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Abstract   
The current study was carried out to investigate the perceptions of 

Madressah system of education. The objective of the study was to 

explore the perceptions of Madressah students from five Islamic sects 

(Barelvi, Deo-bandi, Ahle-Hadith, Shia and Jamaiyate-Islami) about 

madressah system of education at five Lahore madrassahs. Thirty-

seven students were questioned through a semi-structured interview 

schedule about their perceptions of the madrassah system of education. 

This study revealed that teachers do not match lesson content to the 

psychological capabilities of their students, which makes the learning 

of Islamic texts highly dependent on rote memorization. Morality, 

righteousness and character are seen entirely in terms of being a good 

Muslim. The protective curriculum insulates against an outside world 

that is not Islamic. There is support for curricular change with the 

introduction of more modern, secular subjects. A change model is 

suggested which draws upon a collaboration of local madressahs 

brought together by like-minded Islamic scholars and operating 

through a university curriculum unit, which in turn would receive 

Central Government funding. 

 

Keywords:  Curriculum evaluation, Islamic culture, rote learning, student perceptions, 

Madressah 

    

I. Introduction   
 The essence of Islam is a reflective, spiritualism common to all the world’s major 

religions (Ahmad, 2009; Rahman, 2008). The origin and spread of Islam in the desert 

kingdoms of the Middle East was to add a cultural context to the spiritual side to order 

the societies of turbulent expansion, which were taking place. For several centuries, 

progressive, benevolent wise rulers (caliphs) encouraged the growth of human 

knowledge.  In particular, the Arabic and Islamic empires of the Umayyad, Fatimid and 

Abassid caliphs are associated with a Muslim 'Golden Age' of science and mathematics 

between the eighth and thirteenth centuries, when the writings of the Greeks were 

translated into Arabic.  Great strides were made in mathematics, astronomy, medicine, 

physics and chemistry, later to be built upon by the Western Renaissance (Masood, 2009; 

Ofek, 2011).  

 

 During these period religious schools, madrassahs were set up to maintain the 

established traditions of Islam. These schools, effectively under state patronage, produced 
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religious teachers for the mosques as Islam expanded geographically and also 

administrators for the caliphate empire (Khan et al., 2011).  

 

 The Abbasid caliph al-Mansur countered religious conservatism by supporting the 

principles of Mu'tazilism derived from Greek rational thinking of Aristotle. The Abbasid 

caliphs are credited with moving a diverse tribal culture into a centralized empire with 

several large cities, businesses, schools, hospitals and transport routes (Ofek, 2011). The 

Muslim 'Golden Age' of science thrived within this period. Later caliphs became more 

accommodating to earlier Islamic thinking and by the tenth century, the highly 

conservative anti-rational Ash'ari philosophy was becoming more and more common 

among the Muslim majority Sunni sect. This is attributed to the scholar Al-Ghazali, who 

was concerned that the essence of true Islam would be lost once the philosophy of Arabic 

science took root. His interpretation that nature and its rules were entirely at the behest of 

God was assimilated into Sunni Muslim thought and texts (Reilly, 2010). Muslim science 

withered away with the final destruction of the Abbasids by the Mongols. The later 

Ottoman Empire was conquerors and not thinkers so anti-rationalism became part of the 

culture, and this has persisted in many places until today (Fatah, 2008; Ofek, 2011; 

Overbye, 2001; Reilly, 2010). 

 

 Ofek (2011) sees the inability to separate politics from religion as the reason the 

Muslim world has never accommodated to a free thinking, empirical science. This is 

shown in the dearth of Nobel laureates and the abysmal state of today's science education 

in the Islamic Republic of Pakistan (Hoodbhoy, 1991; Pell et al., 2010). On a geo-

political stage the sometimes violent conflicts between the Sunni and Shia Islamic sects 

now have wide international implications. 

 

 In historical times, madrassahs followed the religious law. Education was not 

independent. Islamic law prevented alternative approaches to schooling, so the 

curriculum was centered upon learning about Islam through the Quran, hadith and sharia 

as unraveled through the language of Arabic. To follow such a curriculum, rote methods 

of drill and repetition without any substantial meaning had to be used: a methodology 

which remains unchanged today in many parts (Hoodbhoy, 1991: Ofek, 2011). However, 

the Islamic empires were large and there were some significant variations. For example, 

madrassahs in India reflected Greek philosophy acquired through Persia in pre-Islamic 

times. Indian madrassahs were teaching science and the humanities alongside religious 

subjects, and their education was open to non-Muslims as well (Bangladesh Enterprise 

Institute, 2011). 

