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Advancing Education in Muslim Societies
Mapping the Terrain

Ilham Nasser and Maryam Saroughi

Our role is to widen the field of discussion, not to set limits in accord with 
the prevailing authority. —Said (2003, p. xxiii)

INTRODUCTION

This article is a summary of the 2019–2020 “Mapping the Terrain” 
research of the Advancing Education in Muslim Societies (AEMS) 
initiative, an annual study that started in 2018. During the 2019–2020  

academic year, data on values and competencies was collected in fifteen 
communities of interest, namely Muslim-majority societies with focus on 
students in secondary schools and higher education as well as teachers and 
university instructors (see Appendix A for a map of participating countries 
and locations).1 This brief shares the results of the survey to inspire further 
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empirical research and exploration of ways to advance education goals and 
transformation. To do so, this study utilizes evidence-based knowledge 
accumulated as a resource for the reform of education agenda in Muslim-
majority societies. Thus, the long-term goal is to contribute to the decision-
making and implementation of learning standards, policies, pedagogy, and 
curriculum to ultimately improve the growth and development trajectory 
of the next generations of youth.

While conducting this study and toward the end of the data collec-
tion cycle, the world was locking down because of the global Covid-19 
pandemic. Many lives have been lost since the beginning of 2020, and the 
economic, mental, and social impacts of the pandemic are yet to be under-
stood completely. Despite the hardship, a little less than 20,000 people 
participated in the paper-and-pencil surveys in 15 different locations. 
They were recruited based on permissions and approvals from ministries of 
education in some locations and directly from private school principals and 
supervisors in others. Convenient sampling, instead of random sampling, 
was used where access was granted to schools and Muslim-majority com-
munities and their districts of residence. 

RELATED RESEARCH

The Islamic theory of knowledge considers the means of gaining knowledge 
to be reason, perception, and experiment.—al Alwani (1989, p. 1)

When addressing reform of education, it is true that most of the effort 
goes into improving academic achievement in formal education institutions 
of all types. This study is a reminder of the importance of educating the 
whole person and that the prevailing international discourse evaluating 
and rewarding educational systems based on academic achievements is 
not enough. These global trends are often driven by forces flooding the 
education market in so many countries with one-size-fits-all policies and 
pro-market agendas serving major funders and special interest groups 
(Carroll & Jarvis, 2015). The selection of the human development approach 
to ground this study is a result of thorough reviews of the literature and an 
in-depth investigation of models that are more comprehensive and sensitive 
to the context. It also highlights certain values and skills worth the invest-
ment to benefit the psychosocial aspects of learning and growth. 

Development cannot and should not be forced upon the individual. 
Rather, it requires preparing the right environment and conditions for 
individuals and communities to thrive. The study conveys the message that 
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development should be part of the conversation on reform of education as it 
has not been the case thus far. The human development approach is not just 
an index but an authentic and promising framework that promotes localized 
knowledge including socioemotional, religious, and cultural values com-
bined from Western and non-Western wisdom. This study invites dialogue 
and intellectual debates on aspects of human development beyond education 
to benefit the whole person. The wide dissemination of the empirical results 
and the public access to the data sets certainly enhances these conversations 
and the implications for policy, curriculum, and pedagogy. 

Based on the literature, values in this study may be grouped into 
three categories of competencies identified as critical for transforma-
tion: (a) open-mindedness (adaptability and ability to think critically), 
(b) responsibility (as part of a social responsibility orientation), and (c) a 
sense of a collaborative collective (taking the collective to a collaborative 
state). Those three areas require the progression on the developmental 
spectrum, starting from the basic egocentric state, to the ethnocentric, 
to the worldly, including a worldview of Tawhīd and involving compe-
tencies such as meaning making, perceived hope, problem-solving, self- 
regulation, and a sense of belonging. Figure 1 illustrates the developmen-
tal framework designed to organize the theoretical approach we take and 
to group the various constructs in a meaningful way.2 Within each we 
constructed measures that assess the traits and dispositions of the con-
struct. This is by no means an exclusive list, but it represents some of the 
needed values and competencies to achieve the transformation suggested 
in the literature such as the Spiral Dynamics Model (Beck and Cowen, 
2006), theories of social change, and others. The following reviews the 
three main areas of motivation for transformation. 

