In addition,
approximately 76% of the Islamic teachers asserted that mastering the content of Islamic studies
is a top priority of elementary school Islamic teachers, as opposed to improving students’ critical
thinking skills. They stated this is due to pressure from teacher supervisors and school
administrators.

Another essential finding is that 69% of respondents stated that Islamic study materials
are highly structured and aim to provide students with sequential facts and knowledge regarding
faith and beliefs. More than 73% of Islamic teachers viewed Islamic courses as not conducive
and lacking helpful materials for fostering and promoting elementary students’ critical thinking
skills. They stated this is because these courses do not include or provide activities for improving
critical thinking.

Taken together, the responses and the comments provided by the interviewees, regarded
Islamic studies courses as poor, ineffective, and of unattractive design, which negatively affects

fostering students’ thinking abilities. For example, more than 73% of these teachers claimed that
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Islamic studies curriculum does not view improving critical thinking as important.
Yahya commented:
Islamic studies textbooks are presented in a way that does not help in developing
students’ critical thinking skills. They include numerous facts that students must
memorize in order to pass all of the national curricular exams. Therefore, teachers
are considered equally responsible as their students’ poor outcomes as is the
inferior curriculum design.
This finding suggests that the role of Islamic teachers is to deliver information to
the students and mold them in the same teacher’s view, while the students receive and memorize
the knowledge for a period of time. Saudi Arabian elementary school teachers tend to cover
a rigid prescribed course syllabus within a short period of time. This finding concurs with
Al-Qahtani’s (1995) study, in which he pointed out that Saudi teachers generally deliver the
national school curriculum by pouring knowledge into students’ minds rather than focusing on
improving student’s skills. Also, he highlighted that the Saudi national curriculum encourages
Saudi students to learn factual knowledge effectively through rote memorization, and that these
courses actually block the students’ ability to think about the material critically.
Notably, more than 72% of the respondents argued that mastering the content
of the Islamic studies curriculum does not produce critical thinkers because of the emphasis on
lower-ordered thinking skills, such as memorization and comprehension. Equally significant,
74% of the respondents emphasized the need for incorporating critical thinking skills into

the Islamic studies courses, such as Quran, Tajwid, Tafisr, Hadith, Figh, and Tawheed.
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On the contrary, more than 20% of the respondents argued that the current reforms in
the Islamic studies curriculum are appropriate for encouraging and developing elementary
schools students’ critical thinking skills. They stated these courses build on Bloom’s Taxonomy
starting from lowest level, which is memorization, to the most complex level, which is
evaluation. They also mentioned that curriculum designers have attempted to translate the
Ministry of Education goals into the school curricula and the learning materials.

Approximately 22% of the respondents opposed the notion that Islamic studies
curriculum stresses only memorization of facts and concepts, and believe these courses
encourage students to think critically by providing them with challenging activities. Similarly,
these teachers emphasized the importance of mastering the content of Islamic studies because it
serves as a foundation for Saudi students to think critically by providing them with supporting
evidence and knowledge. This finding is consistent with Maiorana’s (1992) study that illustrated
the degree that teachers are confused between the product and process of learning and how
that confusion may hinder students’ critical thinking. Majorana (1992) mentioned that many
teachers are confused between the curriculum as a product and a process, which hampers
the improvement of their students’ critical thinking skills.

Therefore, the teachers think their role is to transmit information rather than to teach
thinking skills, while the purpose of education is to promote students’ thinking. This finding is
supported further by Al-Qahtani (1995), Al-Essa (2009) Al-Miziny (2010) and Alwehaibi,
(2012) that show teachers should recognize from the start the difference between education as
a concept from other forms of teaching, such as training. This distinction helps teachers focus on

the important knowledge they should present and how best to present it to their students.
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Linked to the transfer of critical thinking among all Islamic studies courses, nearly 25.4%
of Islamic teachers argued that critical thinking skills cannot always be implemented in such
courses such as Tawheed (the oneness of Allah). They pointed out that is because the material is
based on the Holy Quran and the sayings of the Prophet Mohammad (peace be upon him).

Of course, critical thinking can be implemented in some Islamic studies courses, such as Figh
(Islamic jurisprudence). Such courses usually provide students with real-world problems, such as

financial transactions.
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Table 15

The Extent to Which Islamic Teachers Agree or Disagree with Statements on that School

Curriculum Constrains Improvement of Critical Thinking Skills (CTS)

Strongly Strongly Standard
Agree | Undecided | Disagree Mean
Statement agree Disagree deviation
(4) @) 2 M

(®) (@ Sb
Islamic courses are not

64.5 15.2 0 0 20.3 4.03 1.577
appropriate for developing CTS.
Islamic studies curriculum
stresses only memorizing facts 275 49.3 0.7 94 13.0 3.68 1.322
and concepts.
Learning the Islamic studies
content is more important than 50.7 26.1 0.7 13.0 9.4 3.95 1.376
CTS.
Islamic studies curriculum does
not give importance to

