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Abstract
This paper aims to understand the influence of Islamic religious philosophy on the application of gifted education
in schools. To date, little attention has been paid to the influence of religion, particularly Islam, on how giftedness
or areas of talent are viewed and accommodated in the education system. The article considers that Islamic culture
pays more attention to areas of talent, such as religious studies, leadership, wisdom and morality, with much
emphasis on highly able people with spiritual, social and emotional needs. While in the West, religion may have
less impact on gifted education which could be because of separating religion from the state. Therefore, a number
of areas of giftedness/talent may be admired or ignored due to the influence of religion when it comes to
educational practices. This paper gives an example of how Islam influences some areas of giftedness/talent such as
music, art, sports and leadership.
Keywords: giftedness, gifted education policy, culture, religion, Islam, Saudi Arabia
1. Introduction
To date, little attention has been paid to the influence of religion, particularly Islam, on how giftedness or areas of
talent are viewed and accommodated in the education system (Alamer, 2010; Aljughaiman & Berki, 2013; Hein et
al., 2014). An understanding of Islamic philosophy in relation to gifted education will provide a preliminary
insight into the impact of educators’ perspectives on gifted education practices in Saudi Arabia. The paper will
address four areas that have an impact on educators’ perspectives and educational practices in schools: religion and
education, Islamic philosophy of education, the goal of life from an Islamic perspective, and perspectives of
Islamic thoughts on giftedness.
While interviewing teachers during research for my PhD, it became evident that the religious views expressed had
a considerable influence on their attitudes and some gifted education practices. Moreover, I noticed much attention
and admiration is paid to learning and practising certain Islamic values, such as memorising the Quran is
considered to be a gift from Allah by teachers and parents of an Islamic school in Melbourne where my children
were studying. Thus, I decided to delve into the connection between religion and gifted education, particularly how
Islam, and more particularly the Saudi Islamic view, impacts on the interpretation of giftedness. These
investigations would help to contextualise the Islamic understanding of giftedness and its influences on gifted
education practices.
As non-Muslim scholars have presented many of the modern educational theories related to the education of gifted
children, some of these theories may not fit the Muslim community, which differs in its religion, customs,
behaviour and values. Therefore, Al-Jedaibi (2002) and Turkistani (2006) argue that Muslim scholars need to
conduct studies from two perspectives. First, a scientific analysis of the Quran is required to incorporate the
biography of the Prophet Muhammad and the integrated Islamic values into education of people with high ability.
Second, current theories of giftedness should be filtered and revised for use in education in an Islamic context. This
poses the question of how giftedness is seen through the lens of religion, especially that of Islam in the Saudi
context.
The term ‘giftedness’ is a complex one and has already been the subject of many studies with a range of
perspectives on the nature of giftedness (Coleman & Cross, 2005; Kronborg, 2018; Sternberg, 2018; Sternberg et
al., 2011). In order to apply this term in the Saudi context, there is a need to understand why Saudi educators see
giftedness the way they do, and why many Saudis focus on the Quran and teachings of Prophet Muhammed as the
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definer of giftedness. Based on the different interpretations of Islam, there are three main schools of thought:
Sufism, Sunni and Shi’ism (Denny, 2015) which may lead to different perspectives on some educational practices,
including areas of talent. Because of the vast majority of Saudis represent the Sunni sect of perceiving and
practising Islam, this paper reflects the Sunni sect in understanding the concept of giftedness.
A large majority of studies stress the point that religion in the West does not have the same high status or priority
that Islam does with regard to the impact on people’s lives and perspectives, especially in the field of education (for
example, Beaudin, 2005). This situation emphasises the divergence of understanding of the notion of giftedness