Figure 1. Hypothesized Spiral Progression (SP) Approach
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OPEN-MINDEDNESS

In this first category, we included the constructs of empathy, meaning 
making, problem-solving, life satisfaction, and hope. As Baehr (2011) sug-
gests, “Open-mindedness enjoys widespread recognition as an intellectual 
virtue” (p. 191). The literature on open-mindedness indicates that it is seen 
as a virtue or a value but at the same time as a skill including the ability to 
think things through, to adapt and maneuver in solving problems with crit-
ical thinking skills, and to examine all sides and perspectives (Proyer et al., 
2011). Based on the literature in areas such as empathy, problem-solving, 
meaning making, and others included, open-mindedness is foundational 
for individuals and groups to move up to higher states of consciousness. 
Open-mindedness also promotes wisdom and knowledge making (Proyer 
et al., 2011). The literature suggests that a combination of cognitive as well 
as emotional competencies are needed to transform or empower individuals 
to move up the developmental progression—a hypothesis of key relevance 
to the present study. 

RESPONSIBILITY 

This second category encompasses many of the selected competencies 
we explore in the areas of personal and social responsibility. Here, too, the 
idea is that these are some of the needed skills but not necessarily all the 
ones needed to act in a socially responsible manner. Bandura (1989: 2001) 
proposes that human beings are not passive creatures controlled by their 
environments and able to react only to their contextual and social cues; 
rather, they have agency and the capability to proactively manage and con-
trol their functions and actions. This human characteristic gives individuals 
both the ability and responsibility to thrive and grow and to influence their 
social environment and other individuals. Here again agency and respon-
sibility, as with open-mindedness, empower individuals to move along 
the trajectory from egocentric to ethnocentric and up to the collaborative 
collective. Within this category, we examine several additional constructs 
including self-regulation, emotional regulation, self-efficacy, and gratitude.

COLLABORATIVE COLLECTIVE 

This third category, which represents life conditions such as the two 
before, is a unique construct to examine in this exploratory study in Muslim 
societies. It offers an approach to transformation that stems from the collec-
tive nature of Muslim-majority societies but adds the collaborative nature 
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as a necessary condition for the collective to work for the prosperity of all. 
It is not the Western notion of cosmopolitanism that, according to some, 
highlights global interdependence, or what Beck (2004) named the inter-
connectedness of the globalized world. The collaborative collective builds 
on the sense of community and shared values that drive the understanding 
that it is not sufficient to rely on the clan and immediate collective but rather 
encourages the interdependence to the betterment of life for all of humanity. 
Within this category, we identified constructs such as sense of belonging and 
forgiveness that rely on a deep value system grounded in Islamic teaching, 
traditions, and the notion of the collective well-being (Abu-Nimer & Nasser, 
2013). Each of these constructs had a measure to assess its agreement with 
the participants’ beliefs and perceptions across the different locations. 

METHOD

The methodology described in this section and the empirical results 
presented later are based on a sample of 15 countries/regions for which 
data collection were performed. Due to factors such as regional differences, 
financial considerations, host-country approvals, and location of affiliate 
offices, almost all country-level samples were restricted to the main regions 
in the country. However, an effort was made to randomize as much as 
possible the selection of schools and universities from each region, and 
the selection of students within each institution. All individuals directly 
involved in the data collection process received training about protocols 
required for research involving human subjects.

Participants

Data was collected from four distinct groups of respondents: school-
teachers, school students, university instructors, and university students. 
The largest target group is youth who are younger than 18 (56%), followed 
by those ages 18–24 (28%) across the 14 countries and one district of Rus-
sia. The adults’ sample is highly educated, with most schoolteachers (72%) 
holding bachelor’s or master’s degrees and most university instructors (75%) 
holding master’s or doctoral degrees. Figure 2 shows the distribution of 
survey respondents by survey type, and Figure 3 shows their distribution 
by country. The largest sample (n = 2,657) was collected from India, while 
the smallest sample came from the United States (n = 293). Mean sample 
size was 1,240 (Median = 1,169, SD = 546). There was also variation in 
distribution of survey type across countries. Table 1 illustrates the cross-
tabulation of survey type by country. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of Survey Respondents by Survey Type

Figure 3. Distribution of Survey Respondents by Country
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Table 1. Distribution of Survey Type by Country