39.9 34.1 1.4 11.6 13.0 3.76 1.417
improving CT.
Islamic studies curriculum is

39.9 304 8.0 16.7 5.1 3.83 1.259
highly structured.
Islamic studies curriculum is not
conducive to CT. 304 42.8 145 12.3 0 3.91 .970
Islamic studies curriculum does
not provide activities for

69.6 28.3 22 0 0 4.67 514
improving CT.
Mastering content leads students

0 12.3 145 42.8 304 3.91 .970

to become critical thinkers.
CTS are needed to transfer
knowledge between Islamic 42.0 32.6 0 254 0 4.16 .806
studies courses.
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Summary

This chapter focuses on the study’s data analysis and summarizes the study’s findings.
This explanatory sequential mixed-method study aims to examine Islamic teachers’ ideas about
improving critical thinking skills in elementary schools in a Southwestern province of Saudi
Arabia. In this chapter | used seven sections to answer the research questions. | found the most
significant perceived barrier to improving critical thinking in the Saudi elementary schools is
student’s ability, with a total mean of 4.31.

This is due to Saudi students being discouraged to question authority figures, such as
teachers, elders, parents, and politicians. Teaching methods as an obstacle received the second
highest rating, with total average of 4.29. This is a result of teacher confusion in distinguishing
between teaching sequences and teaching approaches, and the fact that direct teaching is the
primary method used. Classroom structure was the third highest rating as an obstacle to the
development of critical thinking, with total mean of 3.72.

This stems from such a large number of elementary schools in the Southwestern of Saudi
region that were not originally designed to function as schools. The influence of society and the
school community on a teacher’s perception plays an important role in hindering students’
critical thinking abilities, with a total mean of 3.70. Saudi culture is not considered by
conservative leaders and politicians to be open to criticism or questioning while is the foundation
of reforming and building school curriculum.

The pre-service teacher preparation programs and in-service teacher professional
developmental programs also constrain the improvement of critical thinking skills and was the

fifth highest-ranked obstacle, with average mean of 2.69.Teachers’ failure to educate students
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how to think critically and the lack of theoretical and practical knowledge of critical thinking are
the reasons behind this.

The Islamic studies curriculum was the lowest ranked obstacle for improving critical
thinking skills, with average of 2.57. This is because of teachers’ confusion between the product

and process of learning, which impedes fostering students’ critical thinking.
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CHAPTER FIVE

CONCLSUIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter presents the conclusions of this study and the implications for practice

and future research. The purpose of this study is to examine perceptions of Islamic teachers on

improving critical thinking skills in the Saudi elementary school system and to investigate

the factors influencing these perceptions in order to identify any obstacles to teaching thinking

skills in Saudi elementary schools. The results are classified into seven sections,

Islamic teachers’ perceptions that critical thinking constrains the improvement of critical
thinking skills

Islamic teachers’ perceptions that Saudi society and the school community constrain the
improvement of critical thinking skills

Islamic teachers’ perceptions that pre-service teacher preparation programs and
in-service teacher professional developmental programs constrain the improvement of
critical thinking skills

Islamic teachers’ perceptions that the school curriculum constrains the improvement of
critical thinking skills

Islamic teachers’ perceptions that teaching methods constrain the improvement of
critical thinking skills

Islamic teachers’ perceptions that classroom structure constrains the improvement of
critical thinking skills; and

Islamic teachers’ perceptions that student ability constrains the improvement of critical

thinking ability.

In addition, the results were aligned with the research questions that are summarized as follows:
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1. How do male Islamic elementary teachers define critical thinking?

2. What are male Islamic elementary teachers’ perceptions toward improving critical

thinking skills among students in Saudi Arabian elementary schools?

3. What factors influence male Islamic elementary teachers’ implementation of critical

thinking instruction in Saudi Arabian elementary schools?

The data presented in Chapter 4 allows me to make sound conclusions regarding each of these
questions. Conclusions are presented for each question, followed by a discussion of the
implications of those findings. Limitations that emerged during the study are also discussed.
Finally, I presented a number of recommendations for practice and for future researchers.
Conclusion and Discussion

It should be noted that the subjects who completed the questionnaire and participated in
the semi-structured interviews revealed and expressed their personal perceptions toward
the teaching of critical thinking and identifying the common obstacles to improving critical
thinking in Saudi elementary schools. This study reveals that teaching critical thinking is not an
easy task for teachers, and it was not considered one of the priorities of the recent reform of
the Saudi educational system. These findings emerged in response to the research questions in
order to achieve the short and long term objectives of the study.

