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ABSTRACT

This qualitative study aimed at using a democratic classroom approach to empower
students’ thoughts. The study also explored the democratic classroom characteristics
that can be established in Malaysian undergraduate classrooms. Case study method was
used to gain an in-depth understanding of the real context. For this purpose, EDC 4365
course (Methods in Teaching Moral Education 1) was selected to be the context of this
study. The selection of participants in this study was done through purposive sampling.
Semi-structured in-depth interviews were carried out on six voluntary students who had
experienced a democratic classroom approach. Besides the interviews, twenty-two other
students who shared similar experience also voluntarily offered their reflective journals
that contain their feelings and perceptions towards the democratic classroom approach,
particularly in terms of empowering their own thoughts. The data of the interviews were
then transcribed and analysed and later, the emerging themes were categorised. As for
the journals, the essays were coded accordingly. The findings of this study revealed five
major themes. The first theme contains five characteristics of democratic classroom,
which are respectful towards each other, meaningful learning, equality, freedom, and
power sharing. The second theme is empowerment of thoughts, which emphasises on
stimulating, improving critical thinking skills and enhanced creative thinking skills. The
third theme is democratic environment which consists of classroom seating
arrangement, student centred and democratic surrounding. The fourth theme is self-
improvement where students feel enhanced confidence level, enhanced communication
skills and improving manner. The final theme is challenges in implementing democratic
classroom in terms of lecturers’ skills and their ability to handle dominant students. The
findings of this study are also in line with Freire’s ideology on liberating education,
which considers dialogue as the fundamental element in the classroom, as well as
Dewey’s ideology on democratic education which encourages active learning.
Therefore, this study possesses a crucial implication on the policy-makers who have the
authority to change the teaching methods, particularly at the higher level of education.
It enriches lecturers’ role at universities in adjusting their teaching methodologies to
enhance students’ empowerment.



Coudl Ao

7 ) P e OOl ST e ] Gl g cesd) Ll J# ) 3l ods s
il ll el afles OlaSanl () Wal anhl ans WS ablagdl aulll aeldl
g - o b 3 (oS Y1 Bl s baglas] S B bl
fosh At Bl Gese vgb CLS) T e 3y AU Zuls gag B gdl SLall
Jied (EDCA365 — 1 439531 2yl s 3b) Sls Jlasl & (230l by L anlill
ol Slie et (3 el Gl b e 2 Sdesel L Auhl) b Gubdl Bl
Al d o Byl &ty N0 3 (nslate VD At s Aodaie 4 Bhaxte OVl ol | £
L el 2 09T Bghne Wb 09 ey W1 a8 SOLLEL el ol g L2k i) dpnl, )
S (B il WEVGL 23U 1 abol gl Byl Lol o Byl & Al
e hes s Ly e O gl @bl acll Ll Sleldll 4 ol (Elgaly oaelin
Azal) jasladly (ol Canaly dldddy MM Gl jonsy Bl s 2ol (a) ST
SRV PR CROVECT VWS ENOVNES TR SN FORIEINE 2N SUPS OV N SRR P
By ablasl) ful il Sl jallas o e V1 08 (S5t ey e Bt s
5=} Sy ekl ooy & Mg Blgldly ol dadly (el pgiand OO plil 3 fres
S & Elen iy Ol Gl S Sllen it e 5 G SIS oSS e 3
Jols Lol g e 05S ) abl sl ad) G et eany . oY) Sl U
(O Gl (3 ) s Jren L Bhacl) Lol SISy OVl Jm Sadlt Jedly el
~NT Uy 53 065 WLaiV) (B lgny baisn O5SG ) 281 (stms OF OV jaiy Eom
Sl dds 3 090l Lgrly ) obadl Jo fozid V) el Ll aowe 05
oda &l sl oLl OOl & Qe e rg\,@j r&\)L@.‘ Com oAbl Al Lyl
156 3 Golel D ol o gy ulad) 22 Jo (Freire) b tagduad oo 20l
sl el oty ) Blasd) adl Jo (Dewey) o aamdpd ) 2Ly ol
Feaddad) CILA nd ol gl Slalecd) mila) s 5256 L Ayl oda O (A
otss ol e Slaalh) (3 ol a5 (6,8 LT LST. ) el (g5 e Lo Vg cLpdle 3

B 9> i e e 5 el el L



APPROVAL PAGE

The dissertation of Lina Mursyidah binti Hamzah has been approved by the following:

Suhailah Hussien
Supervisor

Rosnani Hashim
Co-Supervisor

Azam Othman
Internal Examiner

Shuki Osman
External Examiner

Radwan Jamal Elatrash
Chairman



DECLARATION

| hereby declare that this dissertation is the result of my own investigations, except
where otherwise stated. | also declare that it has not been previously or concurrently
submitted as a whole for any other degrees at IIUM or other institutions.