 

 The divergence of the Sunni and the Shia sects occurred within less than a century 

of Islam’s emergence in Arabia (Jafri, 1979). Both these major sects have sub-sects. For 

the Sunni, the majority sect in Pakistan (80% of the population), madrassahs belong to 

one of the Deobandi, Barelvi or the Ahle-Hadith sub-sects. All the madrassahs, including 

the Shia ones (20% of the population), teach the Dars-i-Nizami though they do not use 

the same texts. They also teach their particular point of view (maslak), which clarifies 

and rationalizes the beliefs of the sect (Sunni or Shia) and sub-sect. The curriculum 

discriminates between sub-sects and students are trained to refute what in their views are 

heretical beliefs and some Western ideas. Some of the madrassahs do teach modern 

subjects, but with varying degrees of competence (Rahman, 2004a). 



Sadia Shaukat, A W Pell 859 

 A modified madrassah curriculum known as Dars-e-Nizami became established in 

India about 250 years ago. The curriculum comprises eight religious subjects and another 

twelve, including Arabic literature and grammar, to allow the religious texts to be 

understood. Original texts making up the courses are very old. The Indian madrassah 

system was to suffer under the imposition of British colonial rule. The original Persian 

influence in the curriculum disappeared to be replaced by English, as the needs of the 

colonial government were better satisfied by effective low-level administrative officers. 

Islamic law was replaced by the more useful British law. Under these pressures, many 

madrassahs were closed and the curriculum became restricted to a purely religious one, 

unless the madrassah was running an approved British curriculum. This remained the 

case until Independence in 1947 (Ahmad et al., 2014; Rahman, 2004a). 

 

 After Independence, English was dropped from the madrassah curriculum in 

Pakistan to be replaced by Urdu. Attempts by the Government to introduce secular 

subjects into the Dars-e-Nizami curriculum were resisted successfully by the religious 

ulemas. In 1977, there were a couple of hundred madrassahs registered (Malik 1996). 

During the government of General Zia ul-Haq (1977–1988), who adopted a policy of 

Islamisation, madrassahs were encouraged and financially supported. By 1988, there 

were 2,800 madrassahs formally registered with one of five  madrassah boards 

(Government of Pakistan, 1988, cited in Rahman 2004b, p.79). Today, Rehman (2015) 

quotes figures of 35,337 registered madressahs out of a total of 43,586, or more than 

80pc, but all are actually outside any regulatory system. In all some 10% of primary 

students are to be found in madrassahs (Dawn, 2015a). 

 

 Madrassahs in Pakistan have a negative public perception outside the highly 

conservative religious sector of society. Part of this is due to the political and economic 

involvement of the USA and Saudi Arabia with the madrassahs in the 1980s. These 

foreign states saw the madrassahs, as a tool to remove the Soviet Union from Afghanistan 

(Candland, 2005). Once this had been achieved, the involvement of Saudi Arabia and 

other Gulf States in some of Pakistan's madressahs has continued and has believed to 

have contributed to the violence in Afghanistan and Pakistan itself (Dawn, 2015b; The 

Nation, 2015). Furthermore, a proportion of madrassahs are considered to be run by 

banned organizations linked to terrorism (Awan, 2015). Government sources attribute 

extremism and militancy problems to a percentage of 10% of all madrassahs (Dawn, 

2014).  

 

 Madressahs are seen as being regressive, old-fashioned and preaching a radical 

ideology and, in some instances, as breeding and training terrorists. These features have 

made observers call for madrassahs to be transformed, rationalized and controlled by the 

Government (Ahmad, 2009).  It is pointed out and criticized by various research articles 

that madrassahs are not able to provide any useful service to society. They do not have 

the ability to prepare for marketable jobs and they are financed primarily by charity, 

donations and 'chanda' from the people (Singer, 2001; Kadi, 2006).   