The findings clearly showed that Islamic teachers’ perceptions have a powerful effect on
their adoption of teaching critical thinking to young learners and their use of a variety of
techniques to improve critical thinking ability in Saudi elementary schools. In addition, it was
revealed that there is a relationship between Islamic teachers’ perceptions and their actions in the

learning setting, as well as their beliefs and students’ learning progress. This study found there is
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a correlation among teacher acquisition of the critical thinking knowledge and implementation of
strategies and techniques in critical thinking in the classroom.

Unfortunately, Islamic teachers in Saudi Arabia are not familiar with critical thinking as
a term, let alone its definitions. They are also not aware of approaches and techniques for
teaching critical thinking. For the most part, the Islamic teachers themselves are considered a
barrier to improving critical thinking in young learners because they lack the critical mindset and
the necessary knowledge of critical thinking. It can therefore be inferred that Islamic teachers do
not value the advantages in developing young learners’ critical thinking skills. These findings
were consistent with the findings of Allamnakrah (2013) and Alwehaibi (2012), who pointed out
that students’ failure to thinking critically is a result of the teacher’s failure to teach critical
thinking skills in the learning setting. They also found university and teaching college faculties
were unable to instill critical thinking in their students due to a lack of theoretical and practical
knowledge of critical thinking, which impedes the improvement of students’ critical thinking. Of
course, teachers often aspire to foster students’ critical thinking abilities, but lack the necessary
prerequisite knowledge for implementing critical thinking in the classroom.

To answer the third research question, | encouraged the study participants to identify
these barriers so that they could be overcome these barriers in order to encourage a positive
attitude toward critical thinking and to create a productive and effective learning environment.

Although the significance of developing students’ thinking skills is becoming understood
and evident, there are several factors that impede the progress of critical thinking abilities in
Saudi elementary schools. The questionnaire’s respondents and interviewees attributed the

negative reactions and perceptions of teachers in general and Islamic teachers in particular
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toward developing students’ critical thinking ability can be linked to several factors. These
factors are:

e Influence of Saudi society and the school community,

e Pre-service education programs and in-service professional development programs,

e Content of the Islamic studies textbook,

e Teaching methods,

e Classroom structure, and

e Student ability.

This study’s findings are consistent with those of the studies carried out by Al-Qahtani
(1995), Bataineh and Alazzi (2009), Beyer (1984), Brookfield (1987), Howie (2011), Kelly
(2009), Kowalczyk et al. (2012), Lauer (2005), Maiorana (1992), Moore (2009), Stedman and
Adams (2012), and Zeteroglu et al. (2012). Those studies acknowledged that there were several
factors that hindered the progress of critical thinking abilities, namely society (Bataineh &
Alazzi, 2009), educational background, social-class, and parental involvement in school, (Lauer,
2005; Maiorana, 1992), teaching methods, learning materials (Beyer, 1984; & Brookfield, 1987)
that depend on the factual knowledge that limits judgment skills, and classroom environment
(Howie, 2011; Kelly, 2009; Kowalczyk. et, 2012; Moore, 2009; Stedman & Adams, 2012, &
Zeteroglu et al. 2012), and teacher perceptions (Alazzi, 2008; Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009; Burke et
al. 2007; Fisher, 2007; Ozkan-Akan, 2003).

Additionally, barriers impeding improvement of critical thinking in the classroom include
the educator’s lack of necessary skills to assess the students’ critical thinking skills and resources
to implement critical thinking strategies within classroom environments (Aliakbari &

Sadeghdaghighi, 2012; Kowalczyk et al., 2011). Similarly, Sternberg (as cited in Ozkan-Akan,
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2003) summarized the obstacles to fostering student thinking ability in eight constraints: teacher
perception, student aptitude and mental ability, learning material, learning sequence, teaching
strategy, teacher/student partnership, learning competency, and classroom environment.

The questionnaire respondents in the current study reported seven major obstacles to
improving elementary school students’ critical thinking ability and implementing critical
thinking teaching strategies as follows.

Student Ability

Student constraint was considered to be the primary obstacle to improving critical
thinking in Saudi elementary schools because of students’ impatience in overcoming the
difficulty of critical thinking. Another reason is student failure of practicing critical thinking,
which can be ascribed to teachers’ failure to teach critical thinking in the classroom.

Another barrier is the overloaded curriculum and inadequate opportunities to practice
critical thinking during the learning process. The study participants also stated that students lack
the interest to engage and participate in critical thinking activities, preferring activities and
assignments with fact-based questions and answers.

