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Abstract 

 

The Malaysian education system has taken on a huge transformational progress with regard 

to the development of thinking skills in schools. The i-Think program whichwas introduced in 

schools consists of eight cognitive teaching tools that teachers can use to mediate students’ 
thinking, learning, and promote metacognitive behavioursin theirlessons. This case-study was 

conducted in a secondary school which was one of the pioneer schools selected by the 

Ministry of Education to implement the i-Think program in the teaching and learning of 

subjects including English language. Data were obtained through observations of the 

implementation of the i-Think program in a form two classroom using an observation 

protocol and field notes as well as through interviews with five English language teachers. 

The findings indicated that the teachers did implement the i-Think program in their English 

language lessons and they also acknowledged the importance of the i-Think program in 

assisting them to teach higher order thinking to their students. However, the teachers 

implemented the Thinking Maps only in their writing and literature classes.  The teachers 

also stated that they required more training in using the Thinking Maps with weak students.  
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Introduction 

          The Malaysian education system is undergoing a transformational process in its 

education system by providing learning environments and opportunities that are essential in 

preparing all students for the challenges of work, life, and citizenship in the 21st century and 

beyond. Students need to employ skills and strategies that go beyond the boundaries of 

subject knowledge and as such teachers would have to focus on teaching cognitive skills and 

strategies that would allow the students to become thinking individuals. Based on a research 

conducted by ZabaniDarus (2012), findings showed that 60% of Malaysian students fail to 

reach the minimum level of competency to participate effectively and productively in life.  

The results also revealed that students were knowledgeable but cannot apply their knowledge. 

Apart from that, in a research on assessing thinking skills among secondary students 

conducted by UNESCO (MoE, 2011) revealed that teachers tend to teach for the exam, that 

is, they focus their teaching based on what their students would be tested in high stakes 

examination such as the Lower Secondary Assessment (PenilaianMenengahRendah) and the 

Secondary School Certificate (SijilPenilaianMenengah). The findings from the research 

(MoE, 2011) also revealed that Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) among both teachers 

and students in Malaysia are at a low level. 

          The Pelan Pembangunan Pendidikan Malaysia (Malaysian Education Development 

Plan) 2013-2025 emphasizes the concept of high level thinking skills (HOTS) which is 

capable of producing the next generation to have critical and creative thinking skills.  As 

such, one of the ways of providing opportunities for students to become thinking individuals 

is through the i-Think Program introduced by the Ministry of Education ((Malaysia 

Education Blueprint, 2013) whereby thinking maps are used as tools for learning. The i-

Think Program is an effort to help create a new culture of thinking in schools by fostering 

HOTS, nurturing a culture of lifelong learning, skilled in solving problems and working to 

generate creative solutions among school children. The implementation of the i-Think 

program is a continuation of the efforts to realize the government's intention, as presented 

through the National Key Result Areas (NKRA) for education under the Government 

Transformation Programme (GTP). The government through the 2013 budget focuses on 

education for emphasis on the needs of higher-order thinking skills among school students.  

          The i-Think program is adopted by the Ministry of Education to produce the next 

generation of innovators with the ability to include some elements of thinking skills which 

includes critical, creative, innovative and analytical skills in preparation to adapt and cope 

with the challenges of the future (MuhamadSidek Said, 2011).Besides that, the Ministry of 

Education has also revamped the national examination’s format whereby 40 per cent of 
HOTS questions are included in the UjianPenilaianSekolahRendah (Primary School 

Assessment Test) and  50 percent in the SijilPelajaran Malaysia ( Malaysian Certificate Of 
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Education) by 2016. To ensure successful implementation, teachers were sent to attend short 

courses onthe i-Think program conducted by the Malaysian Innovation Agency, to enable 

them to master the HOTS techniques (MoE, 2011). Datuk Dr Amin Senin, the Deputy 

Director General of Education (2013) hoped that teachers will encourage students to ask 

many questions and let them explore the curiosity to learn something and then relate it to 

their own lives. The successful implementation of the program will be assessed from the 

results of the students, especially how students answer the HOTS questions in the 

examinations. But the issue is to what extent have the English language teachers performed 

this task? How have the teachers implemented the HOTS in their English language lessons? 

Thus this study investigated the English language teachers’ implementation of the i-Think 

program in the teaching and learning of English language in their English as a Second 

Language (ESL) classrooms. 