 

 If madrassah reformation takes place with the intention of producing students, who 

are prepared for employment in a sector other than religion, then the aims of a madrassah 

education will have to be refined (Candland, 2005). This brings into question the value of 

an ever increasing expansion of unreformed madressahs, for as Rehman (2015) points 
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out, there will be enormous problems because of the lack of work places will lead to a 

frustrated 'large horde of jobless seminary graduates' (Madressah & Education Reform, 

para.15). Given the graduates' ambitions and inclinations, Rehman (2004b) muses as to 

their destination. 

 

 The problem of madrassah education needs to be tackled with some sensitivity. 

Since the shift to a strongly Islamified society under Zia-ul-Haq, governments have 

tended to defer to religious conservatives, not so much in overall policy but rather in its 

implementation. Past attempts to 'modernize' the madressahs have come up against this 

lack of will as well as religious intransigence (Candland, 2005; Rasool, 2014).  The 

purpose of this paper is to focus on the pre-requisites for curriculum change necessary to 

expand the intellectual breadth of madrassah education while retaining a religious core. 

Eventually, given agreed organization changes yet to be worked out, it is envisaged that 

madressahs will be integrated within the state education system (Rasool, 2014; Rehman, 

2015). 

 

 To formulate objectives of curricular change and developmental strategy, one 

source of evidence is that from the views of students and staff (Dawn, 2015c). To 

investigate the question, "What are the perceptions of madrassah students of their 

education system?” a number of questions were put to students to explore the current 

operating environment of the madrassah system.  

 

II. Method 
A. Research Design  

 This exploratory research used qualitative, semi-structured interviews to 

investigate the perceptions of students about their madressah system of education.  Face 

to face interviews permit in-depth investigations of phenomena of the study (Singer, 

2001; Rehman, 2015; Ahmad et, al., 2014; Pell et al., 2010; Husain, 2012). The questions 

of the semi-structured interview schedule were composed after reading the research 

studies of (Singer, 2001; Rehman, 2015; Ahmad et, al., 2014; Pell et al., 2010; Husain, 

2012).  The questions addressed the nature of madressah education system and its 

comparison with the alternative government state school system. 

 

B. Participants  

 As the aim of research was to investigate student perceptions, 37 students were 

approached for this research. The participants were twenty four male and thirteen female 

students belonging to the Barelevi, Deobandi, Jamaat-e-Islami, Ahle-Hadith and Ahle-

Tasi Islamic sects from five madrassahs in the Lahore district. Their ages ranged from 13 

to 24 years from the first year to the eighth year of Dars-e-Nizami. Most students had a 

poor social background due to their fathers' occupations, such as tailor, carpenter, mason, 

religious teacher, shopkeeper etc. The students had four to nine siblings, who would be 

attending madrassahs and schools. Almost all the students had joined a madrassah 

according to the wishes of their parents.  

 

C. Interview Schedule and procedure  

 The madrassahs were selected within a sample stratified by the five Islamic sects.  

Students were selected through purposive sampling.  Participants were informed about 

the nature of the study through an information sheet one week before the commencement 
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of the research study. Participants were also given information that their taking part was 

voluntary; they had the right to refuse to participate in the interview. Students were 

interviewed after their classes. Permission was sought from the participants about the 

recording of their views via tape recorder. Students were assured that their identities 

would remain confidential and their responses on the interview questions would not be 

shared with any agency or any person. Participants were rendered anonymous after they 

completed the interview. Any identifying features were removed from the transcripts. 

Pseudonyms would be used in any publications from the data.  

 

D. Data analysis  

 The interview data was analyzed through thematic analysis in three phases. The 

purpose of thematic analysis is a method of unifying, broad sense making, coding, 

sketching themes, construing and taking meaning out of the collected data (Creswell, 

2013). Firstly, all the interviews were conducted in Urdu and tape-recorded.  The 

recording was then transcribed verbatim. Secondly, the transcribed data was translated 

into English. Thirdly, responses were aggregated across the five madressahs according to 

the questions asked and emerging themes identified (Creswell, 2013).  