Lina Mursyidah binti Hamzah

SIGNALUIE ..o Date ..o



INTERNATIONAL ISLAMIC UNIVERSITY MALAYSIA

DECLARATION OF COPYRIGHT AND AFFIRMATION OF
FAIR USE OF UNPUBLISHED RESEARCH

EMPOWERING STUDENT THROUGH A DEMOCRATIC
CLASSROOM: A CASE STUDY IN A MALAYSIAN PUBLIC
UNIVERSITY

| declare that the copyright holders of this dissertation are jointly owned by the
student and 1HUM.

Copyright © 2021 Lina Mursyidah binti Hamzah and International Islamic University Malaysia. All
rights reserved.

No part of this unpublished research may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording or otherwise without prior written permission of the copyright holder except
as provided below

1. Any material contained in or derived from this unpublished research may
only be used by others in their writing with due acknowledgement.

2. 1IUM or its library will have the right to make and transmit copies (print
or electronic) for institutional and academic purposes.

3. The IHUM library will have the right to make, store in a retrieved system
and supply copies of this unpublished research if requested by other
universities and research libraries.

By signing this form, | acknowledged that | have read and understand the 1HUM
Intellectual Property Right and Commercialization policy.

Affirmed by Lina Mursyidah binti Hamzah

Signature Date

Vi




This work is Specially dedicated to: My dearest and supportive husband, Mohd Nur
Asyrani, My beloved parents, Hasnah and Hamzah, My strength, Muhammad
Ubaydah, My dearest siblings; Nur Adilah and Mohd Aizat, Husna and Muhammad
Illiyyin, Nur Hannani and Mohamad Zazlan, Nur Afifah and Radzi, Abdul Salam Al-
Hafiz, Abdul Halim Al-Amin, Abdul Hakim Al- Azim, Abdul Muhaimin Al-Mursyid,
My cute nieces; Nur Iffah Darwisyah, Wafa Sakinah, Nur Hannan Darwisyah,
Muhammad Wafi, Muhammad Adam Darwish, Wardah Huwaina, Nur Agilah

Darwisyah, Nur Aleesya Humaira.

vii



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

First of all, Alhamdulillah, I thank Allah SWT, the Most Gracious and the Most
Merciful, for bestowing me with patience and strength in completing this research. |
would like to express my sincere gratitude to everyone who in one way or another
contributed towards the completion of my Ph.D study.

I would like to dedicate special words of appreciation to my supervisor, Assoc.
Prof. Dr. Subhailah Hussien. | am grateful to her for all her guidance and support
throughout this endeavor. Also, | would like to express my warm and sincere debt of
gratitude to Prof. Dr. Rosnani Hashim, for guiding and supporting me throughout this
research. Both of you were unfailingly available for my questions. 1 am really
appreciated it and thank you for your assistance. Not forgotten to Dr. Wan Mazwati
Wan Yusof and Dr. Norwati Mansor, for supporting my postgraduate journey from
Master until Ph.D.

My sincere thanks to all who participated in this study. Their support and
generosity in responding to the interview has made this dissertation a success. Finally,
| offer my special thanks to my beloved husband, Mohd Nur Asyrani, my beloved
parents Hasnah and Hamzah, my beloved son Muhammad Ubaydah and all family
members who give me such a strong moral support and helps throughout this journey.
Thank you for all love, patience, and understanding. All of you give me unconditional
love and hope drive me to keep perseverance until I managed to finish this research.
Last but not least, warmest appreciation to my respected lecturers and dearest friends
(Fatimah, Norzihani,Azlina, Hazwani, Norliza) and colleagues at IITUM and all the
others whose names | did not mention, thank you so much, your encouragement is very
much appreciated. Jazakumullahukhairankathira. May Allah grant us His blessing in
this world and Hereafter.

viii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

N 41 1 - Uo! OSSPSR I
ADSIFACE IN ATADIC. ...ei i e e ii
APPIOVAI PAGE ... v
[ =Tod - T = U1 o] o ISR v
COPYITGNT e vi
[ =To [ o= U1 o] o 1RSSR vii