 

 

i-THINK PROGRAM IN MALAYSIA 

           The i-Think program involves teachers having to use thinking maps as a tool in their 

lessons which hopes to promote higher order thinking skills in their students both in Primary 

and Secondary schools throughout the country. The i-Think program has three main 

objectives: 

 i. Nurture and develop innovative human capital 

 ii. Increase thinking skills amongst children 

 iii. Equip future generations with HOTS 

 

The i-Think or Thinking Maps program consists of eight maps that correspond with 

fundamental thinking processes. The Circle Map is used for defining in context; the Bubble 

Map, describing with adjectives; the Flow Map, sequencing and ordering; the Brace Map, 

identifying part/whole relationships; the Tree Map, classifying/grouping; the Double Bubble 

Map, comparing and contrasting; the Multi-Flow Map, analyzing causes and effects; and the 

Bridge Map, seeing analogies. These maps are a common visual language for students in all 

subject areas (Hyerle, 2000). Hyerle (2000) believes that thinking maps are visual teaching 

tools that provide students with the skills to be successful thinkers, problem solvers, and 

decision makers. 

 Teachers were trained under Malaysia's National Innovation Agency, a key 

government agency reinventing the country’s schools. The Ministry of Education hopes that 
all 10,000 schools would implement the i-Think program by 2014 (New Straits Times, 2012).  

The program  is part of the national education transformation plan to create a thinking and 

creative younger generation with the view of the students being innovative, analytical, able to 

adapt to crisis, throw ideas, think out-of-the-box and able to solve problems. In accordance 

with this plan, the skills will be incorporated into the modules at the teacher training institutes 
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to prepare new teachers to handle the programme (Nooraini Othman 

&KhairulAzmiMohamad, 2014). 

 

 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

          Thinking skills is a discipline that can be learned and practiced so that it can form a 

habit or experience (Maimunah, 2004). Thinking exercise allows people to be less confused 

or make fewer mistakes (Isaac, 2000).MohdAzhar (2007) defines the need of thinking as to 

achieve something in order to produce creative thinking, critical thinking, problem solving 

and decision making. This means that thinking is a process of preparation and use of 

information and knowledge.  

          The process of thinking involves some thinking activities associated with the desire to 

achieve the goal of either problem solving or decision making. Moseley et al.(2005, p.24). 

define thinking skills approaches as those which focus on ‘self-aware goal-directed thinking, 

in which there is strategic management of attention and working memory, supported by 

various ‘‘habits of mind’’, including critical reflection’ Thinking wisely is the highest quality 

of professionalism which should be a trait in all effective teachers in order for them to 

regulate high level of thinking in their students. 

 Assignments or course work given to students should be more complex and 

challenging so that students would be able to solve any problems by using higher order 

thinking skills (Kuh, 2001). Most students do not have a high level of skills (Weimer, 2003) 

and as such, higher-order thinking skills must be implicated in the curriculum and syllabus so 

that students have the opportunity to practice higher order thinking skills and this is actually 

associated withthe i-Think program to be implemented in the English language lessons.The i-

Think program consists of  eight visual tools, each surrounded by a visual frame of reference 

and they work in unison to enable students  to communicate what and how they are thinking. 

Through the eight Thinking maps, students will be able to convey, negotiate, and evolve 

meanings with other students, and within themselves, through visual patterns of thinking 

(Hyerle, 1996, 2009).  Hyerle (2009) further reiterates that Thinking Maps are really a meta-

language for learning, that is, they are an interrelated set of thinking patterns that can be used 

for communicating and synthesizing students’ thinking from across the curriculum. Based on 

the visual-spatial, non-linguistic form of the tools, the maps can be used fluidly across 

content areas (Hyerle&Alper, 2014) to intensify students’ thinking capacity. 
 The ultimate goal of implementing Thinking Maps in English language teaching and 

learning is to engage the students as a community of learners to use the maps as a true 

language for communication, enhance their higher order thinking and inculcate the problem-

solving capacity in their learning of the language (Hyerle&Alper, 2014).  Thinking maps 

provide students with the common engrossment for discussion. The use of thinking maps 

promotes curiosity, thinking in action and collaboration. They give the students the 

confidence to embrace complexity and deepen their appreciation for other student’s ideas and 
experiences as they complete the tasks .The meaning of content can emerge or develop only 

when learning experiences are delivered in the context of thinking (Hyerle&Alper, 2014).  
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Marzano (2000) explains that thinking and reasoning are essential for content to have value 

for example, comparing and contrasting, analysing relationships, classifying, and making 

inductive and deductive conclusions. These thinking processes are precisely what the 

Thinking Maps model which is why the i-Think program should be implemented in the 

teaching of English language in the country so that students are able to remember, analyse 

and synthesize information into meaningful understandings. 