Country Survey type

School 
student Schoolteacher

University
student

University 
instructor Total

India 1,982 329 262 84 2,657
Bosnia 794 282 966 60 2,102
Bangladesh 1,203 184 169 9 1,565
Kyrgyzstan 762 194 524 55 1,535
Morocco 745 207 243 46 1,241
Algeria 778 188 224 46 1,236
Kenya 620 126 361 69 1,176
Tanzania 799 76 279 15 1,169
Malaysia 912 84 68 20 1,084
Indonesia 345 19 609 21 994
Mauritius 595 170 172 34 971
Sudan 499 108 270 72 949
Jordan 479 144 252 30 905
Tatarstan 622 70 0 32 724
USA 256 37 0 0 293
Total 11,391 2,218 4,399 593 18,601

Measures and Summary Statistics 

Multiple scales with established reliabilities and validity were adapted 
where necessary and utilized in this study to remain sensitive to the popu-
lations under investigation. The measures were translated to more than ten 
different languages, and accuracy checks of the translations were ensured 
through back translations into English and the target languages. Table 2 
shows the overall means for each of the constructs examined. For a better 
idea of the means for each data source (the four groups), see Table 3, which 
presents the means for each category. 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

We used a combination of approaches to confirm each individual scale. 
First, initial reliability analysis was completed. All items requiring reversed 
coding to ensure all correlations were positive (an assumption of reliability 
analysis) were reversed. Those items that resulted in both positive and 
negative correlations after reverse coding procedures were completed were 
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Table 2. Summary Statistics for Scales
Scale n Mean SD
Empathy 17,985 3.16 0.53
Forgiveness 17,259 2.35 0.60
Religiosity 17,440 3.52 0.69
Self-efficacy, Instructors only 2,632 3.14 0.56
Self-efficacy, Students only 15,294 2.04 0.61

Collectivistic vs. individualistic orientation 17,711 3.21 0.46
Problem-solving 15,009 3.11 0.48
Meaning making 18,060 3.03 0.63
Sense of belonging 14,810 2.97 0.47
Hope 7,051 3.19 0.56
Life satisfaction 5,018 2.89 0.58
Gratitude 18,150 3.02 0.56
Emotion regulation 17,805 3.07 0.49
Self-regulation 18,018 3.22 0.59

Table 3. Scale Means by Survey Type 
Survey type

Scale
School 
student

School-
teacher

University 
instructor

University 
student

Empathy 3.17 3.18 3.13 3.10
Forgiveness 2.28 2.45 2.59 2.44
Religiosity/spirituality 3.54 3.51 3.46 3.46
Self-efficacy, instructors only N.A. 3.13 3.20 N.A.
Self-efficacy, students only 2.01 N.A. N.A. 2.12
Collectivistic vs.  
individualistic orientation

3.23 3.22 3.17 3.14

Problem-solving 3.12 N.A. N.A. 3.08
Meaning making 3.07 2.86 2.91 3.03
Sense of belonging 2.99 N.A. N.A. 2.91
Hope N.A. 3.25 3.25 3.14
Life satisfaction N.A. 2.92 2.94 2.87
Gratitude 3.32 3.31 3.31 3.25
Emotion regulation 3.07 3.10 3.05 3.04
Self-regulation 3.24 3.26 3.22 3.13



98� Journal of Education in Muslim Societies  ·  Vol. 2, No. 2

removed. Initial reliability scales were preformed to determine which items 
being removed would result in the highest Cronbach alpha scores. Also, 
for those scales utilized in the structural equation modeling (SEM), con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to confirm each individual scale.

The SEM for the general population reveals interesting prediction 
pathways that tell the story of the target groups in one model. The hypothe-
sized SEM was designed based on the results of the 2018–2019 study and a 
thorough literature review on possible links between the constructs as they 
impact youth and adults. Figure 4 presents the hypothesized SEM model 
and Figure 5 presents the final SEM found based on the data analysis. 

Figure 4. Hypothetical General Model

Figure 5. Final General Model 
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After conducting the analysis, the paths of our hypothetical model found 
not to be significant were removed and the final model was developed.3

Results

The results suggest the following:
•	 Measure reliabilities were high, suggesting well-performing translations and adaptation 

of the scales in the target groups.
•	 There were no significant differences on the constructs based on demographic variables 

such as gender and age.
•	 Participants rated almost all constructs very highly across locations. Beyond religiosity, 

the overall scores that were highest suggested ratings of important and very important (or 
agreeable and most agreeable) on self-regulation, collective orientation, hope, and empathy.

