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Chapter 5

Integrated Curriculum: Success and Challenges Review
of the Experience of the International Islamic School
Malaysia (IISM)

Merah Souad and Tabraoui Ramdane

5.1 Introduction

Education is one of the most important aspects of human life, perhaps the
most influential social system that man was able to create. The future of any
nation rests on its educational system. In most western societies, education
turned into a driving force that contributed and is still contributing to nation
building, by providing individuals with necessary skills and knowledge, and
preparing them to enter job markets, compete for better opportunities, and
meet the demands of life in the modern age. Education in Islam however,
has a much wider spectrum. Every positive action a Muslim does or seeks to
do, including seeking knowledge, is regarded as an act of worship (‘ibadah),
which brings God’s blessing and deserves reward. Another dimension of
education in Islam is the fact that it is considered as a mean to protect
the faith and its tenets, as well as to preserve the tradition and the Islamic
way of life. The launching of Islamic education at a very early stage, was
simultaneous with efforts of the Islamic call (da wah) — which, in its essence,
seeks to spread the principles of faith and gain Allah’s favours by living
according to his commands in this world, and preparing for the hereafter
— such simultaneity symbolises the importance of education, even for the
survival of the faith itself.

The Islamic educational experience witnessed several periods of ebb and
flow. It reached its peak during the medieval ages, with outstanding scientific
and intellectual accomplishments, and in leading roles which rendered the
Islamic orient as one major centre for knowledge and innovation. However,
new conditions — primarily political and intellectual — which began to
accumulate in the tenth century BC, led to an extreme tide of regression in
Islamic intellectualism and intelligentsia, and ultimately Muslims ceased to
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produce any kind of useful knowledge. Meanwhile, Europeans were shakin
?H‘ the dust of decades of the dogmatic dominance of the clergy, and engageg
in a revolutionary intensive rational, philosophical, educational, scientific
industrial and pragmatic exploits, which ultimately revitalised, transformeti
and reinstated them to their leading role. The new order was not all humane;
western European powers had a huge desire for expansion and an endles;
appetite for wealth. Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, and later, British and French
embarked in a huge wave of military and economic colonial offensive agains;
weak dominions in Asia, Africa, and South America. The Muslim world was
not spared, and by the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries practically most of it
was colonised.

It remains to be said that the diminished role of Muslims in the making
of civilisation, and the relegation of their influence was not solely because
of western domination. The domestic intellectual malaise and internal
edt_1cati‘onal decay among Muslims were the prime cause which allowed such
a situation to exist.

The task shouldered by Muslim educators, academics and activists
to annihilate the negative effects of decades of foreign intellectual
domination, rejuvenate Islamic intellectualism and, develop a valid
model of Islamic education, is a daunting one, particularly in a
Muslim world which still suffers from several forms of decadence
and deterioration.

One major contemporary challenge that needs to be addressed seriously
and find effective remedies for, is the issue of dualism in most of the
educational systems of the Muslim countries. It is manifested in the form of
religious versus secular curriculum. There were many conflicting views among
scholars, decision makers and even parents about the best solution to tackle
this issue. Some of them, driven by philosophical and economic incentives,
favoured the western secular system. According to them, the western secular
model of education is modern, progressive and highly demanded in the job
markets. Others, mostly driven by religious and national motives, preferred
the traditional Islamic education model. For them, the Islamic system has
helped and will continue to help in preserving the Islamic identity of the new
generation. Between these two conflicting views, a third opinion emerged.
It rejects the equation of adopting one model at the expense of the other. It

claims moderation and calls for a more pragmatic approach in dealing with
the issue by creating a balance between the acquisition of revealed knowledge
and western sciences in one educational package; in other words, it adopts
the approach of teaching an integrated curriculum. This approach gained

176

INTEGRATED CURRICULUM

immediate appeal, and made a positive impression among middle class
Muslim intellectuals in particular. Seeing it as a good business opportunity,
many businessmen — especially in developing Muslim countries — ventured
into this project by establishing several educational institutions and projects
based on the concept of the integrated curriculum.

