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Abstract 

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. 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 to improving critical thinking for elementary education students was student ability, 
with an overall mean of 4.31on a 5-point scale while the Islamic studies curriculum was the lowest ranked obstacle 
with a total mean of 2.57. This study highlighted 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 the perceptions of male and female teachers.  

Keywords: critical thinking ability, critical thinking skill, elementary school, elementary education, Islamic 
teacher, Saudi Arabian, teacher perception 

1. Introduction 

Critical thinking is considered the highest intellectual activity in human interaction 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. 

During the last decades of the 20th 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 
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task in the 21st 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. 

2. Background and Purpose 

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 & 
Abdurrahman, 2008). Therefore, it is necessary to define what this study means by critical thinking because “if 
educators and psychologists do not know what critical thinking is, 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). 

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 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). 

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 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. 

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. 

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 
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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, it “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.  

Recently, 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).  

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. As 
researches indicated, Al-Qahtani (1995) Alwehaibi (2012), Allamnakrah, 2013, and Ozkan-Akan (2003) found 
teachers’ perceptions toward teaching critical thinking to students are influenced by a number of factors such as 
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. 

For that, 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. This study aimed to examine male Islamic teachers’ perceptions toward improving students’ critical 
thinking skills and to identify the factors that influence or hinder Islamic teachers’ implementation of critical 
thinking instruction in Saudi Arabian elementary schools. This study attempted to answer the following research 
questions: 

1) How did male Islamic elementary school teachers define critical thinking?  

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

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

3. Methods 

An explanatory sequential mixed-method study was used in order to reveal the participants’ views toward the 
research problem. This strategy “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 quantitative 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). The impetus for using the explanatory 
sequential mixed-method design was to get a better understanding of the Islamic teacher’s perceptions toward 
improving critical thinking skills among students in Saudi elementary school than would be obtained by either 
method alone. 
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3.1 Participants 

3.1.1 Questionnaire Participants 

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. A total of 192 male Islamic teachers who taught in elementary schools in the 
Southwestern region of Saudi Arabia were invited to complete and return the survey. Eventually, 138 completed 
the mailed survey and submitted their responses. The study’s sample was limited to examining male Islamic 
teachers’ because of the Saudi Ministry of Education’s regulations. 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%). As well, 10 
Islamic teachers worked in Prince Sultan Bin Abdul-Aziz city (7.25%), and 8 teachers taught in Al-qraa area 
(5.80%). Additionally, 50 teachers worked in Khamis Mushayt city, which represents 36.23% of the study’s 
participants. Essentially, Al-sawda, Prince Sultan Bin Abdul-Aziz city, and Al-qraa are more rural and 
conservative areas while Abha city and Khamis Mushayt city are more densely populated and affluent. 

As far as 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’s sample (21.74%) hold a bachelor’s degree in different disciplines such as language arts, 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 have 10 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. A total of 9 
Islamic teachers (6.52%) had more than 25 years of teaching experience. 

3.1.2 Interview Participants 

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: 

- Agreeing to voluntarily participate in the study by completing the consent form. 

- Completing the study’s questionnaire. 

- Having experience teaching Islamic studies at the elementary school level. 

- Representing a range of Islamic teachers’ responses to the questionnaire items, educational backgrounds and 
schools’ locations. 

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis 

The quantitative data was collected through a survey. Basically, the survey included two sections. The first 
section was designed to gather demographic characteristics of the participants such as school location, 
educational background, and teaching experience. The second section was designed to examine participants 
view’s on the Saudi society and school community’s influence on the improvement of critical thinking skills in 
the Saudi elementary schools. The questionnaire instrument consisted of eight- items, which are adopted from 
Ozkan-Akan’s (2003) study regarding teachers’ perceptions on improving thinking skills in general. 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). 