between Islam and the West, as well as Muslims who live in non-Islamic countries. In other words, whereas the
religious context of Christianity in the West may not be explicit in most cases in academic discourse, the Islamic
world sees that reference to religious text is normal and acceptable in academic fields (Aljughaiman & Berki,
2013). Thus, ignoring cultural factors and relying on the same psychometric criteria applied in different cultures
could affect how gifted students are identified (Sternberg, 2007). Moreover, current experts emphasise heavily the
role of culture in determining what is considered intelligent in different cultures (Sternberg, 2018). It would be
argued that culture has a big impact on formulating the concept of giftedness, especially when wondering whether
there are specific areas of high ability that are admired more in different communities. By looking at this criterion
of Marland’s report (1972) which was adapted in the Saudi context (Aljughaiman & Grigorenko, 2013), it can be
seen that the Saudi context admire a number of areas due to religious and cultural factors. Thus, it is important to
investigate the relationship between religion and educational practices to understand the impact of religion
specifically on gifted education
2. Religion and Education
Generally, it is noticeable that religion does have an impact on people’s perspectives and actions. In some
countries, religious education is optional at school, while other countries have compulsory religious teaching at all
schools and in all grades. Some schools focus more on religious teachings more than curriculum and identify
themselves by their faiths, such as Catholic schools and Islamic schools. However, the impact of religion does not
exist only at the level of religious schools but rather can be noticed at the level of an individual’s religious
commitment (Jeynes, 2004).
The impact of religion on the notion of giftedness has been noted by some studies that have identified different
interpretations in different cultures. Ziegler and Stoeger (2007) argue that the meaning of the concept “gifted” in
German was shaped by Christian traditions and comes from the passage of the Bible, “We have different gifts,
according to the grace given us [Romans 12:6]” (p. 70). In addition, Grupp et al. (2003) believe that inventions and
current discoveries are rediscoveries of previous creations of God and are not just the creations of mankind. In the
same vein, Islamic beliefs influence Turkish perspectives of the terms intelligence, giftedness and intellectual
achievement (Sak, 2007). However, in Thailand, more attention and respect have been paid to spiritual people for
centuries (Anuruthwong, 2007). Leadership, morals and social skills have become more important areas since
colonial times due to the impact of colonisation, which led to a dramatic shift in interpreting the concept of
giftedness from the traditional understanding in Thai culture to the Western meaning of giftedness (Anuruthwong,
2007).
Thus, it is important to understand the value of the Quran in the Arabic language, as it is an unavoidable and central
part of the various disciplines as well as the main academic source for understanding the Arabic language
generally, and its grammar in particular (Aljughaiman & Berki, 2013). As is shown in the following sections, it is
common in the Saudi context to commit to and reflect Quranic verses or traditions of the Prophet Muhammad in
academic fields. In addition, Islamic belief and teaching urges Muslims to use their exceptional abilities for
supporting Islamic principles that pay more attention to certain areas, such as memorising and teaching the Quran,
morality, serving the community and wisdom. It would be necessary to explain the aim of life from an Islamic
perspective to shed some lights on its influence on the Muslim community.
3. Islamic Philosophy of Education
In general, Islamic education derives its educational principles from the Quran and the teachings of the Prophet
Muhammed. Thus, the Saudi education policy is affected by the Islamic values in all aspects of life including
education (Almutairi, 2008). Islamic education can be defined as those concepts that are related to one another in a
single intellectual framework based on the principles and values of Islam. Metwali (1997) believes that Islamic
education is a process of developing the talents of children in a balanced way that supports faith, science, morality
and good work harmoniously, and which leads to the preparation of the Muslim character that fulfils Allah’s
commandments.
On the other hand, the objectives of Islamic education focus on developing the three components of the human:
49