Through the analysis of curriculum, teachers’ background, students’
population background and other official documents, this paper tries to
review the idea of school integrated curriculum through the experience of one
leading educational institution in Malaysia, which is the International Islamic
School Malaysia (IISM). The school which started its business in 1998 was
the result of several years of planning and projection by the International
Islamic University Malaysia. After reaching 16 years of operation, and with
many phases of success and disappointments, the researchers think thatitis a
ripe time to conduct this review.

5.2 Islamic and Western Education: An Overview

It is probably important to revisit the concept of education, from both
Islamic and western perspectives, before discussing the issue of integrated
curriculum. The philosophy of Islamic education is an integral part of the
comprehensive philosophy of Islam.

Man according to Islam is composed of soul and body ... he is at once
spirit and matter ... man possesses spiritual and rational organs of cognition
such as the heart (galb) and the intellect (‘ag)) and faculties relating to
physical, intellectual and spiritual vision, experience and consciousness.
His most important gift is knowledge which pertains to spiritual as well as
intelligible and tangible realities. (Al-Attas, 1979:157).

In Islam education is thought to prepare good, dutiful and wholesome
individuals who are physically, mentally and spiritually balanced. The
framework in which these individuals are prepared is clear and simple: it
begins with the Muslim individual, then the Muslim community and ends up
with the entire humanity. From another dimension, education is principally
a process which strives to prepare man to play his role in this life. Such a
role will eventually qualify him for success in the hereafter. The pursuer of «
knowledge accordingly in his quest strives for the good will of Allah, the
future life, the removal of ignorance, the conservation of the religion, and
ultimately the survival of Islam. Education in Islam thus strives to:
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Produce men wbo.baw faith as well as knowledge, the one sustaining the other.
Islam da'e:_ not think that the pursuit of knowledge by itself without reference
to the spiritual goal that man must try to attain can do humanity much good.

](-naw!edge divorced from faith is not only partial; it can even be described as a
kind of new ignorance.'

Education in Islam is a two-fold process, intellectual knowledge (‘2gliyya
or hikmiyya) and the so-called spiritual knowledge. The first is acquiﬁd
through the application of reason and logic, and the latter through the divine
revelation. Islamic education regarded both as legitimate. However, acquirin
k{mwledge in Islam is not meant to be an end itself, but only a means tg
stimulate a more elevated moral and spiritual consciousness leading to faith
and righteous action. Islam merits prized knowledge and learning. It was
made an incumbent assignment upon every Muslim, including the prophet
Sf Islam (peace be upon him) himself to whom the first revelation addressed:

Px:oclajm in the name of thy Lord and cherisher, who created...” (Sumf;
al-Alag, 96:1). Although, he himself was an illiterate, Prophet Muhammad
(peace be upon him) was the first Muslim educator and an indefatigable
promoter of education.

However, education in the west is considered as a prelimin i
for the duties of life. Besides building the nationalppoliticalal;:);i:g)j:‘;:::;
and consolidating national unity as two major aspects of nation building
cd_ucation constitutes the main source which supplies the labour market wit};
sklllled and viable workforce. To transmit the necessary productive skills to
children as they grow up, along with the relevant cultural content, are exactly
what every nation would seek to do in educating their younger generation:

What we should aim at producing, is men who
) : possess both, culture and expert
knowledge in some special direction. Their expert knowledge will give tbe:)rch the

ound to start 7 7 ;
5:‘ il Zt;.z from, and their culture will lead them as deep as philosophy, and

i Thfls,.t_he formation of a balanced individual in both culture and skills
is a pnf)rltlzed general goal among all nations, whether industrialised or
developing, democratic or totalitarian, because:

A wide variety of functional considerations — economic, cultural, political,

t.zestbe'tic. and moral — guides the formation of educational goals. Education
is variously concerned with producing literacy, providing knowledge and skills’
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requisite for assuming a useful occupational role, maintaining a foundation
for artistic and cultural cultivation that will sustain and renew elements of
refinement in society, and socialising people in a rule-governed, law-abiding,
bureaucratically run community.®

In the Muslim world however, the debate is still on how to revive our
Islamic traditions of learning, and develop them to become an alternative
model that can compete and ultimately replace the western model of
education inherited from the times of direct colonisation. In fact, the Muslim
countries like the rest of developing nations suffer from deep-rooted cultural
deficiencies, and acute dependence on the West. Slogans of globalisation,
open markets, and human rights, made these deficiencies and dependence
more visible, and the dominant western culture cemented its position in the
Fast. Hence, Muslim educators and thinkers need to come to terms with such
reality and work harder in order to find new educational remedies, which
may create some resistance to the already imbalanced relationship.