To ensure the validity and reliability of questionnaire, I conducted a pilot study in order to check the language of 
the survey and decide whether the study is feasible and whether it is worthwhile to continue. The respondents 
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, the researcher 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. Furthermore, the researcher calculated the 
reliability analysis of the questionnaire by SPSS 19.0 so that the Cronbach’s Alpha of 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. 
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Face-to-face interviews were aimed to extract participants’ opinions about the study’s topic to determine their 
understanding of the survey’s statements. Therefore, its questions were developed based on the survey’s results 
and in light of the study’s questions, which assisted me in obtaining a holistic picture of their perceptions and 
thoughts. Ten male Islamic teachers, who responded to the questionnaire, were selected for interviewing in 
December 2013. 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. Regarding credibility and 
reliability of the interview questions, three academics proficient in both Arabic and English reviewed the 
translations to ensure the interviewees understanding. They provided me with meaningful suggestions. The 
researcher trained his 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, the researcher 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. These procedures helped me to produce 100% reliability, 
which is a high degree of agreement on the recording data among the interviewers. 

4. Results  

The results obtained from the analysis of the questionnaire identify the Islamic teachers’ perceptions toward the 
meaning of critical thinking, the obstacles to improving critical thinking skills in Saudi elementary schools by 
answering the research questions. In order to recognize Islamic teachers’ perceptions toward the meaning of 
critical thinking, they 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.  

 

Table 1. The extent to which Islamic teachers agree or disagree with the critical thinking definitions of critical 
thinking (CT) 

Statement 

Strongly 
agree 

(5) 

Agree

(4) 

Undecided 

(3) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(1) 

Mean 

M 

Standard 
deviation 

SD 

CT enables students’ to use 
their higher order thinking 
(i.e. analysis, synthesis, and 
evaluation). 

43.8 29.9 0 10.5 15.8 

 

4.34 

 

 

 

0.585 

CT is a method of thinking 
that would help students to 
enjoy the learning process. 

47.1 

 

26.5 

 
0 22.1 4.3 4.31 0.551 

 

As shown in Table 1, 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. One of the interviewee 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, I define critical thinking as finding solutions 
or discovering hidden things. It also is known as gathering supporting evidences to criticize an issue.  

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, I 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, one of the interviewee 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. It is the fastest way to memorize information in a short amount time.  
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In regard to the obstacle of improvement of critical thinking, Islamic teachers considered the Saudi society and 
school community the main obstacle to teaching critical thinking in the Saudi elementary schools. As displayed 
in Table2, 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. 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 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. 

 

Table 2. The extent to which Islamic teachers agree or disagree with statements regarding the influence society has 
on improving critical thinking skills (CTS) 

Statement 

Strongly 
agree 

(5) 

Agree 

(4) 

Undecided 

(3) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(1) 

Mean 

M 

Standard 
deviation 

SD 

Improving CTS thinking skills 
leads to improving Saudi 
society. 

37.0 58.0 0 4.3 0.7 4.26 .737 

Saudi society does not value 
CT. 

34.1 52.9 0 12.3 0.7 4.07 .948 

Improving CT affect the Saudi 
of society security. 

34.1 52.9 0 12.3 0.7 4.07 .948 

It is disrespectful to question 
people in authority. 

28.3 49.3 2.2 20.3 0 3.85 1.050 

 

As research found, over 85% of respondents strongly agreed that Saudi society does not value improving critical 
thinking, For example, one of interviewee reported that the 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.  

However, only 12% of the Islamic teachers thought that Saudi society appreciates and encouraged the 
improvement of young learners’ critical thinking skills by elementary school teachers. This opposite view 
claimed that Saudi society appreciated and encouraged 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, another interviewer 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. 

Essentially, this study indicated that student ability is the second obstacle to improving critical thinking skills in 
Saudi elementary schools. As shown in Table 3, over 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. It was made evident during the participant 
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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.  

 

Table 3.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) 

Statement 

Strongly 
agree 

(5) 

Agree 

(4) 

Undecided 

(3) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(1) 

Mean 

M 

Standard 
deviation 

SD 

Students lack needed 
background knowledge for 
practicing CT. 

 

68.1 

 

11.6 

 

2.9 

 

8.7 

 

8.7 

 

4.21 

 

1.344 

Students are impatient with the 
difficulty of practicing 

CT activities. 