 

 

Theoretical Assumptions that underpin Thinking 

          Bloom’s Taxonomy is not the only framework for teaching thinking, it is also the most 
widely used. A committee under the leadership of Dr Benjamin Bloom created the Taxonomy 

in 1956. Bloom’s aim was to promote higher forms of thinking in education, such as 

analysing and evaluating, rather than just teaching students to remember facts. Literature 

have shown that HOTS builds on and extends beyond Bloom’s Taxonomy, which has 
resulted in discrete dimensions attributed to it, namely, critical thinking, creative thinking, 

problem solving, decision making and metacognition, just to name some prominent ones and 

all these dimensions are present in the cognitive tools of the i-Think program. Zohar (2013, 

pp. 235) categorised the dimensions of HOTS into four sub-categories which are present in 

the i-Think program and they are as follows:  

(i) Knowledge of individual thinking strategies 

– making comparisons, formulating justified arguments, drawing valid   

conclusions, etc. 

(ii) Knowledge of genre of thinking 

– argumentation, inquiry learning, problem solving, critical thinking, 

scientific thinking, creative thinking, etc. 

(iii) Knowledge of metacognition 

– thinking about own thinking 

(iv) Knowledge of additional issues 

– thinking dispositions (habits of mind), culture of thinking, etc. 

 

          Educational psychologists have long promoted the importance of metacognition for 

regulating and supporting student learning (Lai, 2011). As Kuhn and Dean (2004) explain, 

metacognition is what enables a student who has been taught a particular strategy in a 

particular problem context to retrieve and deploy that strategy in a similar but new context. 

The authors further reiterate that in cognitive psychology, metacognition is often defined as a 

form of executive control involving monitoring and self-regulation. Lai (2011) reveals that 

researchers in cognitive psychology have linked metacognition to a number of other 

constructs, including meta-memory, critical thinking, and motivation. Meta-memory is 

knowledge about memory processes and contents and is closely related to metacognition, 

particularly cognitive knowledge. 
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Related Previous Studies 

 

           The following related studies reveal that the implementation of the Thinking Maps has 

brought positive transformation in the students’ performances and teachers’ pedagogical 
practices.  

 A study on Thinking Maps and School Effectiveness: A Study of a UK 

Comprehensive School Thinking Maps was conducted by the school authorities to examine 

the role of Thinking Maps in the transformation of teacher and pupil effectiveness at St 

Robert of Newminster Catholic School and Sixth Form 

College.(www.thinkingfoundation.org). The Thinking Maps as developed by Hyerle (1996) 

were introduced in September 2007 to all teachers as a key strategy to develop thinking. The 

purpose of this strategy was to develop learning dispositions and thinking skills through 

student deployment of Thinking Maps in their learning. The methodologies used to gather 

data for the study were classroom observations and document analysis which looked at book 

samples of Year 7 students’ work assessing where Thinking Maps were being used. A 
questionnaire was also administered to every pupil in Year 7 to assess the impact the maps 

had on their students’ learning. The findings revealed that after implementing the Thinking 

Maps in the classrooms, pupils spent 77% of their time engaged in higher order thinking 

skills. The researchers of this study surmised that the implementation of Thinking Maps had 

facilitated this. The teachers were also asked to compare and contrast their previous and 

current teaching methodologies since the implementation of Thinking Maps. Based on 

interviews and observations, the study showed that since the implementation of Thinking 

Maps, teachers have planned opportunities for pupils to visualise and share their thinking at 

the higher levels. Findings from the questionnaire indicated that the introduction of Thinking 

Maps as a tool for teaching and learning has contributed to the increased learner confidence 

in their own ability and motivation as learners. Furthermore, lesson observations have 

suggested that pupils participating in Thinking Map activities have improved on-task 

behaviour. As such, it can be concluded that effective pedagogical practices remain integral 

to the lesson. The implementation of Thinking Maps has enhanced their effectiveness by 

developing: a common thinking tool used for the purpose; students’ access to a more 
effective planning tool; the sharing and visualisation of thinking, as well as facilitating higher 

order thinking skills. 

 

Another study on the use of Thinking Maps was conducted at McKinley School situated in 

the Franklin–McKinley School District located in SanJose, California 

(www.thinkingfoundation.org). The study revealed that Thinking Maps training and 

instruction have improved teacher effectiveness resulting in enhancing student academic 

results, especially English Language Learners.Standardized test scores as well as District 

Assessments and other qualitative measures were used in the study. Based on an initial 

analysis of “Classroom Walkthrough” data, it was clearly evident that the teachers in the 
school were only instructing at the knowledge and comprehension level of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy. At this time, the teachers realized that different tools were needed to improve the 

effectiveness of their instruction. The study started with the teachers being introduced to the 

Thinking Maps and were given training in. Based on the training given to teachers on the 

http://www.thinkingfoundation.org/
http://www.thinkingfoundation.org/
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implementation of Thinking Maps, their instructions have improved. Teacher effectiveness 

resulted in enhancing student academic results in the standardised test, especially for the 

English Language Learners. 