 

III. Findings 
 The students’ responses to the questions were as follows. 

 

A. Liking of school and subjects 

 The majority of students (28 out of 37) reported that they liked to go to the 

madrassah daily due to their mission to get the highest ranks of Qurbe-Alahi (love of 

Allah Almighty) and to fulfill their father’s desire that they should become religious 

teachers. Most students reported that they liked to read the Holy Quran and its teaching, 

especially the Biography of the Prophet (Syrat) and Arab literature. Students showed less 

interest in the Principles of Interpretation of Jurisprudence (Fiqh), Logic, Rhetorics and 

Philosophy, which were felt to be dry and too abstract. Teachers advised that reading 

should be limited to Islamic books and Dars-e-Islam content, but this can be frustrating 

for the more mature students. “I like to read history books of other countries and 

comparative religions. We are just offered Dars-e-Nizami content, which is effective for 

our degree, but I like general information about other subjects as well to have 

comprehensive view about world, but we are advised to read only content books” 

(interviewed male student, Sect, Barelvi, 15, February, 2015).  

 

 A majority of the students (25 out of 37) reported that there should be fewer 

subjects in the basic Dars-e-Niazami religious curriculum due to their difficult, abstract-

oriented nature. More modern subjects would be welcomed like business studies, 

agriculture, technology, English and the sciences to help employment prospects. Almost 

half the students reported that they are already studying mainstream school subjects such 

as English, science and mathematics. However, these subjects have no advanced level of 

knowledge, only basic information. Science in particular attracted a number of students. 

“I like to read about science and its experiments at madrassah; I love to explore the 

concepts of science. I am fed up reading the dry subjects like logic and philosophy” 

(Interviewed female student, Sect, Barelvi, 18 February, 2015).  
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B. Teaching methods 

 According to the majority of the students (26 out of 37), teachers use the 

traditional methods of lecturing, reading, drilling and repetition to cover lesson concepts. 

This methodology is not popular, being felt to be too simple to convey meaning. Students 

respect their teachers as people. Teaching is considered a noble profession in Islam, and 

unsurprisingly teachers are respected through their efforts to make their charges good 

followers of Islam. The teachers' pedagogy is just not appropriate for the subject matter. 

“I don’t like the way of teaching. They teach us with traditional methods. Lecture and 

repetition method are mostly used in the class. I requested my teachers to use activity 

based methods to makes us understand logic but they don’t listen to us” (Interviewed 

male student, Sect, Jamaat-e-Islami, 20 February 2015). 

 

 The psychological mis-match between content and methodology is encapsulated in 

this comment about bringing science into the madressah curriculum. “Our teachers teach 

us Islam in a real sense and advise us to follow the teaching of Holy Quran. Science and 

Islam are closely linked. Islam not only places a high premium on science but positively 

encourages the pursuit of science. Indeed, Islam considers science as an essential 

prerequisite for human survival. Yes, I believe there is lack of science education in 

madrassah. We are not taught science with in depth studies, no conducting of 

experiments due to lack of funding. This makes a difference in the thinking of madrassah 

and school students, and that’s why school students have broader vision, high skills of 

rational and analytical thinking and more opportunities of professions” (Interviewed male 

student, Sect, Deobandi, 5 February 2015). 

 

C. Questioning 

 Although teaching is essentially one-way and direct from the text, about one third 

of the students (14 out of 37) do raise questions at the end of a lesson and are satisfied 

with the responses they get. The majority do not question their teachers. Some said that 

they do not ask questions because of fear of their teachers and likely annoyance of them. 

“I don’t ask questions due to the teachers’ strict attitudes. They discourage us and advise 

us to become obedient in front of them.  What teachers teach, you must accept if you 

respect them. So I avoid asking anything in spite of great curiosity” (Interviewed male 

student, Sect, Barelvi, 6 February, 2015). 

 

D. Assessment and rewards 

 Most students (26 out 37) said that they received verbal appreciation from the 

teacher in class sometimes for the standard of their learning. There are 'subjective-type', 

written exams twice a year. What is evaluated is the memorization of texts.  “I have to 

memorise whole subject books due to the subjective nature of exams and questions 

needing long answers. Sometimes, due to the short time, I cannot write long scripts of all 

the questions given in the papers although I know their answers. I get low marks due to 

this subjective nature of assessment”. Students also revealed information that they get 

rewards in the form of Islamic souvenirs, shields and prize money on the results day 

(Interviewed male student, Sect, Deobandi, 16 February 2015).  