ACKNOWIEAGEIMENTS ... viii
S 0 0 1= ] PSSR Xii

LISE OF FIQUIES ..ttt niee s Xiii

List OF ADDIeVIAtIONS ......coiiiie e Xiv
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION .....ooiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 1
1.1 General OVEIVIEW.......ccccuiieiiiie ettt a ettt e e 1
1.2 Background OF STUAY ........c.coiiuiiiiiiiiiiieee e 1
1.3 Problem Statement ...........cooviveiiiie e 6

1.4 Objectives of the STtUAY........cccovviiiiiiiii 11

1.5 ReSearch QUESLIONS .......c.uveiiireiiiieeiieeeeiee e eee e ee e sre e e e e snee e 11

1.6 Significance of the STUAY ..........ccoveeiiii i 11

1.7 Definition OF T ...coiiiiiieiiiee e 12

1.8 Delimitations of the StUdY. .........ccceviiiiiiii e 13

1.9 Positionality of the ReSearcher..........cccccocvveiiiee e 13

1.10 The Organisation of the Study...........cccccvveiiiieiiie e 14
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW .......ccooiiiiiiii 16
2.1 INErOTUCTION ..ottt 16

2.2 History of the Malaysian Higher Education System...........cccccccevvevnnnn. 16

2.2.1 Development of Malaysian Higher Educational Institutions........ 17

2.2.2 Structure of the Malaysian Higher Education System ................. 18

2.2.3 Malaysian Higher Education Policy and Student-Centred

Learning (SCL) ...vvveiiie et 21

2.2.4 The Present-Day of Malaysian Higher Education........................ 23

2.2.5 Education 4.0 in Malaysia ..........ccccceeveeiiieeiiinc e 25

2.3 Democracy and EAUCALION ..........cccvieiiiee i 31

2.3.1 Democracy in Islamic EAucation ............ccccovvveiiiiec e, 34

2.4 DemocCratiC ClaSSrOOM .......uieiiieiieeiieesiieeiee et e et e e esree s 36

2.4.1 The Learning Environment of a Democratic Classroom.............. 42

2.4.2 Student Empowerment in a Democratic Classroom..................... 44

2.4.3 Philosophy for Children and the Democratic Classroom.............. 46

2.4.4 The Challenges in Democratic Classroom Implementation ......... 47

2.5 Theoretical FrameworkK..........ccocviiiiiiiiieie e 49

2.5.1 Freire's Idea on the Concept of a Democratic Classroom ............ 49

2.5.2 Democratic Education (John DeWey)..........ccoccvvvveeiiiiiereeiiiiiineens 51

2.6 PrevioUS STUAIES ......cccuviiiiiieeiiie et 53

2.7 CONCIUSION ...t 54



CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY .......ccociiiiieiiee 56

K200 101 (oo [1Tox { [0 o PSP PRP PSR 56
3.2 Research Design: Case StUY ........cccuveiieriieriieiieeiee e 56
3.3 Setting of the STUAY .......ceeiiieiee 58
3.4 Participants of the StUAY ..........cccoviiiiiiiii e 59
3.5 Data Collection Methods ..........ccoiuiieiiiieiiiie e 60
351 INTEIVIBWS. ...ttt nee e 61
3.5.2 The Review of Students’ Journal ...................cccoeee, 62
3.6 Data Collection ProCeAUIES..........ccuvieiiiieiiie e see e 63
3.7 DAt ANAIYSIS ... 67
TN R 101 0=T Y/ =1 SRS 67
3.7.2 Review of Students’ Journal .................cccoooe 67
3.7.3 Classroom ODSEIVALION..........c.ceevereeiiieeiieeesieeesieeesieeeseee e 68
3.7.4 Summary of Data Collection and Data Analysis ...........c.c.cceevvnens 68
3.8 Credibility and TrustwWOrthingss...........cccceviiiriiiiiiiiie e 69
3.8.1 TriaNQUIATION ....coiiiiiii i 69
3.8.2 Member ChecKing ........ccoiiiiiiiiie e 69
3.8.3 INEEI-TALET ..eeeeiee e 70
3.9 Ethical ConSIAEIatioN ..........ceiiieeiiieeiiiiesiire e e e e saee e 71
3.9.1 Confidentiality........ccoveiiiiiiieiii i 71
3.9.2 INfOrmed CONSENT.......uveiiieeeire e 71
3.9.3 OWNErship Of Data..........ccovuieriiiiiieiiiesiie e 71
3,10 CONCIUSION ...ttt 72
CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS ......ccociiiiiiiieiieeniiee 73
4.1 INEFOTUCTION ...ttt 73
4.2 Participant’s Profile For Interview ...........ccccvvivviiiiiiiiiiiiiii i 73
4.3 The Process of the Implementation of Democratic Classroom............... 74
4.3.1 Classrooms ODSErVatioN .........c.cevvieiieeiiieieesiieesiee e niee e 74
4.3.2 Classroom enVIFONMENT ........couveiueiiieeiiie e sieesiee e nieesiee e 86
4.3.3 Obstacles in establishing a democratic classroom approach ........ 87
4.4 Analysis of Various Types of Data ...........cccceeviieeiiiee e 87
4.4.1 Theme One: Elements of Democratic Classroom ............c.ccceeveens 89
4.4.1.1 Respect Each Other............cccocevviieiviii e, 89
4.4.1.2 Meaningful Learning .........cccocveevvveeviiveeiiee v 92
4.4.1.3 Feeling the sense of equality ............cccceevveeiiieeciieeenn, 95
4.4.1.4 Students’ VOICE .......cevvvvivviiiiiiiiiiiieeeeieeeeeeeeeeeeeee e 96
4.4.1.5 Sharing POWEN .......cccvveiiiiieiiiee e 99