 

The above studies indicate that teachers should possess the necessary knowledge on Thinking 

Maps and how to implement them in their classrooms. The effectiveness of the 

implementation would demonstrate positive results in students’ performance as they are able 
to exploit on their thinking capacity to complete the tasks given which inevitably will develop 

their higher order thinking skills. 

 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

         The study employed a case study approach as the researcher only focused the study on 

five English language teachers in a school and observed one of the English language teacher 

and her students in real-life classroom setting.  The teacher is a Teaching of English as a 

Second Language (TESL) trained teacher with eight years’ experience in teaching English 
language. Data were obtained through observations and structured interviews and field notes. 

 

 

 

Research Questions 

 

The following research questions were addressed in the study: 

 

1. How are the thinking maps in the i-Think program implemented in the English 

language lessons? 

2. How do English language teachers perceive the importance of implementing the i-

Think program in their lessons? 

 

Research Design 

This study employed a qualitative research design as the goal of the study was to 

explore and describe the teachers’ implementation of the i-Think program in their English 

language lessons.  Analysis of data from the observation field notes, interviews, and the 

researcher’s personal reflections allowed for a thick description of the teachers’ 
implementation of  the i-Think program in their English language lessons. 

 The school chosen for the study is one of the pioneer schools selected by the Ministry 

of Education to implement the i-Think program in the teaching and learning, thus the English 

language teachers in the school were selected to take part in the study. Hence, the study 

involved only five English language teachers. Data were collected through the use of 
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observation protocols, structured interviews and field notes. Based on the six observations 

done on one particular English language teacher, data was analysed by identifying how the 

teacher implemented the i-Think program in her lessons. Based on the six observations of the 

teacher’s lessons, a pattern of how the teacher teaches using thinking maps in her lessons is 

perceived and established. This pattern is presented in the form of a flow chart for discussion.                     

         For the structured interview that was done on the five English language teachers, the 

interviewees’ responses were recorded in writing directly on the copy of the interview guide. 
The important responses in the form of excerpts were extracted from the interview guide to 

represent the findings to the research questions. 

 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

          The first research question involved exploring the utilisation of thinking maps in the i-

Think program in English language lessons whereby the analysis of findings is presented in 

the form of a flow chart which depicted an English language teacher’s  implementation of the 
i-Think program in her English language lessons. The findings for this research question were 

derived from the researcher’s observation of an English language teacher’s implementation of 
the i-Think program in her English language lessons by using an observation protocol The 

qualitative data based on six observations done of the teacher’s implementation of the i-Think 

program is summarised in the chart below. 

 

 

Figure 1: Flow chart of the Implementation of i-Think Thinking Map in a Form Two English 

language lesson.   
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          The English languageteacher’s (Teacher A) lessons took place four times a week. 
Teaching a form two classroom, Teacher A implements the i-Think program thinking maps in 

most of her English language writing and literature lessons. In all her lessons, Teacher A 

would start her lesson by introducing the topic for the day to her students. Then the teacher 

would show a thinking map to the students and explain the content of the lesson through the 

thinking map. This would be her input or explanation stage. During the explanation stage, the 

teacher would use thinking maps as an example to highlight the learning points for the day. 

An example would be using a circle map to describe the traits of the protagonist in the short 

story.  

For the practice stage, teacher A divided the students into groups of five and each 

group were given a task of preparing a circle map on other characters in the story. After the 

students have completed the task, they volunteered to present their circle maps to their 

classmates. This was followed with a discussion between the teacher and the students. After 

the discussion, students were instructed to answer a few questions written on the board by the 

teacher. Finally, the teacher selected students randomly to answer the questions and teacher 

gave feedback when necessary. 

During the observations, the researcher found that when the teacher used the thinking 

maps as a reference to explain the content of the topic with examples, students were able to 

understand the topic and this was evident when they used the thinking maps in presenting the 

task given to them. The thinking maps allowed opportunities for them to generate ideas as 

well as justify their answers. Although the students took some time to discuss and complete 

the maps they were involved in the thinking process of generating ideas.  

