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Abstract 
This study was aimed at identifying activities and teachers’ role in inculcating Higher Order 
Thinking Skills (HOTS). A total of 30 teachers among main trainers of the Arabic language (j-Qaf) 
in primary schools in Malacca were selected as the respondents for the study. Data was collected 
via a questionnaire developed based on the checklist for teaching creativity and critical thinking 
(Teacher Checklist for Creative and Critical Thinking Instruction-TC-C2TI) and analysed for fre-
quency, percentage, and mean. Findings have shown that the teachers provide support for explo-
ration activities and conduct experiments among their students. Support is often given by provid-
ing opportunities for the students to think, learn, and study. 
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1. Introduction 
Malaysia has given high priority to the development of education since independence in 1957. The country 
through the Ministry of Education (MOE) is committed to develop an educational system and student thinking 
skills since the 1980s. This is evident through the implementation of teaching of thinking skills such as the Cog-
nitive Research Trust (CoRT), which was intended to promote students’ thinking (Bono, 1991). Other thinking 
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skills-based programmes have also been introduced, such as Accelerated Learning, Optimal Learning, and Six 
Thinking Hats, which are applied either in schools or universities. In the late 1990s, the MOE moved further 
with the inculcation of Creative and Critical Thinking Skills (CCTS) in the curriculum for all Malaysian stu-
dents attending school (N. S. Rajendran, 2008). 

The inculcation of CCTS may be seen across all curriculum, including the Primary School Arabic Curriculum. 
This is reflected in the Standard Document (DSK) for Arabic Language of the Standard Curriculum for Primary 
Schools (KSSR) and the Standard Document for Curriculum and Assessment (DSKP) (Curriculum Develop-
ment Division, 2014) as follows: 

یتم اختیار المحاور لتالمیذ المدارس االبتدائیة حسب األشیاء المتعلقة بھم والموجودة حولھم مثل عالم التالمیذ في البیت والمدرسة واأللعاب 
یمكن  (HOTS)  ومھارة التفكیر العاليواالبتكار،وآمالھم التي تلبي الحاجات والمطالب العصریة كالعلوم والتكنولوجیا، والتجارة، واإلبداع 

 .تطبیقھا في الفصول الّدراسیّة من خالل نشاطات التّفكیر وحّل المشاكل وانجاز المشروعیات
The choice of themes for primary school students include subject matters related to themselves and those 

around them, such as students’ world at their homes and schools. These also include games and other ambitions 
to meet contemporary needs, such as science and technology, entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, and 
higher-order thinking skills (HOTS). These all can be used in the classroom through activities of thinking and 
problem solving, as well as project-based learning. 

The above statement shows that the content in the teaching and learning of basic Arabic language incorpo-
rates several skills, including higher-order thinking skills. It is therefore expected that by the end of the teaching 
and learning process of Arabic language at primary school level, students will not only acquire language but also 
related skills.  

This goal is in line with Ryding’s (2012, 2013) claim in his article “Critical Language and Critical Thinking 
Reframing Academic Arabic Programmes”, which posits that learning more than one language can improve 
student’s cognitive ability in memorization, especially for short-term memory, mental balance, problem solving, 
abstract thinking, higher-order thinking skills and critical thinking, applications, and language awareness. Simi-
larly, Ritchhart (2015) stated that students developed their language thinking skills by cultivating an atmosphere 
in which others were using the language. This is how the students acquire any new language, whether a mother 
tongue or foreign language.   

Despite these goals and documentations, various problems arise when implementing thinking skills, such as 
teacher confusion (N. S. Rajendran, 2008), lack of training, and too many students in the class. These problems 
must be overcome in order to ensure the success of the government’s desire to create students with global poten-
tial (Puteh, Ghazali, Tamyis, & Aliza Ali, 2012). This may be due to the lack of a clear definition of HOTS. 
Both academicians and psychologists have different views of what HOTS refers to. As a result, there is no stan-
dard curriculum designed to promote thinking skills for application in classrooms (Onosko, 1992; Resnick, 
1987). In fact, many teachers are still confused regarding the meaning of thinking, thinking skills, and the ele-
ments that make up these skills. This confusion may hinder teachers from inculcating these concepts in the 
teaching and learning process (N. S. Rajendran, 2008). Nevertheless, problems and constraints faced by teachers 
in the inculcation of HOTS may be overcome by planning, creativity, or programs at either the level of the 
teachers or at the ministry level (Limbach & Waugh, 2010). 