4.4.2 Theme Two: Empowerment of Thought. .............cccoeeviiiinne, 101

4.4.2.1 Enhance critical thinking skill................cccccooiieiieennn. 101

4.4.2.2 Stimulate thinking..........ccccovvieiiece e, 102

4.4.2.3 Improve creative thinking sKill................cc.ccoooeiiinn. 103

4.4.3 Theme Three: Democratic Environment .............ccccooeeevieiineinn, 106

4.4.3.1 Classroom seating arrangement.............cccceeevivveevivneennnnn. 106

4.4.3.2 Democratic SUrroundings .........ccoceeevveeevieeesiieeesiiee e 109

4.4.3.3 Student-Centred...........cceeveieeiiieiiie e 111

4.4.4 Theme Four: Self-Improvement.............cccovveeiiiiine i, 113

4.4.4.1 Enhanced confident level...........ccccoiiiiiiiniii, 113

4.4.4.2 IMProving ManNEr .......cceveeeiiurreeeiiireeeessiieseessineeee s 114



4.4.4.3 Enhanced communication skill ............cccooviiviiiiiiiinn. 115

4.4.4.4 Feeling being acknowledge............cccooviiiiiiicniiciienn, 115
4.4.5 Theme Five: Challenges in Implementing a Democratic
(O - 155S] {010 1 1 RSP OTRRPRP 117
I O] o [1 ] o] SO RSTRR 118
CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION.......... 119
T80 A 101 oo 11T [ o SRR OPRRR 119
5.2 ReSearch FINAINGS .......ooiviiiiiiiiiiie e 119
5.3 RQ1: Which Characteristics of a Democratic Classroom can be
Established in a Malaysian Classroom? ...........cccccovveiiieniieiieeniese, 120
5.4 RQ 2: In What Ways Does a Democratic Classroom Empower
Students’ Thoughts? ... 125
5.5 RQ 3: What the Challenges Teacher May Face in Creating a
Democratic Classroom in the Malaysian Context, and How can
They Overcome Those Challenges?..........ooovvivieiiiiiieiiieiiceee e 126
5.6 DISCUSSION ..c..vtieeieiieeetieeeeiieeesitee e st e e st e e st e e s ttaeaneeeesnaaeesnaeeesnnaeennsaeeas 127
5.7 Limitations of the StUdY .........cccoviiiiiiiii e 134
5.8 Contributions Of the STUY .........cocoiiiiiiiiiiic e 135
5.8.1 Contribution of the Study to Knowledge...........ccccovviiiiiiniinnnnn, 135
5.8.2 Contribution of the Study to Practice...........cccccevvivniiiiiniicinn, 136
5.8.3 Contribution of the Study to POliCY..........ccccoviiniiiiiiiiiccns 137
5.9 Recommendations For Future ReSearch ............cccocevivviieenineiiie e, 138
5.10 CONCIUSION ...ttt 139
REFERENGCES ...ttt ettt 141
APPENDIX A: SAMPLE OF INFORM CONSENT FORM ........ccccoecvviieinnnnn, 155
APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS.......ccociiiiiiiieiiiee e 156
APPENDIX C: SAMPLES OF INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS .......cccccoeviiienne. 157
APPENDIX D: THEMES GENERATED FROM INTERVIEW ..........ccccuu..... 180
APPENDIX E: INTER-RATER RELIABILITY CHART ....ccoociiiiiiiiiiei, 189
APPENDIX F: SAMPLE OF LETTER OF APPOINTMENT OF RATER.....194
APPENDIX G: SAMPLE OF LESSON PLAN CREATED BY STUDENTS
..................................................................................................... 197
APPENDIX H: SAMPLE OF STIMULUS MATERIAL CREATED BY
STUDENTS Lot 200
APPENDIX I: SAMPLE OF STIMULUS MATERIAL USED BY
LECTURER FOR MODELLING ........ccooviiiiiieiiiesie e, 202
APPENDIX J: SAMPLE OF LECTURER’S JOURNAL . ............ccocoiviviiiinnnns 204
APPENDIX K: SAMPLE OF STUDENT’ JOURNAL ...........coooviiiiiiiiiiiiieennns 206
APPENDIX L: COURSE OUTLINE ......ccooiiiiiiiieiieee e 207
APPENDIX M: MERGING THE THEMES FROM VARIOUS DATA............ 213