 

52.9 

 

44.9 

 

0 

 

2.2 

 

0 

 

4.48 

 

.618 

Students lack interest in CT 
activities. 

68.1 11.6 2.9 8.7 8.7 4.21 1.344 

Students prefer activities and 
assignments with simple 
factual questions and answers. 

68.1 11.6 2.9 8.7 8.7 4.21 1.344 

 

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. One of interviewee 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. 

In contrast to these findings was the fact that elementary students lack the knowledge for improving their critical 
thinking skills. Nearly 17% of the respondents argued that Saudi students had the ability to apply critical 
thinking skills, but students cannot developed their abilities on their own. 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 was responsible 
for providing students with ample learning activities and motivating them to actively participate. Teachers 
played a primary role in the overall learning process in terms of implementing critical thinking instructions and 
activities in the classroom. 

The third obstacle to teach critical thinking in the Saudi elementary school is teaching methods. As presented in 
Table 4, 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. 
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Interestingly, almost 98% reported they do not welcome questions that have no obvious answer because such 
questions make them nervous and uncomfortable.  

 

Table 4. 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) 

Statement 

Strongly 
agree 

(5) 

Agree 

(4) 

Undecided

(3) 

Disagree

(2) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(1) 

Mean 

M 

Standard 
deviation 

SD 

Islamic teachers usually lecture the 
knowledge to the students. 

69.6 28.3 2.2 0 0 4.67 .514 

Islamic teachers feel a need to cover 
content. 

30.4 42.8 14.5 12.3 0 3.91 .970 

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

69.6 28.3 2.2 0 0 4.67 .514 

Islamic teachers are uncomfortable with 
their students’ questions that they may 
not be able to answer.  

69.6 28.3 2.2 0 0 4.67 .514 

 

Classroom structure was impede teaching critical thinking for elementary school students. As Table 5 showed, 
over 74% of respondents agreed that classrooms are not conducive for facilitating the teaching of critical 
thinking skills for elementary school students.  

 
Table 5.The extent to which Islamic teachers agree or disagree with statements on classroom structure constrains 
being a constraint to improving critical thinking skills (CTS) 

Statement 

Strongly 
agree 

(5) 

Agree

(4) 

Undecided 

(3) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(1) 

Mean 

M 

Standard 
deviation 

SD 

Classrooms do not help Islamic 
teachers facilitate CTS. 

42.0 32.6 0 25.4 0 4.16 .806 

Islamic teachers do not have 
enough time to get prepared for 
developing activities for CT. 

39.1 19.6 8.0 16.7 16.7 3.47 1.54 

Islamic teachers do not have 
enough resources to teach CT. 

39.9 39.1 1.4 8.0 11.6 3.87 1.33 

Islamic teachers are not prepared 
to assess CT. 

26.1 33.3 10.9 15.2 14.5 3.41 1.39 

 

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 was 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. One of interviewee offered the following comments: 

There were 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 
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learning facilities and techniques, but these schools do not have the necessary tools for teaching thinking skills in 
general and critical thinking in particular. 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. 

5. Discussion 

The findings of this study were 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 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 were sometimes eager to teach critical thinking skills to learners, but had insufficient 
knowledge of critical thinking and how to implement the strategies of teaching it (Whittington & Newcomb as 
cited in Stedman & Adams, 2012). 

In regard to the student ability as obstacle to improving critical thinking for elementary education students, this 
study supported 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, was a difficult and complex job 
for teachers, but they should do their best to improve students’ skills and share their personal experiences with 
others.  

Furthermore, this study’s findings coincided 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 was 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. Also, Aliakbari and Sadeghdaghighi (2012) 
were 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. 

In terms of teaching methods and classroom structure as obstacle to foster elementary education students’ critical 
thinking abilities, this study supported the Al-Qahtani (1995), Brookfield (1987), Fisher (2007), Kowalczyk et al., 
(2012), and Maiorana (1992) studies 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. 
Moreover, it 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 was 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.  

6. Conclusion 

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.  
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One of the major 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 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 used across the curriculum, and is defined 
as metac ognition. 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. For future research, 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. It is vital 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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