•	 It is noticeable that groups were higher on the collective orientation than on the indi-
vidualistic orientation as expressed in their scores on the measure. Secondary students 
and teachers had slightly higher scores than the university students and instructors as 
illustrated in Table 3.

•	 The general SEM suggests that a more collectivistic orientation partially mediated the 
effects of empathy and meaning making on gratitude. The perceived hope construct had 
no mediation effect between the predictors and the outcome variables. 

•	 The SEM analysis also suggests that, in the general model, forgiveness was not 
predicted as an outcome variable, while gratitude was predicted by empathy, meaning 
making, and collectivistic orientation. 

Implications and Limitations 

The study results have implications for researchers, educators, and pol-
icy makers alike. Recommendations regarding teaching skills and content 
related to open-mindedness, responsibility (whether personal or social), 
and a sense of collective are all important to address as part of a larger 
curriculum addressing the human development aspects of students’ lives, 
whether in secondary or higher education. Each group with its constructs 
gives further support for the need to intentionally emphasize competencies 
such as problem-solving, self-regulation, and gratitude, to name a few. The 
study results also suggest that forgiveness education should be taught and 
modeled even more in the curriculum in secondary and higher education 
settings, as it does not come intuitively.

Of special interest here is the result on the individualistic versus col-
lectivistic measure examined among all target groups. The results suggest 
that the participants in all groups and all countries tended toward collec-
tive rather than individualistic orientations, with the secondary students 
and teachers having slightly higher scores than the university students 
and instructors. This confirms the assumption that non-Western societies 
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(at least in our sample) are more collective. Further research is needed to 
understand this cultural construct and ways it may be expressed or pro-
moted as a collaborative model of a collective.

The study has limitations because the sampling of the groups was 
not random in most of the locations, meaning that researchers targeted  
Muslim-majority schools and universities and focused on locations where 
access was granted. The study also is not weighted, and the samples were not 
equal in all locations. For example, 15% of the data came from India, followed 
by 11%, Bosnia; the smallest sample was from the United States, at 1% of the 
sample. It is also apparent that despite the rigor used in the translation of the 
surveys to more than 10 languages and multiple rounds of back translations, a 
few did not perform as well as we expected. Finally, most countries were able 
to wrap up the data collection in March 2020 before the initial lockdowns due 
to the pandemic. Only a few locations such as the United States and Malaysia 
carried through data collection in May and June. Whether the pandemic 
impacted the results and participants’ views on these life-related skills is yet 
to be discovered. A follow-up study investigating that question is needed. 

Drawing from various disciplines and adopting a multidisciplinary 
approach to research, the study also identifies a set of values and compe-
tencies necessary for transformation as well as those that may be critical 
for transition from one state of being to another as articulated in Figure 
1. The mediating values and competencies used in the analysis were in the 
“responsibility” category, such as self-regulation, emotion regulation, and 
self-efficacy. These were found in the literature to be critical for academic 
and social success (Boekaerts, 2010). It is a possibility that intensifying the 
investment in education and human development programs may empower 
the transition into the collaborative collective and worldly states of con-
sciousness as a desired human trajectory.

Our entry into the 21st century has been impacted by a world that is 
smaller and the need to grow a new generation of global citizens (United 
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2015). Research also 
suggests that to prepare for the 21st century students must gain skills in 
four areas at least. Those, according to Ardaiolo et al. (2011), are “(a) knowl-
edge of human cultures and the physical and natural world, (b) intellectual 
and practical skills, (c) personal and social responsibility (PSR), and (d) 
integrated and applied learning. All of these are important also for Muslim 
youth in secondary education and/ or higher education” (p. 1940). We are 
20 years into the century, and it is not clear to what extent nations, com-
munities, and educational systems are addressing these competencies. This 



Advancing Education in Muslim Societies  ·  Nasser & Saroughi� 101

study serves to push the agenda further while providing evidence-based 
results and exploring the various competencies and values deemed impor-
tant in Muslim-majority societies and others alike. 

Notes

1.	 The objectives of the empirical research were identified and shared previously in this 
journal, and they can be found in Nasser et al. (2019) with further details on the study 
and its empirical focus.

2.	 For further information and definitions of each construct please visit https://iiit.org/
en/resources/.

3.	 For more specific SEMs see the report at https://iiit.org/en/resources/.

Appendix A

Map of Participating Locations 

https://iiit.org/en/resources/
https://iiit.org/en/resources/
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