Teaching Methods

The second factor related to the improvement of critical thinking in Saudi elementary
schools is transmitting knowledge to the students through lectures was regarded by Islamic
teachers as a barrier to improving students’ critical thinking ability. This study concluded that
Islamic teachers use direct teaching methods, such as lecturing, which do not provide adequate
critical thinking activities in the daily lesson plan. Such learning activities play a significant role

in developing students’ critical thinking abilities. According to this study’s results, it is advised
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that the knowledge of critical thinking should be translated to the field of practice in the learning
setting which was suggested by Innabi and El Sheikh (2007).
Classroom Structure

Islamic teachers claim that classrooms do not help Islamic teachers facilitate teaching
critical thinking skills for elementary school students, especially in the rural areas of Saudi
Arabia. Islamic teachers expressed disappointment and discouragement at having to teach critical
thinking in classes that were not originally designed to function as schools because these schools
were not well prepared to produce critical thinking students in terms of effective classroom
environments, learning technology, and library. In addition, it should be noted that insufficient
time for Islamic teachers to prepare and plan critical thinking activities and for students to learn
new learning techniques and knowledge applications are yet another barrier to teaching critical
thinking.
Saudi Society and the School Community

The fourth factor related to the improvement of critical thinking in Saudi elementary
schools is the Saudi society and the school community which are viewed as significant obstacles
to improving critical thinking in high schools and secondary education institutions
(Allamnakhrah, 2013; Al-Qahtani, 1995; Alwehaibi, 2012). This is due to the societal structure
and the value placed on harmony and security in the Saudi community. In a Saudi context culture
is an important resource for reforming educational systems in general, and designing school
curricula in particular. However, Saudi culture is a topic not open to critique so that the
conservative citizens and politicians deem it off limits to criticism and questioning.

Another consideration is the societal perception of critical thinking. The study’s

interviewees revealed that there is a common misconception toward critical thinking as a term
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and a mental activity due to the political agenda and the structure of society. For example,
critical thinking has a negative connotation, one that implies opposing opinions and encouraging
social revolution. Saudi citizens perceive critical thinking as a negative activity due to the
subliminal political ceiling that is in place to control citizens’ questions and desires.
Allamnakhrah (2013) pointed out that critical thinking has been addressed by education policy
makers as an essential educational goal for current students, but persistently taboo topic as far as
political reforms or governmental decision are concerned.

These findings helped me to answer an important question: Why did the recent
reconstruction and redesign of the Saudi educational system fail to improve Islamic teachers’
perception of critical thinking? Basically, if critical thinking is not influencing the cultural
patterns of Saudi society, then Islamic teachers have to practice and learn to implement critical
thinking during pre-service education programs and in-service professional training programs.
Moreover, the faculty of educational colleges should instruct teaching candidates about the
benefits of practicing critical thinking in daily activities because the effects of improving critical
thinking go beyond the academic environment to the real world. Critical thinking can also be
used to improve the quality of life throughout society and competency in the workplace
(Allamnakhrah, 2013).

Needless to say, reforming the Saudi educational systems around critical thinking cannot
be achieved without normalizing critical thinking among Saudi citizens. Moreover, Saudi
students are taught by knowledgeable and experienced educators but they will be unable
to think rationally unless their teachers understand how to implement critical thinking strategies

in the classroom.
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Pre-service Teacher Preparation Programs and In-service Teacher Professional
Developmental Programs

The second most influential factor in Islamic teacher perceptions of critical thinking is
pre-service education programs and in-service teacher professional developmental programs.
This study found that critical thinking has been recognized as a major component of any future
Saudi educational system reform. It should be noted that there is a recent movement within some
Saudi universities and teaching colleges to place critical thinking at the heart of the educational
developmental process by creating an environment that involves a critical thinking curriculum,
inquisitive teachers, and effective teaching methods, as mentioned by Allamnakhrah (2013), Al-
Qahtani (1995), and Alwehaibi (2012).

However, according to the study’s results, inclusion of critical thinking skills in higher
education is still limited due to the societal pressures against the concept of critical thinking.
It has not been considered a priority of the Saudi educational colleges or universities, or even the
school districts. It is significant that a number of the study’s participants emphasized
the importance of including critical thinking across all educational disciplines, especially Islamic
education, in both teacher candidate preparation programs and in-service teacher training
programs.

This is because there is a common misconception among Islamic teachers about
the effectiveness of critical thinking in teaching Islamic studies for elementary education
students. This study’s finding was supported by Akyuz’s (2009) findings that undergraduate
teacher programs must be built on critical thinking because of the benefits of integrating critical
thinking in the teacher education programs has on increasing the quality of education outcomes

(Allamnakrah, 2013).
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There is another important finding. It is the responsibility of university faculty,
educational college administrators, and policy makers in the Saudi Ministry of Education
to reform the pre-service Islamic teachers’ education programs and build on the core life skills,
such as critical thinking, because these teacher candidates will potentially instill critical thinking
into their future learners and be responsible for answering students’ critical questions. If these
teacher candidates do not acquire perquisite knowledge to teach critical thinking to students in
the university and teaching colleges, where are they supposed to learn and train? The educators
feel unprepared to teach critical thinking to the students due to a lack of theoretical background
and practical techniques in critical thinking.