ies.ccsenet.org

International Education Studies

Vol. 14, No. 4; 2021

body, mind and spirit (Al-Jedaibi, 2002). Turkistani (2006) identifies five important goals of Islamic education:
1)

The religious purpose, which defines man to his Creator and builds the relationship between them by the
Lordliness of the Creator and the bondage of the creature.

2)

The moral goal, which instils the love of good for others and praising good qualities and presents warnings
for those with bad attributes.

3)

The scientific goal, which seeks to form a scientific mentality that looks for wisdom in the principles of
religion, behaviour and wise in social relations. It also calls for reflection on the creations of God. Allah said,
“Indeed, in the creation of the heavens and the earth and the alternation of the night and the day are signs for
those of understanding” [Quran 3:190].

4)

The social goal, which focuses on the development of the social relations of the individuals. Such social
relations follow the principle of brotherhood and adheres to the spirit of belonging to the community. Allah’s
Messenger said, “The similitude of believers regarding mutual love, affection, fellow-feeling is that of one
body; when any limb of it aches, the whole body aches, because of sleeplessness and fever” [Book 32, Hadith
6258].

5)

The mundane purpose of directing the individual to take care of vocational training in the face of material life.
Building skills and abilities to work and seek a livelihood benefits the individual and society.

Education is considered one of the main aspects of life to which Muslims are paying attention especially religious
studies which help to obey Allah appropriately. Thus, education plays a major role in directing Muslims to choose
their priorities in life based on their level of commitment to religion.
4. The Goal of Life from an Islamic Perspective
To understand the Islamic goal of life, Muslims look to the Creator to understand the purpose for which he created
humankind. As Muslims and believers in God, and believing that the Quran is His message and the constitution of
our life, then Muslims should turn to Him to see what He says on this matter.
Islam is considered a method of life that contains many rules for managing people’s lives and the communities (Ibn
Kathir, reprinted 2007). Thus, it explains the rights of a person within community, family and the world. One of the
areas that Islam is concerned with is education. Although Islam encourages the seeking of knowledge, when the
first verse revealed from the Quran is “Read” [Quran 96:1], there are some limitations and prohibited areas of
knowledge and educational practices that may restrict some modern educational practices. For example, Islam
warns people not to teach and deal with magic, gambling and usury because of the expected negative outcomes
related to such areas (Abou-Zaid & Leonce, 2014).
5. Giftedness: Perspectives from Islamic Thoughts
Arab scholars have a range of terminologies for people with high ability (Khaleefa, 1999). These differences
reflect both linguistic differences and terminology that capture creativity, giftedness, talent or genius (Alazraq,
2012). However, the common denominator among these terms is that the person described as having one of these
qualities is distinguished in an unusual manner and different in their abilities and performance to other peers
(Alazraq, 2012). He argues that high ability can be observed in personal behaviour, thinking skills, creative
productions and unique handling of challenges and problems. Also, there are ongoing discussions about some
terms such as giftedness, especially after translating them from the English language, as giftedness may mean
mawhiba or tafwiq in Arabic (Rusan, 2012).
The Quran is not only a source of worship, but it is also considered the main source of the Arabic language that
Arabic dictionaries refer to for an understanding of the meaning in different contexts. It is stated in Lesan Al-Arab
(Arabic dictionary, which means the tongue of the Arabs) that “Wahhab” is one of the names of Allah who gives
upon worshippers what He wants (Ibn Manthour, reprinted in 1994). The word “gives” occurs in many verses of
the Holy Quran and indicates that God gives the talent. Solomon asked Allah, “My Lord, forgive me and grant me
a kingdom such as will not belong to anyone after me. Indeed, You are the Bestower” [Quran 38:35]. Also, Allah
says: “To Allah belongs the dominion of the heavens and the earth; He creates what he wills. He gives to whom He
wills female [children], and He gives to whom He wills males” [Quran 42:49].
Going back through the Islamic ages, Muslims were interested in gifted children who had skills such as those
related to intuition, the accuracy of observation, the power of memory and memorization, and the power of
argument. Thus, members of the local community pushed these children to the councils of scholars who were
taught religious subjects, linguistics, mathematics, medicine, philosophy and logic (Al-Qureaiti, 2013).
Accordingly, many scholars have emerged in the history of Muslims such as Jabir Ibn Hayyan in Chemistry;
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Al-Razi and Ibn Sina in Medicine; Al-Farabi in Philosophy and Logic; Ibn Rushd in Medicine and Philosophy;
Al-Khwarizmi in Algebra; and Ibn Khaldun in Sociology (Al-Qureaiti, 2013). However, the field of taking care of
highly able people in Islamic culture is extensive, and it is difficult to limit them to one field or a concept. Thus,
Aljughaiman and Berki (2013), Alazraq (2012), Al-Jedaibi, (2002), Turkistani (2006), and Baharith, (2013) refer
to some giftedness/talent areas that are appreciated in the Islamic and Arab world:
1)

Language abilities, which include the ability to absorb various languages, the possession of rich vocabularies,
the ability to recite and memorise the Holy Quran, the ability to produce effective poems.

2)

Logical capabilities, including super-ability with absolute numbers, conservation and arithmetic, and high
mental ability in reasoning and solving a community’s problems.