Xi



Table No.
2.1  Characteristics of the democratic classroom (Alajlan, 2015)
3.1  Duration of phone interview
3.2 Summary of classroom activities
3.3  Summary of data collection
3.4 Inter-rater reliability
4.1  Profile of participants
4.2 Major themes, sub themes of Individual Interviews
4.3  Themes and Sub-Themes of Students’ Journals
4.4  Merged Themes, Sub Themes and Source of Data
4.5  Elements of a democratic classroom
4.6  Empowerment of thought
4.7  Democratic Environment
4.8  Self-Improvement
4.9  Challenges in Implementing a Democratic Classroom

LIST OF TABLES

Xii

Page No.
43

62
64
68
70
74
87
88
88
80
101
106
113

117



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure No.
2.1  The theoretical framework adapted from Mohammed Alajlan
(2015)
5.1  Seating arrangement before democratic classroom approach
5.2  Seating arrangement during the democratic classroom approach
5.3  Model of Malaysian Democratic Classroom

Xiii

Page No.

52
121
122

132



LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

UM International Islamic University Malaysia

Xiv



CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1 GENERAL OVERVIEW

This chapter presents the readers with the background information to the research. After
providing a background of the study, the researcher discusses the statement of the
problem that instigated the researcher to conduct this study. Following this, the research
questions are described as well as the research objectives. Then, the significance of the
course is drawn. Finally, the definition of terms and delimitation of the study are

presented.

1.2 BACKGROUND OF STUDY

Over the previous few decades, most higher education institutions in the world have
been presented with a pedagogical shift from a conventional approach of teaching to a
student-centred approach (Lea, Stephenson, & Troy, 2003; Lee, 2002). The traditional
teaching approach emphasises more on conveying the information to the students
(Harden & Crosby, 2000; Zohar, 2004). Unlike the student-centred approach, it
encourages students to become the leading party during the teaching and learning
session (Estes, 2004; Hesson & Shad, 2007). In this approach, students are given the
autonomy to be the people who participate actively in the teaching and learning by
articulating the information that they received from their teacher (Harden & Crosby,
2000; Huba & Freed, 2000; Weimer, 2002). Furthermore, a student not only plays a role
as a ‘knowledge receiver’ in the classroom setting but also the ‘knowledge giver’.
Because of that, students can discover more on their own and can also achieve their

learning outcomes.



The Malaysian higher education sector is growing rapidly with the government’s
vision to make Malaysia an educational hub by 2020 (Grapragasem, Krishnan, &
Mansor, 2014). To achieve the goal, 21 Malaysian public universities aspire to be the
best in research and innovation and try to produce quality graduates who can confidently
face the challenges of globalisation. Because of Malaysia’s contemporary context and
culture, two aspects become the primary consideration: power and authority. Both
elements are related to the student-teacher relationship, where the teachers are assumed
to gain respect from the students because they are the knowledge-giver. This kind of
relationship makes a wide gap in terms of an interaction between teacher and students
(Abdullah, 2016). However, as a democratic society, Malaysia needs vigorous,
participative citizens and a strong sense of justice (Perliger, Canetti- Nisim, & Pedahzur,
2006). That is why educational institutions should empower students through the
appropriate approach in teaching and learning so that the graduates can achieve their
goals of empowering themselves for the future.