This study found that critical thinking is not included in current in-service Islamic teacher
professional training programs, which is consistent with the findings in Allamnakrah (2013)
study. Moreover, the integration of critical thinking in in-service Islamic teacher professional
training programs is still limited and inadequate in Saudi Arabia, a finding which is in line with
those of Al-Miziny (2010) and Al-Qahtani (1995).

Islamic Studies Curriculum

Islamic teachers criticized the current Islamic studies subjects because of the focus on
content quantity rather quality and its focus on the memorization of facts rather than analyzing,
synthesizing, and evaluating the content. The teachers pointed out that the current Islamic studies
curricular are not appropriate for promoting critical thinking ability. They called for educational
reforms in the Saudi educational system and school curricula with critical thinking as the basis of
such reforms. These reforms will have positive effects on the students in particular and society in

general.
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Implications for Practice

In this section, it is crucial to present the major and essential findings of this study,
and to provide suggestions for overcoming the barriers to improving critical thinking abilities for
young learners. This study might help curriculum designers, policy makers in the Ministry
of Education, teaching supervisors, educators in general, and Islamic teachers in particular by
raising awareness of the necessity of teaching critical thinking in elementary schools and
providing suggestion into the problem of understanding Islamic teachers’ perceptions of the
obstacles to improvement of critical thinking by young learners.

One of the main of this study findings is that Islamic teachers lack the basic knowledge of
critical thinking in terms of their inability to define critical thinking to students regardless of
their educational levels. The teachers do not value or welcome practicing critical thinking in
general, but in school in particular. In order to tackle this problem, it is the responsibility of
university and teaching faculties and school staffs to create both long and short-term plans that
include a number of enrichment programs and professional training programs for the school
neighborhoods. These development programs would eventually provide citizens with adequate
opportunity to express their opinions about their social, financial, and political issues,
and the mentality of would change gradually and positively toward critical thinking as
a fundamental educational goal over the next decades.

Another essential finding of this study is the lack of inclusion of critical thinking in
pre-service education programs and in-service professional training programs. Cooperation
among Saudi universities, teaching colleges, and the Ministry of Education in terms of increasing
specific courses designed for teaching critical thinking and methods for implementing critical

thinking in the learning site is recommended. Also, educational policy makers must understand
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the importance of providing Islamic teachers with ample opportunities to explore the orientations
toward teaching critical thinking in order to shape and develop their personal teaching
philosophy and critical thinking concepts. Islamic teachers should learn to teach students from
multiple viewpoints and focus on comparing the differences and similarities of textbook content
across all disciplines.

Another finding is that the current Islamic studies curriculum is not appropriate for
challenging students’ thinking ability due to its focus on factual and spiritual knowledge.

To tackle this problem, those responsible for the design of the elementary curriculum should
understand the role of textbooks in fostering students’ critical thinking ability, in terms of
inclusion of a series of challenging topics and questions. Also, they should look at the
educational experiences of other developing countries in order to design effective and efficient
learning textbooks. Educators should teach students using multiple learning materials to
encourage leaners to explore the surrounding environment and understand the material being
taught, as well as acquiring expertise in critical thinking.

Another finding is that Islamic teachers usually teach by lecturing to the students, which
is an impediment to improving their students’ critical thinking skills. Educators should employ
different methods of teaching thinking skills such as in a separate class, in specific subjects, and
through infusing throughout the curriculum such as small group discussion, and heuristic
methods. Teaching thinking through the separate class method focuses on improving the thinking
skills-cognitive process through specific programs in a separate lesson. Developing thinking
skills through specific subjects focuses on improving the students’ thinking skills through
a series of lessons to raise the level of thinking within each subject and to accelerate their

development to the next stage of thinking (Dewey & Bento, 2009). The infusion method can be
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used across the curriculum, and is defined as metacognition. David (as cited in Scott, 2008)
states the infusion method involves critical thinking, decision-making, synthesis, and analysis
of content being studied. This method plays a central role in activating student-thinking skills in
an explicit manner using different types of thinking skills. It is recommended that Islamic
teachers persist in asking students to think critically.

The last major finding is that Islamic teachers view student ability as a constraint to
improving critical thinking, specifically student lack of interest in practicing critical thinking.
Islamic teachers and curriculum developers take student resistance of practicing difficult
activities and active learning into their account. In addition, they should understand the different
learning styles, age level of the students, psychological characteristics of students, student’s
learning aptitude, appropriate teaching method, and theoretical orientation of critical thinking in
the elementary schools. Moreover, they should motivate and encourage students to challenge
themselves to reach a sound conclusion.