3)

Moral abilities, which include the ability to self-control and distinguish with good attributes such as humility,
justice, patience, honest and generosity.

4)

Innovative engineering capabilities, including a high degree of proficiency in handling of places, spaces,
directions, sizes, machines, shapes, materials, colours, etc. Creative people do not find it difficult to interact
with all these different variables.

5)

Creative abilities in activities of painting, sculpture, decoration, colouring, lines, etc. Hence, talented artists
can present Islamic values through their creative work that reflect their religious commitment.

6)

High leadership capabilities that include excellence in administrative work, so that leaders realise their
objectives, find ways to achieve them and make a difference in their community.

7)

Commitment to worship that includes superiority in worship and adherence to religious teachings that meet
the commands of Islam.

8)

Memorising the Holy Quran, which reflects a high ability not only when memorising around 600 pages, but
also it shows a discipline to be among the ‘best’ Muslims. The Prophet said, “The best among you (Muslims)
are those who learn the Qur’an and teach it” [Vol. 6, Book 61, Hadith 545].

9)

Wisdom, which requires the interaction of four main components: (1) intelligence, (2) knowledge, (3) vision,
which is the ability to balance various elements in making decisions, and (4) decisiveness, which is the ability
to act decisively and make effective decisions.

The following sub-sections are examples of how religion in Saudi Arabia influences people’s perspectives on areas
of giftedness/talent involving music, visual arts, sports and leadership
5.1 Music and Singing
There are different discussions about the concept of music as well as the types of music that are restricted for
religious reasons in Saudi Arabia. Music in the West is defined as the art of arranging the patterns of sounds for
singing or playing on instruments (Stevenson, 2010), while the word music, musiqaa, in Lesan Alarab dictionary
means a Greek word for playing musical instruments (Ibn Manthour, reprinted 1994). Gardner’s theory of Multiple
Intelligences (1983) describes musical intelligence as the ability to recognise rhythm, tone and pitch, and some
studies in Saudi Arabia found the subjects of the study had very low scores in a musical intelligence test (Al
Muhaidib, 2011). This result may reflect a problem with understanding what is meant by the word for music in the
Saudi context. The word nashid is an Islamic way of singing without instruments that is for praise of Allah and His
Prophets or for stimulating good character (Ibn Manthour, reprinted 1994), whereas the concept of music that is
tested by the musical intelligence test may be interpreted differently in the Saudi context and confuse students and
teachers.
There are diverse views amongst Islamic scholars about music that are due to the different interpretations of
Quranic verses and prophetic hadiths (words and actions of the Prophet Muhammad). Even though all Islamic
scholars agree on the basics of Islam, there is some disagreement on secondary issues, especially when judging
current issues that did not exist at the time of the first generations of Islam. Thus, some scholars allow some music
in Islam while others forbid it.
One of the main reasons for permitting some music in Islam is the absence of clear evidence from the Quran and
authentic hadiths. Al-Qaradawi (2013) does not find any clear statement indicating that listening to music is haram
(prohibited) in Islam. Thus, music that contains lyrics with themes of the prophet or religious festivities are
preferred and has a positive impact on soul and heart (Al-Qaradawi, 2013; Berglund, 2008). In contrast, music that
contains sexual, aggressive or racist lyrics is forbidden. However, the previous Saudi Grand Mufti, Ibn Baz (1987)
argued that this narration and a similar one can be interpreted differently. Instead, Islam encourages Muslims to
memorise and recite the Quran in a nice voice and considers those who achieve that to be amongst the ‘best’
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Muslims.
As a result of the above discussion, the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia does not allow the teaching of
music. Moreover, in non-Islamic countries, some students and parents refuse to participate in musical activities for
the same religious reasons. In fact, the religious factor contributes to misunderstanding about acceptance of several
kinds of music appreciated by others. For instance, when Sana, a primary school teacher of Islamic education in
Sweden, showed her class a musical video of “pop songs” of a young Muslim singer, some children said that pop
music is forbidden (haram) (Berglund, 2008). Likewise, Adely (2007) found that fewer males than females
participated in music in Jordan. This motivated her to investigate the perspectives of Jordanian high school
students about music. One of the participants explained that “the song we sing is moral and it is a national song”.
With regard to the question as to whether Muslims consider music to be permitted or prohibited, a girl replied that