2. Defining and Implementing Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) 
Thinking is the process of using mind to seek meaning and understanding of things, make judgments and deci-
sions, or solve problems (Curriculum Development Centre, 2002). According to Resnick (1987), Higher Order 
Thinking means “non-algorithmic”. HOTS are defined as the potential use of the mind to deal with new chal-
lenges (Onosko & Newmann, 1994). In this situation, one must understand, interpret, analyse and manipulate 
information. This is important because a question needs to be answered or a problem to be solved cannot be 
solved using routine approach. HOTS also require students to critically evaluate information, make inferences 
and make generalizations. They will also produce original communication, make predictions, suggest solutions, 
create and solve problems related to everyday life, evaluate ideas, express opinions, and make choices and deci-
sions (N. S. Rajendran, 2001). In an attempt to define what pertains in HOTS, teachers must inculcate the con-
cept at the level of applying, analysing, evaluating, and innovating based on Bloom’s taxonomy revisions in 
their teaching (Curriculum Development Division, 2012; Examination Board, 2013). Meanwhile, in inculcating 
HOTS, Sulaiman (2003) found that teachers prioritize ten low-order thinking skills to be inculcated in teaching 
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and learning of subject matter, which include thinking skills to gather information; comparing the differences; 
stating the reasons; arranging in order; explaining the concepts; expressing the results; creating relevance; effec-
tive description; and interpreting and creating the categories (Anderson et al., 2001; Sulaiman, 2003). The ac-
tivities involving thinking skills in the classroom that are often used by teachers consist of three types of activi-
ties, namely discussion in groups, pairing activities, and questioning and answering. However, these three cog-
nitive activities do not indicate higher-order thinking skills development process in teaching (Kamarudin & 
Ghani, 2011). This is because teachers in Malaysia tend to focus on students mastering or knowing the basic 
contents of the subjects due to the exam oriented culture, rather than understanding and applying higher-order 
thinking skills (Sulaiman, 2003; Zailani & Dahlan, 2005). In addition, teachers need to elicit student interest and 
talent to think at a higher level (N. S. Rajendran, 1998; Sternberg, 2013). Some of the teachers used a variety of 
approaches not only to motivate students in their thinking, but also to create their interest and excitement. Vari-
ous activities may be conducted, such as debates, discussions, and role-play scenarios in order to achieve these 
goals (Hamza & Griffith, 2006).  

Students’ acquisition and mastery of various Arabic language skills can only be guaranteed through the proc-
ess of teaching and learning in schools with the guidance and continuous support by teachers (Abdul Wahab, 
2014). The role of teachers in guiding and promoting students’ cognitive level can help them learning the second 
language specifically. When the students learn a language, thinking skills also need to be applied so that they 
understand what they have learned. Likewise, when students think, they find that language is vital to convey 
what is in their mind. Thus, teaching activities that prioritize the role of cognitive and creativity may develop 
students’ language potential at every level of learning so that they are able to use the learned language well. For 
examples, in conducting debates, students are expected to brainstorm; search for proof or evidence; and develop 
justifications that require them to synthesise, analyse, and make judgements based on facts. These are HOT 
skills that may be inculcated in such activities (Abdul Wahab, 2014; Pilus, 2011). 

Traditionally in primary schools, to improve vocabulary and other lexical unit, students are taught according 
to the lists established on an ongoing basis. Almost every day, students are exposed to a number of vocabulary 
items, whether new vocabulary or vocabulary they have already learned. However, students still fail to remem-
ber the words; do not understand the meaning of the word, not just in choosing the words and so on. This phe-
nomenon is considered to be the cause of the problem of language proficiency in Arabic, disrupting the smooth 
process of learning and mastering the language (Rahimi, Hussin, & Normeza, 2014). Recognizing this, the Min-
istry of Education recommends inculcating HOTS, especially in teaching Arabic, by using a variety of tech-
niques and activities to enhance the teaching and learning of Arabic language proficiency among students. 