Though Malaysia aspires to become one of the excellent education hubs in the
world, its education system is pulling it back to the traditional way of teaching even at
the tertiary level of education, where teachers are still focusing on finishing the syllabus
more than focusing on the development of the students to be well-rounded individuals
(Sarina, 2014). Such a traditional way of teaching does not allow Malaysian graduates
to become empowered as it gives more importance to the teachers as the authorities who
deliver lessons. This way of education does not enable students in terms of their thinking
because they receive and memorise the materials in the classroom and reproduce them
on the examination paper without contemplating on their own. Students aim to get good

grades only to have greater employability in the future in this whole process.



To survive in the modern world, Malaysian graduates need to empower
themselves physically, intellectually and emotionally. Thus, a traditional teaching
approach does not seem sufficient to serve the purpose of empowering future graduates.
Recognizing this mismatch between teaching methods and global trends in education
now places a high value on instilling soft skills in Malaysian higher education. (Ministry
of Higher Education Malaysia, 2006). The Ministry took the initiative to empower
Malaysian graduates by reforming the educational system from traditional to student-
centred, where learners are given chances to become more active and responsive. When
students are engaged in the classroom, they can have dialogues with the teacher or peers
and ask questions that trigger their thought and consciousness. The student-centred
approach is also seen as one of the ways to motivate students’ way of thinking to be
more conscious and critical towards their learning.

The National Higher Education Strategic Plan (NHEAP, 2007, 2010) aims at
making students aware of the lessons delivered in the classrooms. The core objective of
education in Malaysia is to have well-rounded individuals who can contribute to the
country. The Malaysian education system develops the holistic individual that
encompasses the students' physical, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual development.
Higher education institution is no exception in the realisation of the producing
individual as stated by the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education in 2007, “This
transformation plan aims squarely on holistic human capital development, to produce
Malaysians who are intellectually active, creative and innovative, ethically and morally
upright, adaptable and capable of critical thinking.” (Ministry of Higher Education

Malaysia, 2007, p. 8).



To make this aspiration into reality, teachers must use the appropriate way of
teaching to university students, i.e. the teaching approach that can produce a holistic
Malaysian graduate. Among all the teaching strategies of achieving this goal, creating
democratic classrooms is a teaching approach that can empower Malaysian graduates
and help them face everyday life challenges. According to Ahmad, Said, Mansor,
Mokhtar, and Hassan (2014), “the meaning of democratic classroom changes with the
changes in its purpose and way of practising in a specific context in this technological
age”. This indicates that the democratic classroom is relevant in this 21 century, but it
must be done in a suitable way to be valuable and beneficial for the learners of the new
generation.

The democratic classroom approach is widely used in western countries and
some parts of the Middle East (Ahmad, Said, & Jusoh, 2015; Ahmad, Said, Mansor,
Mokhtar, & Hassan, 2014; Davis, 2010; Edwards, 2010; Ferguson-Patrick, 2012;
Gentile, 2014; Hur, Glassman, & Kim, 2013; Kocoska, 2009; Laroche, 2015; Morrison,
2008; Subba, 2014). In western countries, a democratic classroom allows students to
share their views and experiences with everyone in the classroom where the teacher
makes the classroom so welcoming that the students are not subdued under the burden
of hesitation. In this way, democratic classes help students be empowered by knowing
new insights from the classroom community and raising their critical consciousness as
citizens. It is noteworthy that the teacher plays the role of a member of the classroom
community.

In a democratic classroom, students not only can express their thoughts and learn
how to value others’ opinions that may differ from their perspectives but also learn how
to live in harmony through cooperation with others. They can work as a team to achieve

the objectives of the class. For instance, when a teacher hands over a task to the students



and does the assignment in a group, they will have an objective to achieve. This is where
they can communicate, exchange ideas and harmoniously respect each other. By
democratically performing the task, their thinking processes are affected positively
(Edwards, 2010). In other words, a democratic classroom pays excellent attention to
producing students who have the autonomy in a community that values and encourages
a critical approach to the intellectual search for truth and meaning in everyone’s life
(Purpel, 1989).