Implications for Research

This study has provided a number of recommendations for future research that includes

the following:

1. There is a need to examine female Islamic teachers’ perceptions toward critical thinking
in the Southwestern region of Saudi Arabia in order to identify the similarities and
differences between male and female teacher perceptions.

2. ltisvital to investigate perceptions of teachers in other disciplines, such as language
arts, social science, English, and math in order to offer policy makers in the Ministry

of education a holistic picture of the Saudi educational system.
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3. Qualitative studies, interviews with students, and classroom observation can be carried
out to investigate students’ perceptions about how teachers teach critical thinking in the
classroom, or if they perceive obstacles to that.

4. There is an urgent need to examine in depth the influence of society and the school
community on teaching student thinking in general and critical thinking in particular.

5. More research is needed on the pre-service education programs and in-service
professional training programs in terms of restructuring these programs to include critical
thinking.

Summary
In summary, this chapter presents the conclusions of this study, and the implications for
practice and future research in order to make meaningful contributions in the critical thinking

knowledge and provide some useful suggestions for Saudi policy makers in education.
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Islamic Teacher’s Perceptions of Improving Critical Thinking Skills in the Saudi Arabian
Elementary Schools

QUESTIONNAIRE (ENGLISH VERSION)

The majority of questionnaires adapted of Teachers’ perception of constraints on improving

student thinking in high schools Survey developed by Ozkan- Akan, (2003).

Fhhhhkhkhkkkhkhkhkhhhhhkhkhkhkkhkhkhrrrrhhrhkhkhhhrrrriridhhhhhrrrhiridhhhhhiirriridhhhhhiirriiixixdx

Sectionl: Please respond and complete to the questions bellow by choosing the appropriate the
letter for you.
1. What is your educational background?
a) Associate degree
b) Bachelor of Islamic studies
c) Bachelor of different disciplines
d) Master
e) Doctorate
2. How many years have you taught in the elementary schools?
a) 5-10 years
b) 11-15 years
c) 16-20 years
d) 21-25 years

e) Over 25 years
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3. What is your school location?
a) Abha city.
b) Al-sawda.
c) Prince Sultan Bin Abdul-Aziz city.
d) Al-graa.

e) Khamis Mushayt.

Section 2: Bellow are several statements that related to the significance of improving critical
thinking in the elementary schools and the factors are influencing teachers’ perception toward
developing student critical thinking abilities. Please read carefully, and respond to each one of
the questionnaire statements by selecting the appropriate option for you on the five- point scale

(Likert scale):

The Definition of Critical Thinking (CT):

The strategic plan of the Ministry of Education (1974) identifies the critical thinking
skills that include observation, analysis, synthesis, evaluation, collecting evidence, comparison,
contrast, innovation, invention, abstraction, and construction. So, it encourages educators to use
the different kinds of teaching method for developing students’ abilities of evaluation, and

organizing their thoughts and ideas.
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1. Islamic teachers’ perceptions of critical thinking constrain improving critical
thinking skills (CTS).
N Statement Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree | Undecided | Disagree | Disagree
1 | CT engages students’ higher order
thinking (i.e. (analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation).
2 | CT is a method of thinking that would
help students to enjoy with the learning
process.
3 | CTS are needed for daily problem
solving.
4 | CTS are needed for the courses to be
learned better.
5 | CT increases self- confidence in the
classroom.
6 | CT relieves monotony in the classroom.
7 | CT is essential for high quality of life.

2.

Islamic teachers’ perceptions of society and school community constrain improving

critical thinking skills.

N Statement Strongly Undecided | Disagree | Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree
8 Improving CTS thinking skills leads to
improving Saudi society.
9 | Saudi society does not value CT.
10 | Improving CT affect the Saudi of society
security.
11 | Itis disrespectful to question people in
authority.
12 | School administrators and teaching
supervisors do not support improvement of
CT in the classroom.
13 | Improving CTS is not included in teaching
supervisors’ observations.
14 | Islamic teachers are forced to cover the
content of textbooks.
15 | Islamic teachers fear administrative
disapproval.
16 | Islamic teachers fear parental disapproval.
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Islamic teachers’ perceptions of pre-service candidate teachers’ preparations

improving critical thinking skills.

in- service teacher professional developmental programs constrain

N Statement Strongly Undecided Disagree Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree

17 | Improving CTS has not been established as
one of the school priorities.

18 | There is no need to spend time on
improving CTS.

19 | CTS are learned naturally.

20 | Itisimportant to integrate CTS into pre-
service Islamic teacher academic programs.

21 | Pre-service Islamic teacher academic
programs do not emphasize improving CTS.

22 | Improving CTS has not been established as
one of the pre-service Islamic education
programs priorities.

23 | In-service-training programs do not
emphasize improving CTS.

24 | Islamic teachers lack knowledge of what
constitutes CT.

25 | Islamic teachers lack CT strategies.
CTS.