5.3 Dilemma of Education in the Muslim World:
Integrated Curriculum as an Alternative

Muslims in general live in constant dualism, in terms of their thoughts and
convictions. They carry nostalgic feelings towards their religious heritage,
and interact with traditional social and religious institutions, such as
immediate families, local communities and schools ... etc. However, these
feelings of empathy are unconsciously mixed up with secular intellectual
concepts which are consistently consumed by Muslims through a powerful
western influence in politics, economy, culture and media. Facing the facts
of real life, reciprocated with such western secular cultural dominance, the
majority of Muslims — including educators — find themselves in favour of
the imported western models and styles. The Muslim educators feel proud
when their academic credentials are obtained from western educational
institutions, and would certainly not exchange that with any qualification
from the east. The norm in the Muslim mind is that the west remains the sole
standard which identifies success, growth, and everything that is modern,
progressive and prosperous. Accordingly, the western educational experience
has for a long time remained the best form of learning. In the meantime,
the majority of Muslims, individuals and groups are keen to inculcate the
norms of faith, Islamic personality and character, and rituals in the minds
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and hearts of their children. Such legitimate aspiration motivated Muslim
reformists and educators to come up with several alternatives that seek to
modernise the inherited traditional system of Islamic education — which has
long been labelled as backward, unproductive, and most recently breeding
places of religious intolerance — into a modern, progressive, and a moderate
system of education based on the idea of integration of curriculum of
revealed and acquired knowledge. This would eliminate conflicts with the
western educational theory of education and harmonise the two educational
experiences in one coherent amalgam.

5.4 International Islamic School Malaysia: Historical

Background

In a conference organised by King Abdul Aziz University and the Government
of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in Makkah from 31 March to 8 April, 1977,
leading Muslim educators and thinkers addressed the education crisis in
the Muslim world. The problems stemmed from the dual education system
inherited from the colonial masters, i.e., the national type system and the
religious system (Adebayo, 2007). Among the outcomes of this conference
was the call for fundamental educational reform in the Muslim world.
The conference proposed a critical review, reform and integration between
modern knowledge and Islamic heritage. Hence, recommendations were
made to improve the teaching, learning and research of Islamic heritage
by establishing Islamic universities; i.e., universities with an integrated
curriculum where both modern disciplines and Islamic heritage were taught
to provide students in the Muslim countries with a better education, utilising
the epistemological sources in Islam (Amin and Haneef, 2011). As a direct
result of the recommendations of that conference the International Islamic
University Malaysia (ITUM) was established in 1983 by the Government
of Malaysia. The university’s ultimate aim was to produce well-rounded
professionals imbued with Islamic values and ethics who would develop the
Muslim ummah and achieve progress that is in harmony with Islamic ideals.
(Amin, Yusofand Haneef, 2011). The mission of the University is to integrate,
Islamise, internationalise, and engage in a comprehensive excellence (IIICE),
an effort that is an integral part of the modern Islamic revival movement
which tries to reinvigorate the Islamic heritage and integrate it with western
scientific achievements.
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Convinced that this project cannot attain its objectives without
encompassing it to lower education, and sparked by Dato’ Dr Abdul
Hamid Abu Sulayman, the then Rector of IIUM, the International Islamic
University Malaysia decided to embark in a project that aimed to establish an
International Islamic School, which would follow in the same philosophy and
adopt a similar concept of integrated and holistic curriculum guided by the
principles of Islam, whereby Islamic revealed knowledge will be taught to the
children of IIUM Muslim expatriates side by side with the most sophisticated
western knowledge that could be found in any international school. Experts
from IIUM and from other parts of the world engaged in a preparatory and
planning phase, which involved the objectives, content and methods of that
integrated curriculum. The International Islamic School opened its doors to
students for the first time in September 1998. It has grown from a humble
beginning of 30 students to an enrolment of approximately 900 students
today, ranging from the primary level up to A-levels.

| 5.5 Why IISM Offers an Important Model of

Schooling Today?