On the other hand, most universities have course outlines as guidelines for
teachers to deliver lessons in Malaysian higher educational institutions. The course
outlines also work as one of the tools to get accreditation from the Malaysian Quality
Assurance. However, these course outlines may limit students' freedom to choose what
they want to learn, which may empower them, particularly their thoughts. However, it
depends on the individual teacher on how they deliver the lesson to the students. It is
undoubtedly essential to engage students in the teaching and learning processes
(Hackathorn, Solomon, & Blankmeyer, 2011; Hanrahan, 1998; Hernandez, n.d.; Jones
& Consultant, 2008; Taylor & Parsons, 2011), but how to do it is another issue. One of
the benefits of doing a democratic classroom is that when students engage actively in
the lesson, they are not only sitting at the knowledge receiving end but also knowing
how to express their understanding about different real-life concerns.

Moreover, students also have to practice questioning the knowledge they receive
from their teacher or peers while in the classroom, which requires critical thinking skills.
In addition, the democratic classroom approach not only allows power-sharing in the
teaching and learning process but also provides scopes for teacher-to-student and
student-to-student critical dialogues to take place. Through this power-sharing, students

engage in the teaching and learning session, but they can also share the knowledge from



their own experiences and perspectives that may empower their thought by getting new
ideas or insights about the things and being aware of the topic lesson. On this note,
Guldbrandsen (1998) states that acknowledging students’ ideas would make students
feel empowered, positively affecting their thoughts and helping them fulfil their
learning goals.

The Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education (2006) promotes a student-centred
teaching and learning environment to interact with people and develop soft skills. Lee
(1999) claimed that giving students a chance to practice this approach would stimulate
critical thinking. Furthermore, a democratic classroom fills in the added value for
students to be employed in the future (Idrus, Mohd Dahan, & Abdullah, 2009; Song &
Yuen, 2008).

Since classrooms in Malaysia have students from different backgrounds, it is
appropriate to allow students to have discussions and exchange thoughts and ideas in
the classroom, which is one of the criteria of democratic classrooms. By democratically
performing the task, they learn to positively negotiate with others’ ideas (Edwards,

2010).

1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT

A research conducted by the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education (2017) revealed
that university graduates lack communication, interpersonal, problem-solving,
teamwork, as well as critical and creative thinking skills. Similar studies conducted by
a number of researchers demonstrated that many Malaysian graduates lack critical
thinking skills (Yelasmanchili, 2018; Husaina Banu, Nor Aziah, & Abdul Rahman,

2019; Ilhaamie, Rosmawani, & Yusmini, 2018; Mohd Sobri & Mohamad Khairi, 2020).



Additionally, Md Zabit (2010) stated that the essential plan of higher educational
institutions in Malaysia is to improve the critical thinking skills of their graduates.

The Malaysian government is concerned about the teaching process in the
classrooms (Saleh & Aziz, 2012), acknowledging the importance of the teaching and
learning processes in empowering students. In a traditional teaching and learning
session, the teacher roles typically as knowledge transmitters to the students. This
makes the students focus on passing the examination rather than empowering
themselves to be the future agents of change in society. Thus, when students focus on
grades to score in the test, they memorise what is in the notes and what is in the
textbooks. It proves that when students focus on textbook memorisation, they tend not
to be critical and creative in their thoughts. Students end up regurgitating the
information in the examination that their teachers and the textbooks delivered to them.

In these circumstances, Malaysian teachers are forced to finish the syllabus and
ensure that the graduates obtain good grades and secure employability (Sarina, 2014).
Moreover, the teachers are afraid of losing their ‘power’ towards students. ‘Power’ here
indicates that autonomy as the knowledge giver. (p.27). That is why university students
are also lagging in critical thinking as they only receive the lesson they get in the
classroom and focus on maintaining good grades for achieving greater employability.
However, critical thinking and problem solving are crucial skills in almost all
professions (Siti Rahayah, Rosadah, Zolkefli, Rodiah, Shahrir, Basri, & Nor Azaheen,
2008). The tremendous development of technology needs well-rounded people
equipped with critical thinking skills, problem-solving skills and high integrity. Thus,
these skills are fundamental in the professional sector. Mohd Yusof and Ramlee (2009)
claimed that employees with all these skills would be employers ‘priority candidates.