 

E. Comparing madressahs with government schools 

 For many students (29 out of 37), the madrassah is playing a significant role in 

making them true believers and Muslims. They offer prayers five times a day and follow 
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the teaching of Islam. Their goal is to become a religious leader to preach Islam and to 

spread the light of Islam throughout the globe. This is best done in the madrassah, which 

teaches the features of character building and moral values, which the schools do not do. 

Madressah teachers are selfless in preparing the students for eternal life, and they don’t 

need any monetary benefits and a materialistic life unlike teachers in schools. Madrassah 

students expressed their view that they are being prepared for both an eternal (Akhrat) 

and a worldly life. A European mind set prevails in the schools, especially in the private 

sector.  Students in the school system do not know about religion and its teaching. Their 

knowledge is more superficial. The focused, religious view of the madrassah is common 

to the views of most students. “Madrassah is preparing us for Jinnah (heaven); we offer 

prayer five times a day. Allah Almighty is watching us all the times; our teachers strictly 

observe our prayers in madrassah. I am so much thankful to my teachers who are making 

easy Jinnah for us” (Interviewed male student, Sect, Ahle-Hadith, 8 March, 2015). 

 

F. Breadth and openness are seen as harmful. 

 We learn Islamic principles and orthodoxy in madrassah. Openness and broad 

mindedness prevail in schools in comparison to madrassahs. Despite the moral case for 

madrassah education, some students do point out the reality of life. “I agree the 

madrassah is performing a substantial role in the promotion of moral values but it is not 

preparing us for contemporary society. We have lack of general knowledge about other 

fields of life. I think there should be uniform system of education for all children to 

eliminate discrimination due to these different systems” (Interviewed female student, 

Sect, Jamaat-e –Islami, 3 March 2015).  

 

G. Career options are limited  

 Most students (22 out of 37) revealed their views that, if given the opportunity to 

continue their education, they would accept the option of doing this in mainstream 

schools, colleges or universities, although this would be too expensive for some. Career 

options are severely limited. “We don’t have another option except to become religious 

teachers or Islamic scholars. We cannot become lawyers, doctors, or engineers in 

madrassahs. I have no option other than to become a religious teacher in a school or a 

madrassah due to my education” (Interviewed female student, Sect, Barelvi, 18 February 

2015). 

 

IV. Discussion 
 Learning content in education can be separated into intrinsic and extraneous 

components (Leahy, Cooper and Sweller, 2004). The madrassah curriculum comprises an 

intrinsic learning load of complex Islamic content. Extraneous learning load, on the other 

hand, is that which is open to manipulation by the teacher in the method of presenting the 

content. The nature of Islamic knowledge is essentially that of revelation of the book 

(Reilly, 2010), and teachers in conservative Pakistan are not encouraged or expected to 

match content to the psychological capabilities of their students. This makes the learning 

of Islamic texts highly dependent on rote memorization. The teacher is unlikely to lower 

the cognitive learning load by introducing the extraneous, more concrete life-worlds of 

the 21st Century (Gagne, 1985; Rollnick, 2004). 

 

 Remarks by students about the boring nature of their studies are a direct outcome 

of the high intrinsic load component of madressah schooling, and the absence of any 
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compensation in the form of a psychologically consistent input from the teaching 

methodology. There is a natural spirit of enquiry within Pakistani youth (Pell, et al., 

2010) who yearn for problem solving rather than rote learning. However, for the majority 

of students, questioning of the teacher is not encouraged and the transmission of 

knowledge is a one-way process. Teachers appear to limit the cognitive development of 

their students by directing them away from general literature and towards a concentration 

on Islamic texts As many as two-thirds of the students interviewed have been assimilated 

into this restricted madrassah perception  of learning, and are satisfied that they are 

moving towards their goal of becoming  religious teachers under their respected teacher-

guides. 

 

 Assessment of learning outcomes is rudimentary. The unstructured long-answer 

questions are indicative of the teachers' very basic conception of the requirements of 

evaluation. Teachers are aware of the reinforcement of motivation through praise in the 

classroom, even if the motivation gained from an interesting and psychologically 

consistent teaching methodology is not generally appreciated. 