26 | Islamic teachers are unprepared to teach
CTS.
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4. Islamic teachers’ perceptions of Islamic studies curriculum constrain improving

critical thinking skills.

N Statement Strongly Undecided | Disagree | Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree

27 | Islamic courses are not appropriate for
developing CTS.

28 | Islamic studies curriculum stresses
only memorizing facts and concepts.
29 | Learning the Islamic studies content is
more important than CTS.

30 | Islamic studies curriculum does not
give importance to improving CT.

31 | Islamic studies curriculum is highly
structured.

32 | Islamic studies curriculum is not
conducive to CT.

33 | Islamic studies curriculum does not
provide activities for improving CT.
34 | Mastering content leads students to
become critical thinkers.

35 | CTS are needed to transfer knowledge
between Islamic studies courses.

S. Islamic teachers’ perceptions of teaching methods constrain improving critical
thinking skills.
N Statement Strongly Undecided | Disagree Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree

36 | Islamic teachers do not provide adequate CT
opportunities within lesson plans.

37 | National standardized tests impede the
development of CTS.

38 | Islamic teachers usually lecture the
knowledge to the students.

39 | Islamic teachers do not provide students with
enough time for practicing CT in the class.
40 | Islamic teachers are uncomfortable with their
students’ questions that they may not be able
to answer.

41 | Islamic teachers feel a need to cover content.
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6. Islamic teachers’ perceptions of classroom structure constrain improving critical
thinking skills.
N Statement Strongly Undecided | Disagree Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree
42 | Classrooms do not help Islamic
teachers facilitate CTS.
43 | Islamic teachers do not have
enough time to get prepared for
developing activities for CT.
44 | Islamic teachers do not have
enough resources to teach CT.
45 | Islamic teachers are not prepared
to assess CT.
7. Islamic teachers’ perceptions of student ability constrain improving critical thinking
skills.
N Statement Strongly Undecided Disagree Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree
46 | Students perceive Islamic teachers as
authority figures.
47 | Students lack needed background knowledge
for practicing CT.
48 | Students are impatient with the difficulty of
practicing CT activities.
49 | Students lack interest in CT activities.
50 | Students prefer activities and assignments
with simple factual questions and answers.
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Islamic Teacher’s Perceptions of Improving Critical Thinking Skills in the Saudi Arabian
Elementary Schools
Interview questions (ENGLISH VERSION)

The interview questions are adapted of Teachers’ perception of critical thinking: A study of
Jordanian secondary school social studies teachers developed by (Alazzi, 2008, p. 15).
e e ek e ek e ek e ek e ek e ke ke ke ek e ek e ek ke ek ke ke ke ek ke

1. What are the Islamic teachers’ perceptions of critical thinking?
- Can you explain what does critical thinking means to you?
- What are the skills related to critical thinking?
- Do you think critical thinking essential to our society? Why?
- Do you think critical thinking essential to our society? Why?
- What are Islamic teacher opinions on characteristics of critical thinkers?
2. Do the Islamic teachers teach critical thinking as part of their Islamic studies
instructions?
- Do you enjoy teaching critical thinking in the classroom?
- Are there certain kinds of critical thinking that you are trying to teach?
- How often do you involve students in critical thinking?
- Do you design your own critical thinking activities or do you rely on textbook
materials or other materials? Explain
3. Based on teacher’s views, what are the obstacles of improving critical thinking skills

in the Saudi elementary schools?
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11/05/2013

To whom it My Concern:

Mr. Mesfer Alwadai, who is a PhD student in the department of Curriculum and
Instruction in Southern Illinois University at Carbondale, asked us to translate his dissertation
instruments which are survey questionnaire and interview questions that will be used for
collecting data for his topic “Islamic teacher’s perception of improving critical thinking skills in
the Saudi elementary school”.

As master students majoring in applied linguistics and native speakers of Arabic, we
translated them from English to Arabic. We tried our best carring the same meaning of the
English version in order to help me meeting the research goals and conducting accurate, valid,

and reliable data. Please do not hesitate to contact us if you have any questions.

Sincerely,

Translators: Nief Algamdi and Obied Alaglobi. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact us:

Naif3g3@hotmail.com/ obied@siu.edu


mailto:Naif3g3@hotmail.com/
mailto:obied@siu.edu
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Declaration Form...

L s acknowledged the validity of the information given to the
researcher Mesfer Alwadai as a requirement to get a doctorate degree from Southern Illinois
University Carbondale/ Department of Curriculum and Instruction for the academic year
2013/2014. If you have any questions about the study, please contact me. Thank you for taking
the time to assist me in this research.