3. Research Methodology 
The aim of this study was to identify the activities that the teachers carry out during the process of teaching Ara-
bic language in increasing students’ cognitive levels via HOTS. This descriptive study employed a survey re-
search design using a set of questionnaires as the research tool. The questionnaire was developed based on the 
Teacher Checklist for Creative and Critical Thinking Instruction-TC-C2TI (Hamza & Griffith, 2006). The study 
observed the teaching method and classroom climate of a group of teachers who contributed to the development 
of the environment for creative learning, creative thinking and problem-solving skills. The pilot study was con-
ducted in national schools in Negeri Sembilan. 30 Arabic Language teachers were chosen via simple random 
sampling. Reliability analysis was carried out in order to determine the reliability of our questionnaire. Cron-
bach’s Alpha was used to measure internal consistency of the questionnaire items. According to Piaw (2006), an 
alpha value of between 0.65 and 0.95 is considered as acceptable. The pilot study indicated that the coefficient 
for construct support exploration is at acceptable value of 0.83. 

In the current study, the researchers focused on the aspects of inculcating HOTS in exploration and experi-
mentation activities. The current study was implemented in 30 national schools in Malacca. A total of 30 teach-
ers teaching the Arabic subject for year 5 were selected. Therefore, the researchers have met the study respon-
dents’ selection criteria based on the profile of teachers in primary schools in three districts in Malacca-Alor 
Gajah, Melaka Tengah, and Jasin. They are also the (Higher Order Thinking Skills) presenters for Arabic sub-
ject-related dissemination courses. The main justification for the selection process is that those selected are the 
main trainers in Malacca and have been directly involved in developing the guidelines for HOTS teaching as 
required of Arabic Language teachers since 2013. A 5-point scale Likert was used to measure the frequency of 
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activities and practices of HOTS as perceived by the teachers in their teaching. The scale used was: 1-Once in a 
while/Very rarely (less than 20% of the time), 2-Rarely (between 20% - 40% of the time), 3-Sometimes (be-
tween 40% - 60% of the time), 4-Usually (between 60% - 80% of the time), and 5-Always (more than 80% of 
the time). Meanwhile, the interpretation of the mean score, with reference to Abdul Ghafar (2003), spanned 
from very low (1.00 to 1.50), low (1.51 to 2.50), moderate (2.51 to 3.50), high (3.51 to 4.50) and very high at the 
score of 4.51 to 5.00.   

4. Results and Discussion 
Table 1 shows the mean for teachers’ inculcation of HOTS in exploration and experimentation activities. 8 
items measured the inculcation of HOTS in exploration and experimentation. Out of 8 items, there was no very 
low level (1.00 to 1.50), low (1:51 to 2:50) and very high (4.51 to 5.00) mean scores. Only two items were at the 
moderate level (2.51 to 3.50), namely items 5 and 8. Most of the means were at the high level (3.51 to 4.50), 
with a total of 6 items. 

Item 1 and 6 have the highest mean level (i.e. 3.83). Item 1 measured teachers’ inculcation of HOTS by pro-
viding opportunities for students to think, learn, and study. 14 (60%) respondents stated always, and 4 (13.3%) 
respondents stated that they usually create opportunities for students to think, learn and study during the sessions 
of teaching and learning. Meanwhile, the sixth item measured the use of a variety of approaches in problem 
solving and generating ideas. 20 (66.7%) of the teachers stated always and 3 (10%) of them perceived that they 
always encourage students to use a variety of approaches to solve problems and propose their own ideas. 

The characteristics of inculcating HOTS through exploration, manipulation, experimentation, taking risks, 
tests, and modifying ideas had the lowest mean and at the moderate level of 3.30 for item 4. A total of 10 re-
spondents (33.3%) felt that they always inculcate, 2 respondents (6.7%) reported that they usually inculcate, and 
only 5 (16.7%) rarely inculcate HOTS through exploration.   