As stated earlier, in the majority of the Muslim countries there are two
prevalent systems of education: governmental, that is modern but secular,
and traditional, that is religious but backward. The first is deeply rooted
in Western conceptual educational theories and practices, and partially or
completely rejects popular educational doctrines vindicated by the theories
of Islamic education. The governmental system of education is satisfied in
the best of circumstances with the inclusion of some isolated Islamic studies
courses to its curriculum, as traditional subjects, taught in the late hours
of the school day, and do not go beyond the religious rituals, celebrations
and general manners. The second system of education however lacks proper
infrastructure, comprehensive and well-structured curriculum, and focus of
study and methodology. In other words, it is backward, unproductive, and
unable to meet the challenges of the present time.

Muslims are also unhappy with the Islamic educational system. First, ,
they claim the content of the curriculum is limited and outdated. It over-
emphasises the Arabic language, grammar, rhetoric, and religious knowledge.
The curriculum is designed to turn every graduate into an ‘alim (religious
teacher), a gadi (Islamic jurist), or a mufti (Islamic legal scholar). Religious
schools do not prepare students to be doctors, engineers, architects, or
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scientists, nor does the limited curriculum help students to understand
contemporary social, political, or scientific issues.’

The integrated curriculum that the International Islamic School offers
attempts to fill in the gap between these two systems.

5.6 Is IISM Model of Schooling Different?

IISM is the first private and International school in Malaysia which adopted
an integrated curriculum approach. Another major character of IISM which
distinguishes it from other schools in Malaysia is the fact that it is fathered by
[IUM, a renowned institution of higher learning which in itself is a model of
curriculum integration. Through the Faculty of Education, IIUM provides
academic supervision in terms of designing the curriculum, training of
teachers, and other services. The vision of [ISM is that it aims to:

Develop a Mu:flz'm generation capable of critical, creative and ethical thinking
who are Muslims by conviction and who will strive to fulfil their role as Allah’s

vicegerents on earth.®

Lil.{e the parent university, the philosophy of IISM implies that all
educational processes and activities shall be built on the idea of tawheed. As
for the mission of the school, it aims to:

Develop strong and highly educated Muslim persons for whom Islam is a complete
way of lgfe This is achieved by developing a balanced and wholesome Lcﬁ:mic
pmm.a{'zty whereby one’s behaviour and attitude areguided through training of
the spirit, intellect and emotion as well as developing sound and healthy body.

The philosophy, vision and mission of IISM were demonstrated in the
following:

1. Considering that ITUM is adopting concepts of wasatiyyah (moderation),
tolerance and academic excellence, and embarking in the efforts of
Islamizing knowledge, these approaches are emphasised, nurtured and
reflected in IISM curriculum.

2. 'The component of wasatiyyah is demonstrated in the fact that IISM
is open for all students from all over the world, regardless of racial or
religious background. Interestingly, the school exercises a high level
of tolerance towards non-Muslim students as well as towards Muslim
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students who belong to other madhabs (religious sects), a policy that is
evident in the case of Shia students who joined the school. Such practices
reflect a high level of moderation and tolerance, unlike other traditional
religious schools which are usually perceived as extremist and hostile
towards the other.

The pragmatic academic choice of IISM by offering Cambridge

International Programs and Examinations, which are among the most

popular choices in South-East Asia. Cambridge qualifications (IGCSE

and A-levels) permit students to gain entry into local and international
universities.

To maintain its Islamic identity, and on top of the aforementioned

point (adoption of Cambridge qualifications), IISM offers an Islamic

curriculum package which, aside from the academic objectives, strives to
achieve the following:

a. Creating an Islamic awareness and strengthening the Islamic faith.

b. Instilling Islamic adab, values and ethics.

c. Inculcating familiarity and adherence to Islamic practices and
traditions.

d. Inspiring students to love Allah, His prophets and Islamic teachings.

e. The awakening of the spirit of vicegerency.