“only instrumental music is prohibited haram but here I recite poetry, and Hanan plays def (drum), the song we do
here is not forbidden”. Therefore, there is increased complexity as there are children who were born in Western
societies living in Saudi Arabia who are influenced by religious interpretations.
To sum up, the desire to participate in music may depend more on cultural and religious values. In other words,
some cultures believe people who perform well in music are talented while others minimise the value of music and
place more importance on areas such as science. The different interpretations of the meaning of music in Islam
leads to different practices of listening to music, which may be a reflection of the religious commitment level of
individuals. In Islamic belief, the concept of giftedness in music differs from that understood in the “West”, where
followers of Islam consider people who recite the Quran in a nice voice as being talented (Stenberg, 2007). Thus,
the Saudi system of education and some international Islamic schools do not allow teaching music, and the conflict
may happen when adopting activities that include music in the classroom.
5.2 Arts
Beaudin (2005) argues that the concept of art differs between West and East for cultural reasons. The influence of
religious and cultural factors can be noted in different areas of the arts. The types of Islamic art are affected by the
traditions of Islam. Although the three schools of Islamic thought (Sunni, Shi’i and Sufi) have different
interpretations in some areas, they are similar in their view of the beauty of art (Beaudin, 2005). It is narrated that
the Prophet Muhammad said, “God is beautiful, and He loves beauty”, which assumes that if God is beauty, all his
creations should be beautiful (Beaudin, 2005). However, the notion of beauty not only refers to the material objects
of living but rather indicates the “human norm” that includes beauty of spirit and soul (Eaton, 2004, as cited in
Beaudin, 2005). In addition, Islamic arts can be seen in several areas of the arts such as architecture, painting the
words of the Quran and creativity in solving problems. For example, glorifying the message of the Quran through
painting the entire verses in the early Kufic script was appreciated and considered a creative art at the Metropolitan
Museum in New York (Beaudin, 2005).
However, the impact of religion restricts the practice of some activities in arts due to the teaching of the Quran and
the Prophet Muhammad. For example, a well-known hadith mentioned that “the people who will receive the
severest punishment from Allah will be the picture makers” [Vol. 7, Book 72, Hadith 834]. However, this hadith
has different interpretations as it may refer to a portable image that is worshipped, thus making the creator a maker
of idols, while other interpretations refer to the general statement of making pictures. The idea of creating idols as
a kind of art is criticised in both Islam and the Hebrew religions as it conflicts with the tenets of the Quran and the
Bible (Beaudin, 2005). Some religious scholars accept the warning about drawing animated objects and have
agreed to ban this kind of art (Al-Qaradawi, 2013). However, most scholars permit drawing of incomplete pictures
of animals or human as it does not reflect the challenge of simulating the creation of God (Islamweb, 2002). Some
interpretations indicate the permissibility of drawing any animated objects as long as the intention is education and
learning rather than aiming to create what only God does.
With regard to the modern impact of technology and globalisation, Al-Qaradawi (2001) urges Muslim movie
directors to produce cartoon films that stimulate and reflect Islamic values. On the other hand, Ibn Baz (n.d.)
believes that drawing animated animals is unlawful and should be banned. There are other forbidden areas in
Islamic education such as producing dramatic serials about people who represent prophets. The contemporary
scholars agree that representation of the prophets is forbidden in general because it is disdainful and disrespectful
to them (Islamqa, 2011). Their representation may weaken the ideal image that has been associated with them in
the minds of people and people may also associate the image of that actor with their image of that prophet.
Therefore, Islam supports art as long as it does not conflict with its teachings.
Given the Islamic interpretations of the permissibility of art, concern about this area can be found among teachers,
parents and students. Alamer (2010) finds that, for religious reasons, parents and students in Saudi Arabia have a
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concern about visual arts. Even though the Saudi Ministry of Education set up a subject for art, students are
required to draw or do crafts that reflect the Islamic teachings as well as society’s moralities. Determination of
talent in some areas of art in Islam depends on the different interpretations of religious scholars, which have an
impact on educational practices.
5.3 Sports
Generally, Muslim girls are facing difficulties in participating in many modern physical activities. An American
Muslim girl mentioned that “Because I am Muslim, I cannot wear a swimsuit”. Hamzeh and Oliver (2012) used