 

 The culture of Islam understandably pervades the madressah experience. Morality, 

righteousness and character are seen entirely in terms of being a good Muslim. The 

protective curriculum insulates against an outside world that is not Islamic. There is no 

alternative to being a Muslim. That the Pakistani school system and the 'West' are not 

following the path of revelation laid down in the madressah, means to many of the 

students that the outsiders must be lacking in morality, be of weak character and selfish. 

There is absolutism here. There is no alternative way. Unfortunately, such a dichotomy is 

at the root of much international socio-political upheaval (Reilly, 2010). 

 

 The major attractiveness of madressah education to parents is that of economics. 

Payment is minimal in relation to the alternatives. There is then a "trade-off". The 

child/student receives an "education", or more correctly "schooling", that prepares for 

religious Islamic service, only. Most have limited skills and cognizance to exist outside a 

prescribed mental wall, and will find it difficult to make any other positive contribution 

to society. 

 

 There have been previous failed attempts to reform madrassah education in 

Pakistan (Candland, 2005). Blame is directed at the Government's weak administrative 

strategy and the non-compliant reaction to forced change from conservative ulema or 

religious scholars (Ahmad, 2009). There is little hope that a government lacking in policy 

and vision will ever succeed (Rana, 2015). 

 

 Even the small sample of this research shows that some madrassahs are already 

attempting to broaden the curriculum, although frustrated by lack of funds and quality 

teaching. According to Candland (2005, p.161): 'Many ulema are in favor of reform', 

which has been confirmed by the views of three religious scholars, reported in an 

extended version of this research (Shaukat & Pell, 2015). 

 

V. Conclusion and future implications 
 An associated study of madressah teachers (Shaukat & Pell, 2015) reflects the 

views of the students and shows that some teachers would welcome curriculum in-service 
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training to improve the quality of their instruction. We suggest that within a given 

geographical area of a university which has demonstrated an interest in curriculum 

matters, madrassahs already embarked on relatively isolated curricular reform, such as 

expanding the subjects taught, should be brought together by the ulema of the various 

sects. A neutral, professional participant such as a co-ordinator from the university would 

use the Chin and Benne (1985) change model, where the normative re-educative stage 

opens and expands the educational skills of the participating madrassahs and indeed the 

ulema. As ulema have agreed to become part of the change process, there is none of the 

coercion which has frustrated previous schemes with their prescribed government 

ordinances. Candland (2005) has expressed that government officials should act as the 

agents of change, but experience questions the capabilities of many officials, who also 

lack the trust of the ulema.  'Pilot' scheme madressahs would use university prepared 

materials for trials and would take part in staff development workshops. Registered 

participating madrassahs would receive Government funding, which would include 

salaries for additional staff for 'modern' subjects. An annual evaluation would be 

conducted by the university co-ordinator, and changes made for the next cycle of 

development as needed. As well as within the immediate trials area, evaluation reports 

would be circulated nationally to encourage the setting up of ulema-centered groups, each 

with a local university co-ordinator. In this way, madrassah modernization would proceed 

apace without direct government involvement, other than the financial support of the 

university- centered team, curriculum materials and salaries of additional madrassah staff.  

 

 Change from a didactic, text-focused context in the madrassah should take place 

slowly (Pell, Iqbal and Sohail, 2010). Hallak (1990), in referring to curriculum 

development in less-developed countries, has pointed out that reforms should take place 

modestly in stages and be consolidated before moving on. In the past, too many 

ambitious projects funded by international donors have proved unsuccessful (Hallak, 

1990, p. 256; Ribould, 2005). Initially, this scheme would involve relatively few 

madressahs, and during this period possible administrative systems would be explored to 

build up a structure suited to future country-wide expansion. 

 

 Once what is essentially a 'trials' phase is running, there is a possibility of entry to 

the 'empirical-rational' stage of the Chin and Benne model. The madrassahs and the 

ulema will be able to make their own meaningful contributions to change, and take the 

steps to modify the curriculum of Islamic content to one which retains the essential truths 

in a modern, 21st Century context. Madressahs might still prepare a proportion of 

graduates for religious service, but these institutions would also become a source of more 

broadly educated citizens, who could confidently carry their profound understanding of 

being a Muslim into any one of many worthwhile careers. 
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