Well-structured school curriculum programs that cover all instruction

levels:

a. 1ISM pre-school program (enrols students from: two and a half years
up to five). It offers the following subjects: English, Arabic, Qur’an,
Basic Social studies, Art and Crafts, Physical Education and Games.

b. IISM Primary (five-eleven years). It is divided into two levels; Lower
Primary Level, which consists of Gradel, 2, and 3. The main subjects
offered for this level are: English, Arabic, Bahasa Malaysia, Islamic
Studies, Social Studies, Math, Computer, Qur'an, Art and Crafts and
Physical Education. The Upper Primary Level consists of Grade 4, 5
and 6. Subjects taught at this level are similar to those taught in the
Lower Primary Level, in addition to the subject of Science.®

c. IISM Secondary (twelve-nineteen years). It consists of three levels:
Lower Secondary which consists of Grade 7, 8 and 9. The academic
subjects taught in this level are: Islamic Studies, Islamic History,
Arabic, Quran/Ethics (for non-Muslim students), Mathematics,
Science, ICT, Geography, History, Art & Design, Physical Education,
English & English Literature, Malay/French and the hikmah program
(philosophy for children)’. The Upper Secondary, which consists of

-
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the Cambridge IGCSE years, covers Grade 10 and 11. These grades
are divided into two streams; Sciences and Humanities. There are
certain mandatory subjects offered at this level, which consist of
tilawah/Ethics (for non-Muslim students), Islamiyat/Ethics, hikmah
program, ICT, Malay/Arabic/French, English, Mathematics and
Physical Education. As for the specific subjects they are as follows:
for Sciences the students must take Biology, Chemistry, Physics'
and Additional Mathematics/Business Studies/Arts. Meanwhile
students in Humanities must take Geography/ Arts, Business Studies’
Combined Science and History/Accounting'®. The third and ﬁnai
level is the pre-University (Cambridge A-levels: Junior and Senior)
This level lasts for 2 years and the school offers three related strca.ms:
Sciences (includes the following subjects: Mathematics, Physics,
Biology, and Chemistry), Humanities (includes Economics, I—Iistory’
and English) and Businesses (includes Mathematics, Business:
Economics, and Accounting). Besides the subjects of specialization
students must attend tilawah classes (Qur’an recitation), and Islami::
Studies/Moral Education (for non-Muslim students).!!

6. Intensive English Program. This is an additional program specially
designed for students who joined IISM from non-English speaking
backgrounds. It aims to enable them to master English before joining their
formal grades. It is divided into two levels; Beginner and Intermediate.
The subjects taught in this program are English and Technical English
Qur’an/Ethics (for non-Muslim students) Arabic, Mathematics, Ph sicai
Education and Art & Design.'? il

v _Future academic prospects: Because the Cambridge certificates are
internationally recognised, students who graduate from IISM, with either
IGCSE or A-levels certificates can qualify for admission into western
universities or their counterpart universities in Muslim countries.

5.7 Challenges

IISM faces several challenges, among them:

1. The search for accreditation and social recognition: due to its religious
symbolism, Islamic educational institutions enjoy great respect and
moral support from Muslims. However, the painful reality remains; they
suffer from isolation and the stigma of stereotyping from the official
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authorities occasionally, and from the same sympathisers (the public)
in terms of enrolment and preference for formal education choice.
In fact, in the present day, few people are prepared to take the risk of
enrolling their children at an Islamic educational institution of learning.
The threat of slimmer job opportunities and the limited chances for
future higher education stands as an obstacle against the thriving and
dissemination of such institutions. Facing such difficulty, some Islamic
schools in Muslim countries tried to gain recognition by linking with
some renowned international educational institutions and adopting their
curriculum. TISM was an example of such model when it adopted the
British International Cambridge Curriculum in the year 2000. Though it
was a good tool to market the school internationally, it is still regarded by
some critics as a kind of reproduction of western educational dominance
in modified Islamic colours.

2. Clients’ background and expectations: The school has a tendency to become

vulnerable to pressure from its clients. Clients of modern and profit-
making Islamic institutions of learning like IISM are normally rich. They
are able to pay the relatively expensive cost of their children’s education.
These kinds of clients normally espouse a blend of traditional religious
values and western cultural trends. They expect the modern Islamic school
to be a sort of replica of what is practiced in western schools in terms of
subject content, methods of teaching, activities and, more importantly, the
facilities of the school. According to an IISM customer survey conducted
in the year 2013, about 70 percent of parents’ complaints were about the
school facilities (canteen, toilets, sports field, etc.) and the need to upgrade
them. They maintained that the condition of these school facilities were not
up to the standard compared to other international schools, and they felt
that they are actually paying a sizeable amount and their children deserve
better services."