Mesfer Alwadai

Southern Illinois University in Carbondale
College of education and Human service
Department of Curriculum and instruction
Phone number: 6184121370
mesferalwadai@siu.edu

Or contact the advisor

Prof. John Mclntyre

Chair of Department of Curriculum and instruction and a Coordinator of Curriculum Studies
Mailcode 4610

Southern Illinois University Carbondale

625 Wham Drive

Carbondale, Illinois 62901

Phone: (618) 453-2415

E-mail: johnm@siu.edu

Name of interviewee:
Signature:
Email:

Phone Number:


mailto:johnm@siu.edu
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A COVER LETTER FOR SCHOOL PRINCIPALS AND PARTICIPATING ISLAMIC
TEACHERS
(ENGLISH VERSION)
Dear School Principal and Teachers:

My name is Mesfer Alwadai. | am a doctoral student in the Department of Curriculum
and Instruction at Southern Illinois University Carbondale. I am conducting a study titled
“Islamic Teacher’s Perceptions of Improving Thinking Skills in the Saudi Elementary Schools.”
The purpose of this study is to examine the Islamic teacher perceptions of improving thinking
skills in the Saudi elementary school system and to determine the influential factors which
impact teacher perceptions of improving thinking skills, such as educational background,
teaching experiences, teaching methods, classroom equipments, and society and school
community.

According to my research plan, the Islamic teachers who are currently working in the
public school during the academic year 2013-2014 at Abha city in Saudi Arabia are expected to
be participants for this study. The research design is the sequential mixed-methods explanatory
that contains both quantitative and qualitative methods in order to accomplish the study goals
through two stages. In the quantitative stage, | request the study participants to fill out the
surveys, which consist of 30 statements answered within 15 minutes. Then, in the qualitative
stage, | select a random sample from survey respondents to be interviewed about the study topic
in terms of checking their understanding of the survey statements and gather further explanation
information. The interview session will take no more than 45 minutes.

I will follow all the legal steps of protecting the participant’s identities by using a

pseudonym throughout the study to maintain their confidentialities. Also, the recorded data will
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not be linked to individually identifiable subjects in order to protect individual privacy.
Moreover, this study data will not use any more after conducting study.

For conducting this study, it requires the voluntary participation in terms of completing
the survey and answering the interview questions. Importantly, your completing the study survey
and interview indicates a voluntary agreement to be part of the study. Also, | attach the consent
forms with this communication that indicates your willingness to participate in the study. If you
agree to participate in the study please sign the consent form.

If you have any further questions about this study, please do not hesitate. Feel free to ask
the researcher or the supervising research professor, Dr. John Mclintyre who the chair of
Curriculum and Instruction department at Southern Illinois University Carbondale, IL 62901-
4610, Mailcode 4610, Phone: (618) 453-2415, E-mail: johnm@siu.edu. | appreciate your
collaborations and helping to conduct this study.

Sincerely,
Mesfer Alwadai - Doctoral Student
Department of Curriculum and Instruction, Southern Illinois University Carbondale

001 (618)412-1370 (United States) & 00966 (553) 759-479 (Saudi Arabia)

mesferalwadai @siu.edu or Mesfer-753@hotmail.com


mailto:johnm@siu.edu
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CONSENT FORMS
(ENGLISH VERSION)

My name is Mesfer Alwadai, | am a doctoral student in the Department of Curriculum
and Instruction at Southern Illinois University Carbondale. The following permission statements
indicate your consent to voluntarily participate in my study. This study is a partial fulfillment of
the requirements for the Doctor of Philosophy Degree in Curriculum and Instruction, Southern
Illinois University Carbondale.

| am asking you to participate in my research study. This study aims to examine the
Islamic teachers’ perceptions and to determine the factors influencing teachers’ perceptions
toward critical thinking in the Saudi elementary schools.

Participation is voluntary. If you choose to participate in the study, read the following
statement and sign your name.

“I would like to participate in the research project, and I understand that at any time [ may
discontinue my participation in the project without penalty.”

(Signature) (Date)

“If T am interviewed, | give a permission for the interview to be recorded. | understand
that I have right to quit the study participation at any time. The participants’ responses will be
kept confidential reasonably and the researcher will choose a pseudonym to help maintain
subjects confidentiality.

After conducting this study, | understand all recorded voices will be destroyed. Finally,
the researcher has answered all my questions regarding this research topic and purpose to my
satisfaction.”

(Signature) (Date)
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If you have any questions about the study, please contact me. Thank you for taking the time to
assist me in this research.

Mesfer Alwadai

Southern Illinois University in Carbondale
College of education and Human service
Department of Curriculum and instruction
Phone number: 6184121370
mesferalwadai @siu.edu

Or contact the advisor

Prof. John Mclntyre

Chair of Department of Curriculum and instruction and a Coordinator of Curriculum Studies
Mailcode 4610

Southern Illinois University Carbondale

625 Wham Drive

Carbondale, Illinois 62901

Phone: (618) 453-2415

E-mail: johnm@siu.edu
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