Based on the findings of this study, children should not be seen as the passive recipients of knowledge; rather, 
they are the active producers in developing their own knowledge. Pestalozzi also recognized children’s individ-
ual differences and emphasized the importance of self-activity (Puteh & Ali, 2011). However, he did not rule out 
group activities, because through such activities, children would be able to cooperate with each other and this 
could motivate other children to work together. Implementation of Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) that 
can make the process of teaching practice and learning a fun experience for students. Activities such as discus-
sion collection, presentation and peer assessment can foster HOTS among students with the teacher’s role is as a 
facilitator in the classroom (Tzuo, 2004). The role of teachers is to provide the learning context, as children’s 
cognitive levels are tested in order to be involved in activities that require adjustment to correspond to their level 
of development (Mohd Razali & Zaidatun, 2008; Moseley, 2005). 

Active learning requires that students always perform meaningful learning experiences and always think 
about everything that can be done by them during the learning process (Keefe & Jenkins, 2013). Through ex-
ploration and experimentation, various thought processes occur to compare differences, generate ideas, and 
make inferences. Students may perform exploration and experimentation and this is one way how to implement  

 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics for teachers’ support inculcation of HOTS in exploration and experimentation. 

Item Mean 

1 3.83 

2 3.70 

3 3.57 

4 3.30 

5 3.50 

6 3.83 

7 3.77 

8 3.33 

Overall Mean of 8 Items 3.60 
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HOTS. In order to help students develop new concepts or knowledge, teachers need to consider the existing 
cognitive structure. When new information has been adjusted and absorbed to be used as part of their firm 
foundation, then something new about knowledge can be developed (Zainuddin & Suardi, 2008). In other words, 
active learning will create or develop students’ knowledge when they try to convey the meaning to their experi-
ence (Chang, 2005). Therefore, teachers are responsible to enable children to embrace external and existing 
knowledge and change them consciously while learning takes place (Carlson & Wiedl, 2013). 

Based on the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) theory by Vygotsky (1977), teachers play an important 
role in promoting students’ cognitive and language levels. ZPD theory describes the zone between the level of 
real development and the potential development. The actual developmental stage begins from a child’s ability to 
independently complete tasks. Meanwhile, the potential development only begins from the child’s ability to 
complete tasks or solve problems with the help of adults (Robson, 2013). When entering the ZPD, the child is 
actually able to do it, but it would be optimal if adults or teachers who know better help them to achieve real 
progress. This theory also reflects the scaffolding theory. Scaffolding can be defined as providing a variety of 
assistance in the early stages of learning, and only then allowing them to take the responsibility for themselves 
in the learning and thinking process, after he or she has mastered the content of the subjects (Sabrin, 2010; 
Zwiers, 2006). 

From the aspect of language, teachers are instrumental in developing students’ language and speaking skills. 
According to Krashen & Terrell (1996), the acquisition of language proficiency by an individual occurs indi-
rectly and actively for the children aged two to six years old. In such situations in the classroom, a student learns 
the second language from the materials and exercises designed by the teachers. Teachers determine the type of 
materials and exercises based on the difficulty level appropriate for students (Angelis, 2007). In this situation, 
any material and strategy used may be successful if the learning situation favours the students, as well as not 
hindering the progress of the second language (Rahimi, Mahmod, & Ghani, 2008). Indeed, an active role of 
language teachers is needed to ensure that the language students participate in the activities which encourage 
them to learn the language spontaneously (Ryding, 2012). Student-oriented learning would not be possible if 
teachers do not take the initiative to motivate language students to play their roles in the process of language 
acquisition (Mat & Goh, 2010).  

Findings indicate that the teachers themselves perceived that they only moderately and not highly practice the 
inculcation of HOTS. This is an alarming situation, because teachers play an important role in inculcating any 
values and skills, in this case HOTS. This is also true for the teaching of language. Language teachers should 
allow for and provide activities that involve exploration and experimentation, as students would acquire HOTS 
as they explore and experiment with language. For instance, when language teachers ask their students to find 
the meaning of new words from the context of the passage being read, students will make guesses or test their 
assumptions, while allowing them to explore and experiment and discover whether or not their guesses and as-
sumptions are correct. This reflects the concept of scaffolding. Students need to be scaffolded until they reach 
the Zone of Proximal Development-ZPD (Vygotsky, 1977).   