this statement as the title for their 12-month study that investigated the challenges facing Muslim girls in
participating in physical education, for example, swimming and playing basketball with boys. In the same vein,
Alamri (2015) points out that some activities were challenging for Muslim girls because of Islamic dress code and
mixed gender activities, despite the variety of activities provided, which indicates the importance of raising
educators’ awareness of the impact of culture, race and religion on physical education. The Saudi Ministry of
Education had neglected physical education for girls since establishing schools, but since the beginning of the
2018 academic year, girls have now had an opportunity to access physical education (Ministry of Education,
2017). The fear of participating in or establishing such physical activities is due to the fear that it may not fit with
the Muslim environment.
Although physical education is appreciated in the Islamic world, some kinds of sports are criticised for religious
reasons. Accordingly, it is advised to stay away from practising in some sports (Abd al-ʻĀṭī, 1995), rather than
being identified as talented in areas that could be developed. It is considered that violent games such as boxing and
free wrestling involve brutality and aggression that allow a player to inflict severe damage to the opponent’s body.
Consequences of this damage may sometimes lead to death and may also cause enmities, quarrels and hatred.
Islamweb (2017) emphasises that this is haram as it is not permissible to harm oneself or others, especially hitting
a face even when someone wants to defend himself.
5.4 Gender and Leadership
Leadership is considered an important domain of giftedness in some theories. Marland’s (1972) definition of
giftedness, which was adapted in the Saudi context (Aljughaiman & Grigorenko, 2013), emphasised the
importance of meeting gifted students in leadership. However, Alamer (2010) found that most Saudi male
participants in his study believe that leadership can be seen only in males, while females perceive the ability of
leadership as being applicable to both genders. This disagreement is based on the different cultural and religious
interpretations among the participants (Alamer, 2010). Interestingly, the males attributed their perspectives to their
religious views, which state that women are not naturally able to be leaders, while females believe they can do so
and attribute this resistance to the nature of Saudi culture, which prevents them from participating in social
activities (Alamer, 2010).
6. Conclusion
Religion has a significant influence on how giftedness/talent is perceived. This paper illustrated how giftedness is
seen from the perspective of Islam. Life in Islamic teaching aims to worship Allah alone and follow His commands
through the Holy Quran, which is considered to be giftedness in Islamic societies (Freeman, 2005). Islam is not
only a religion but is also a set of instructions that must be integrated into all aspects of life. It rejects the principle
of secularism that believes in segregation of state and religious practices. Secularism could be one example that
differentiates between culture and religion when Islam is considered as a way of life in the Saudi culture compare
to other cultures. Denman and Hilal (2011) indicated that “the Islamic religion is considered as much a part of the
Saudi identity” (p. 304). Hence, Islamic values provide the frame for education. They encourage the seeking of
knowledge to achieve the purpose of life, and prevent certain practices that hinder the achievement of Allah’s
satisfaction.
As a result, conflict may arise when Saudi Arabia adopts Western programs and theories about giftedness, which
may have developed from a background of a Christian ethos. It is argued that implementing the “practice of
importing methods of studying creativity, intelligence and giftedness without rigorous adaptation is handicapping
[for Arab gifted education]” (Khaleefa, 1999 p. 25). It is necessary, therefore, to reform the concepts of giftedness,
intelligence and creativity so that they fit the Arab world (Alazraq, 2012; Baharith, 2013; Khaleefa, 1999;
Subhi-Yamin, 2009).
It might be argued that there is an alignment to some extent between Western theories and Islamic teachings
regarding the concept of giftedness. However, Islamic culture pays more attention to other areas of talent, such as
religious studies and morality, with much emphasis on highly able people with spiritual, social and emotional
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needs. Another major difference between giftedness in the West and in the Islamic culture is the commitment
toward religion. For instance, Islam influences the majority of Muslims’ perspectives and practices due to
considering Islam as a way of life. Therefore, a number of areas of talent may be admired or ignored due to the
influence of religion when it comes to educational practices. Thus, teachers, gifted program designers and
policymakers should consider religious and cultural factors when creating programs and services for gifted
students.
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