This statement is also in line with the argument by the Dean of the Centre of Language



and Social Development Technical University of Malaysia (UTEM) (2011). He said,
among the elements or criteria highlighted by employers, graduate students do not have
the skills in critical thinking and problem solving that causes them to be unable to give
opinions and good ideas. This statement shows that the graduates who are empowered
in their thought and those who have a well-rounded personality will be the people most
likely to be hired by employers.

Apart from that, the former Minister of Higher Education said that university
students' weaknesses are lack of communication skills, inability to adapt to the
workplace, and lacking critical thinking skills (Metro Harian, 18 April 2012). Therefore,
university students need to change their mindset that excellence in academics and
credentials is not the essence of a remarkable achievement, but empowering themselves
with relevant skills and becoming a holistic person is the real achievement. This kind
of stigma needs to be changed to ensure the Malaysian graduate have a fresh idea and
can contribute generously to the country, especially to generate the country’s income in
the future.

The Ministry of Human Resources had surveyed in 2005 and the Ministry of
Higher Education in 2006, which showed that the main factor of unemployability is lack
of communication skills, particularly oral skills. The other main factor is the lack of
critical thinking skills, particularly in logic and problem-solving. This finding is
supported by a study in Australia that focused on the students' generic skills in the
universities in Australia (National Centre for Vocational Education Research NCVER,
2003). This study focused on enhancing generic skills, especially communication skills,
critical thinking skills, and problem-solving skills, the same focus as the Malaysian
higher educational institutions. Those skills are the skills that can be transferable across

the curriculum.



Akbariah (2009) claimed that studies from other countries had proven that the
lack of thinking skills has become more severe among the students in primary schools
until tertiary education. It shows that there is a need to enhance students’ critical
thinking skills. At the international level, most higher education institutions have made
it compulsory to have some formal teaching for thinking skills for the students. For
instance, California State University and its 19 campuses are implementing teaching
courses for their students. Similarly, in Malaysia, things are also going in the same
direction. However, the changes are still at the initial stage were in the tertiary level of
education, all teachers are required to infuse and integrate the generic skills such as
critical and creative thinking skills and good communication in their teaching and
learning. Several Malaysian universities have already started special courses that focus
on thinking skills, such as in University Utara Malaysia, University Kebangsaan
Malaysian, University Teknologi Malaysia, Universiti Sains Malaysia and Open
University Malaysia. Thus, research must be done to investigate what approach can
enhance and empower students’ thoughts.

The problem arises when the notion of spoon-feeding happen and makes students
unable to empower themselves (Thang & Alias, 2007; Thang, 2009; Saleh & Aziz,
2012; Naziha, Ahmad, & Nordin, 2013; Naginder, 2014; Sarina, 2014; Mahamod,
Ismail, & Wan Mohammad, 2015). When spoon-feeding culture takes over the entire
education system, knowledge sharing becomes limited to one ‘“authorised party” or
teacher and the “recipients” or students. Such one-way communication in teaching and
learning is no longer seen as relevant in the education system. Nithy (2010) argued that
“students and teachers should be agents of change, but because teachers are so
authoritative in classrooms, most learners will not dare speak up and will not argue for

perspectives opposed to their teachers’ views” (p. E18). Therefore, Malaysian



graduates should liberate themselves from being a product from the factory and instead
be well-rounded people who are self-empowered.

Teachers should focus on student empowerment by encouraging students to take
responsibility for their learning (Sarina, 2014). When students can take responsibility
for their learning, they become empowered and practice the knowledge they learn
together in the classroom to make a social action. Students who take their responsibility
towards their learning are the students who know what they want to learn and how they
will use what they learnt for their life.

In addition, educators are advised to acquire specific teaching methods in critical
thinking to empower our Malaysian graduates with similar skills. Educators should
implement the elements of a democratic classroom approach by implementing case
studies and real problem contexts, allowing students to express their own opinions and
encouraging them to independently learn how to analyze and solve real problems. This
makes more sense for them because it helps them develop their learning experience
(Afifah & Nurbarirah, 2017). Thus, the teacher can start to think and create a democratic
classroom that can empower learning. In the democratic classroom, students are allowed
to be active, preparing them to be active social agents. When they become active
students, they know and are conscious of what they want to learn, leading them to
construct their learning.

The democratic classroom is one of the new learning paradigms that can
accommodate students to mutually improve learning structures that eventually
transmute the knowledge for their learning. Therefore, the researcher must explore how
a democratic classroom can be an excellent alternative to encourage students to

empower their thinking.
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