This is a limited study congruent with the procedures of a quantitative study. Firstly, in terms of methodology, 
the survey study was conducted via questionnaires distributed to Arabic Language teachers at primary schools 
specifically in Malacca. Besides limitations in terms of respondents, the researchers were also limited in terms 
of the study’s focus. The researchers only had to focus on one component in the teaching of creativity lesson and 
critical thinking, which was exploration support and making experiments, without observing the other three 
components: Learning Environment Class Management, different idea support, and diverging thinking and 
learning content. It also did not involve Arabic Language learning strategies, class management, assessment 
processes, or other variables. 

This study provides information about Arabic Language teachers’ practices towards exploration support and 
conducting experiments in Malacca. Therefore, subsequent studies should be carried out to get more information 
on the topic at hand. Hence, a more detailed study on teachers’ support for exploration and doing experiments 
should be carried out nationwide. A wide array of respondents may give a more accurate view of the research 
question. More detailed research methods such as interviews and direct observations can give more detailed in-
formation especially ones regarding teachers’ conduct towards thinking skills and problems that might arise 
while executing it in the classroom. Other than that, the qualitative method can also be used to focus study ex-
ploration on subjects in depth, such as tests on Arabic teachers in SBT, cluster, or urban and suburban schools.  
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5. Conclusion 
This study on the practices of thinking skills among primary school teachers of Arabic language is important for 
Arabic language teachers in primary schools in Malaysia. The findings of this study should be considered in 
terms of the high level of teachers’ support for exploration and experimentation activities, which may be imple-
mented indirectly or by applying thinking skills. The implications of the study for curriculum policy makers and 
teachers themselves include directly emphasizing thinking skills for teaching and learning activities in teaching 
the Arabic language. The Arabic language curriculum should be improved by transforming HOTS explicitly in 
its syllabus. Findings have also indicated that Arabic teachers do not very highly practice exploration and ex-
perimentation activities that could inculcate HOTS. This implies that there is a need to encourage teachers to 
carry out such activities such as introducing language games, animation, other student-centered teaching aids, 
and other factors in order to increase students’ interest in learning the Arabic language. This also implies that 
teachers should be given more knowledge and exposure on how to inculcate HOTS. Therefore it is recom-
mended that teacher training programmes include HOTS inculcation. This preliminary study has also indicated 
that there is a need to explore further what teachers are doing in the classroom to see whether or not HOTS are 
being inculcated. This is significant to ensure that the government’s effort to produce creative and critical think-
ers will be successful over the long term. 
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Appendix A 
Teacher Checklist for Creative and Critical Thinking Instruction (TC C2TI) 

Please rate yourself on the following attributes for teaching creative and critical thinking skills or using crea-
tive and critical thinking instructional strategies. Base your answers on the most recent three lessons that you 
have taught. Attach the lesson plan for each lesson. Remove all personal information from the lesson plan when 
you attach it. This information will not be shared by name or in the report in any way that can be traced back to 
you. 

1) once in a while/very rarely (less than 20% of the time) 
2) rarely (between 20% - 40% of the time) 
3) sometimes (between 40% - 60% of the time) 
4) often/usually (between 60% - 80% of the time) 
5) always (more than 80% of the time) 

 
 SE = Support of Exploration and Experimentation      

1 Provided chances for students to think, learn, and discover 1 2 3 4 5 

2 Fostered self-initiated learning 1 2 3 4 5 

3 Helped students examine issues from different points of view 1 2 3 4 5 

4 Engaged students to learn by exploring, manipulating, 
experimenting, risking, testing, and modifying ideas 1 2 3 4 5 

5 Discouraged conformity and allowed students to explore 1 2 3 4 5 

6 Encouraged student to use a variety of approaches to solving problems and produce many ideas 1 2 3 4 5 

7 Encouraged fact-finding and information gathering 1 2 3 4 5 

8 Encouraged students to examine issues, values, and feelings from different perspectives 1 2 3 4 5 
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