In TISM however, there is another category of parents, mainly Muslim
expatriates working at the International Islamic University, who have a
different kind of expectation. Most of the complaints in this category are
about academic matters or religious controversies. It is probably worth giving
an example to further clarify what is meant by religious controversies. In
2011, the school decided to introduce a new set of students’ uniform for both
male and female students, and consequently a small group of parents (mainly
ITUM staff) took the lead in criticising the school and complaining that the
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new school uniform for female students did not suit some parents’ religious
convictions. They insisted that some freedom and tolerance must be given to
those who prefer their children to dress in a more conservative style.
According to the latest figures 77 percent of parents of children enrolled
at IISM are businessmen, 11 percent are academicians at IIUM, and the
remaining 12 percent are professionals who work as engineers, architects,
medical doctors and so on."”> This pattern may raise criticism and claims
of involvement in reinforcing social inequality by Islamic institutions
of learning, contrary to the spirit of Islamic education that encourages

all Muslims to seck knowledge for the sake of God and to preserve
the religion.

3. Textbooks’ content and quality: Since its establishment, IISM has tried
to cater for the academic needs of its students through the acquisition of
the latest and best books available in the international market, usually
recommended by the Cambridge Program. The content of the textbooks
may contradict with some Islamic convictions and create controversies
in the minds of the students. For example, in the science textbook for
Grade 9, the first chapter talks about alcohol consumption, another
chapter talks about test tube babies and a third chapter is about natural
clones.'® While some would argue that these are purely scientific matters,
the question that arises is about the ability of IISM teachers to clear the
controversy from and explain the Islamic point of view vis-a-vis the issue
in question!

4. Cultural background of students: IISM’s doors are opened to students
from all over the world, also known as ‘the international mobile youth’,
‘global nomads’ and ‘third culture kids’ (TCK)Y". Considering the actual
large number of countries from which IISM students hail from (presently
42 countries)'’, we can imagine how challenging keeping order in the
school is. The experience of being a TCK is unique because the children
are exposed to three cultures before they realise their own identity. The first
refers to the culture of the country from which the parents of the students
originated, the second culture refers to the culture in which the family
currently resides, and the third culture refers to the amalgamation of these
two cultures. The third culture is further reinforced with the interaction o

the third culture individual with the expatriate community."® '
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5. Teacher qualifications and turnover: Like any other private school, IISM

was and is still facing the problem of teachers’ turnover. This phenomenon
is due to the instability and mobility of international teachers who are
constantly searching for greener pastures.

5.8 Summary

Regardless of the challenges the integrated curriculum in. general or IFS‘M. in
particular are facing, it is rewarding to see young Muslim students joining
world class universities pursuing their careers in different fields of knowledge,
and at the same time maintaining their Islamic identity. IISM may have not
achieved all of their planned goals, but regardless it still carrics. the honour of
being the pioneer, and it is a sign that there is a glimpse of light at the end
of the tunnel. o

It is important for governments to extend their help to suc.h‘ projects in
terms of financial allocations, development of curriculum and writing relevar.lt
text books. No doubt that the revival of the glory of Islamic education will
not be realised by relying on borrowing certain practices fron?. the past, bl}t
through serious efforts in developing Islamic educational practices wl-ucl? suit
the modern way of life and cater to the needs of the Ummah. 'I_he educat{q.nal
system in Muslim countries is a reflection of the socio-economic and polmf:al
realities of these countries. Thus, collective effort is needed from all active
institutions in Muslim societies.

Notes
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** IISM Secondary Customer Survey, for SIRIM inspection. October 2013.
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2011-2012.

'* IISMS Students Registration Data. September 2014.

'6 KS3 Science Book 3. Ed Walsh. Series Editor Tim Greenway, Ray Oliver and
David Taylor. Harper Collins publishers 2008. p.6, 50, 52.

"7 'The term ‘third culture kid” was first coined by researchers John and Ruth Useem
in the 1950s, who used it to describe the children of American citizens working and
living abroad.

** IISMS Students Registration Data, September 2014.

' Refer to Pollock, D.C., & Van Reken, R.E., 2001 Third Cultures Kids: The
Experience of Growing Up Among Worlds. Boston & London; Nicholas Brealey
Publishing.
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