Interview data with the teacher supported her implementation of the i-Think program 

thinking maps in her English language lessons The first interview question, which was her 

selection of i-Think map to use with her students in her English language lessons, indicated 

that her choice was based on the topic and learning outcome.  She stated that normally she 
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would ask her students to complete worksheets after teaching but currently, she decided to 

use the thinking maps to get students involved in the learning. She offered the following 

comments: 

TA     :… it depends on the topic and the learning outcome. For example, 
the learning outcome is for them to understand characteristics of 

the characters in the story so I chose the circle map and also the 

double bubble map. Last time, I would use worksheets but after we 

were told to implement i-Think program in our lessons, I use it… 
so teach students to think. 

 

The interview revealed the teacher’s view on whether the thinking maps helped her 

students to learn the topics taught. The teacher was optimistic that some form of learning had 

taken place based on the students’ presentation and responses to the questions posed to them. 
Her comment is as follows: 

TA :   Yes, I think the maps helped in some ways…they are just 
getting used to the maps. You can see in their presentations that 

they can complete the map with my help of course…they can 
answer the questions on the board. 

 

Findings from both the observations and interview with the teacher revealed that the 

teacher saw the benefits of exploiting thinking maps in her lessons especially so in the 

generation of  ideas in their essay writing and understanding the literary elements as well as 

assisted students in gaining confidence in using the language. 

  

            Pertaining to the teachers' perceptions of the implementation of i-Think program in 

the English language lessons, the interview data embraced the following themes: 

 

i. their understanding of i-Think program; 

ii. implementation of thinking maps in lessons; 

iii. effectiveness of the i-Think program in lessons 

  

            The teachers’ understanding of the i-Think program was important so that they could 

offer their views with regard to the implementation of the i-Think program in the English 

language lessons. All the five teachers revealed that they had attended training on the i-Think 

program and have implemented the program in their English language classrooms. 

TA         : Yes, I do have knowledge about the eight thinking maps. I 

attended a course at Ministry level and school level.  I think the 

courses are important so that I know how to teach my students 

using the thinking maps. 

 The teachers also gave their views on the regularity of utilising the thinking maps in 

their lessons and voiced their reservations about implementing the thinking maps in all their 

English language lessons. They made the following comments: 

TD      :   It takes time for my students to complete the maps so I don’t use 
it very often…sometimes once or twice a week. I use it mostly 
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for my writing lessons and sometimes for my literature lessons. 

They can generate ideas using the double bubble map and flow 

map.  

   Although the teachers implemented the i-Think program in their lessons and found it to be 

an effective tool, however, they teachers also felt that they need more courses on how to use 

the maps in a variety of topics and for students of different proficiency levels.   

TB : Well, the thinking maps can be an effective tool to teach 

English to my students because the discussion helps them to 

generate ideas and also make them speak in the 

language…but I think I need more knowledge on how to use 
it for different topics in the syllabus and with different sets of 

students…that would be good…more effective. 
 The teachers also commented that there seemed to be a positive development in their 

students’ English language performance after they utilised the thinking maps with their 
students. The students were able to generate and organise their ideas and seemed to portray 

more confidence in using the language. 

  TB  :   It’s useful for writing essays…for example, they can  
    write their own ideas and organise the ideas…they can use  
   circle maps. So their essay writing has improved and   

   they are more confident to use the  language when they   

   discuss their topic. 

 The findings showed that the teachers have relevant knowledge of the i-Think 

program and acknowledged that they do implement the i-Think program in their English 

language lessons. The teachers have a positive attitude towards implementing the i-Think 

program in their lessons as they found the use of the i-Think program or thinking maps in 

their English language lessons to be beneficial and effective to their students learning the 

language. 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

          Knowledge about the Thinking Maps is important as the building of thinking skills 

among students can be jeopardized due to the fact that the teachers are not highly skilled in 

transforming the skills from the classroom teaching (process) to the students (application) 

(Nooraini Othman &KhairulAzmiMohamad, 2014).The teachers have utilised purposeful and 

explicit approaches to teaching with Thinking Maps and that seemed to have a positive 

impact on English language development among the students. This is important as explicit 

instruction or teaching involves directing student’s attention toward specific learning that 
focuses on producing specific learning outcomes and this involves explanation, 

demonstration and practice (Hall, 2002). The teacher’s implementation of the i-Think 

program in her English language lessons indicated positive outcomes as findings 

demonstrated that the use of Thinking Maps promotes the generation of ideas, improved 

students’ written and oral language and built their confidence in presentations. The i-Think 
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program was introduced as part of the national education transformation plan to create a 

thinking and creative younger generation in view that they will be innovative, think out-of-

the-box and able to solve problems. Thus, its implementation is seen as an important and 

significant change needed to meet new challenges of creating a “thinking culture” in schools. 
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