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Spearheading Islamic
Education

Spearheading Islamic
Education

Despite his serious demeanour, 
there’s no mistaking Professor 
Dato’ Dr. Abdul Shukor Haji 

Husin’s enthusiasm when he talks about 
Universiti Sains Islam Malaysia (USIM).  
Not only has he served for almost ten 
years as its vice-chancellor, Professor 
Shukor also played an instrumental role 
in transforming the university from an 
idea to physical reality. 

Educated at the Al-Azhar University 
in Egypt where he obtained an under-
graduate degree and two postgraduate 
degrees, Professor Shukor began his 
academic career at Universiti Kebangsaan 
Malaysia’s (UKM) Faculty of Islamic 
Studies. He went on to serve as dean of 
the Faculty from 1985 to 1998.

by Najua Ismail
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The seeds for the establishment 
of USIM were sown in 1996 during a 
discussion with Dato’ Seri Najib Tun 
Razak—Minister of Education at the 
time—to explore the idea of setting up an 
institution of higher learning that would 
provide Islamic based education. Given 
his expertise and experience in Islamic 
education, Professor Shukor was tasked 
with the responsibility of bringing the 
project to fruition. 

Assembling a team of administrators 
and academics, the vice-chancellor began 
the process of setting-up Malaysia’s 
twelfth public university in 1999. In July 
2000, the university opened its doors to 
its first batch of students at the  
Professional Institute of Baitumal Build-
ing in Kuala Lumpur. At the time, it was 
known as the Islamic University College 
of Malaysia (KUIM) and its first intake 
consisted of merely 255 students, a far 
cry from its student population of 4,700 
today. 

While the university has undergone 

many changes since then, including its 
upgrade to full university status and the 
shift to a permanent campus in Nilai, 
Negeri Sembilan, its objectives remain 
the same: USIM aims to defy  
conventional thinking on what consti-
tutes an Islamic education. 

Islamic education
“All this while, when we talk about 

an Islamic education, people take it to 
mean subjects like Syariah, Fiqh and 
the like. People are quick to label some 
things Islamic and others not,” says  
Professor Shukor.

“If you go back to the glory days of 
Islam and the source of Islamic teachings 
itself, which is the Al-Quran and Hadith, 
you will see that Islamic education  
encompasses all fields of learning.”

According to the vice-chancellor, 
although knowledge can be divided into 
two categories: Fardu Ain and Fardu  
Kifayah; in Islam, the study and  
acquisition of both types of knowledge is 

necessary. 
“Fardu Ain is the knowledge that 

we need to strengthen out relationship 
with God and this includes prayers, 
rituals, and the like. Fardu Kifayah cov-
ers knowledge in medicine, science and 
technology, and such. We must seek all 
the knowledge that we need for everyday 
living,” asserts Professor Shukor who 
maintains that USIM was established to 
bring back an understanding of Islamic 
education in its true form. 

“That is why the programmes we 
offer here at USIM are Islamic based and 
includes all fields of studies. When you 
talk about an Islamic education, it is not 
just confined to subjects that are typically 
associated with Islamic studies.”

Producing Muslim 
professionals

Another unique feature of the pro-
grammes offered by USIM is the integra-
tion of knowledge that is based on wahyu 
(revelations) with knowledge acquired 
through study and research. As such, the 
university emphasises the importance of 
double majors, which will allow for an 
extended period of study to ensure a firm 
grasp of both types of knowledge.

“For example, our Law degree takes 
five years to complete,” says the vice-
chancellor. “We combine both syariah 
and civil law so that our students are 
knowledgeable in both.

“This applies to our other  
programmes as well. While other  
universities may offer a five- year degree 
programme in medicine, here it takes six 
years.” 

According to Professor Shukor, this 
will also enable its graduates to master 
Islamic principles in order to be able to 
apply them in their professional lives. 

“It’s not enough for our medical  
graduates to have medical knowledge; 
we ensure that they also have a firm 
understanding of Islamic rules and the 
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application of new methods according 
to Islamic perspectives in order to help 
them make informed decisions as doc-
tors.

“If a patient is not feeling well during 
fasting month for example, a doctor who 
is not well-versed in Islamic principles 
would need to consult an ustaz (religious 
teacher) before advising his patient,” 
continues the vice-chancellor. 

“At this university, we equip our  
students with sufficient knowledge so 
that they can correctly advise their  
patients whether to continue  
fasting or not.

Professor Shukor illustrates his point 
further with a graver example. “Should 
the plug be pulled on a patient who is 
brain dead and on life support? At what 

stage should the patient be taken off 
life support? This is something a doctor 
needs to address from both the medical 
and Islamic perspectiveS.

“And that is what our double major 
provides: a combination of both types 
of knowledge, so that the graduates we 
produce are well-versed enough to  
perform effectively and efficiently as 
Muslim professionals in the workforce. 

The vice-chancellor maintains that all 
the courses at USIM adopt the same  
approach and it is also why the  
university has the word science in its 
name. “At this university, the meaning 
of the word is not limited to the typical 
understanding of what science is. Here, 
science also means knowledge and that is 
what we provide.”

Language proficiency
The student population at USIM is 

made up almost exclusively of students 
from religious schools. According to 
Professor Shukor, these students mostly 
come from rural areas and unlike their 
peers in the city, are lacking in  
self-confidence. 

“Some of them have never even 
owned a computer so we want to give 
them the opportunity to develop their 
skills and confidence. We work on these 
things so that by the time they go into 
their first and second year, they are  
emotionally stable and well-adjusted 
enough to concentrate on their studies.

“This is something we place a great 
deal of importance on. We may even cat-
egorise the students based on their needs 
when they come in. The Department of 
Student Affairs and the counsellors are 
responsible for this and we do it so we 
can help plan their development.”

Students who are admitted to USIM 
are required to be proficient in both Ara-
bic and English. Those who are weak in 
either one or both languages will have to 
undergo a Language Support  
Programme. 

“We no longer teach languages the 
way we use to. Instead of the traditional 
way of doing it where they just sit in 
a classroom and learn, we send our 
students to industries where they will 
have the opportunity to practise the 
language,” says Professor Shukor. “For 
example, when you go to the airport and 
hear the announcements in Arabic: that is 
done by our students.  

“We have arrangements with  

“Our challenge is to 
convince students and 

their parents that what we 
provide is as good as what 

the other universities 
have to offer.”



COVERSTORY
...........

...........
.....

10   |  Prospect Malaysia

organisations and agencies like Malaysia 
Airports (Sepang) Sdn Bhd and the  
Ministry of Tourism to provide our 
students with the opportunity to spend 
some time immersing themselves in the 
language they are learning. 

“They do about one year of classroom 
sessions and then six months of practical 
training. And that is really the best way 
to learn the language.”

The vice-chancellor admits that for 
the time being, it is not realistic to expect 
all his lecturers to be conversant in both 
languages as well. “We are encourag-
ing our academic staff to master both 
languages but at the moment, we have to 
be content that those who are teaching in 
either one of the languages are sufficient-
ly proficient in that particular language, 
whether it is Arabic or English.”

However, the university intends to 
ensure that in the future, its lecturers will 
be able to teach in both languages. “We 
have lecturers who when they joined us, 
didn’t know any Arabic, but now they 
can speak the language,” shares Professor 
Shukor. 

“So, we do have classes for our 
academic staff as well. But our goal for 
them is in the long-term as they are quite 
busy with work. However, we will make 
sure the new generation of lecturers are 
proficient in both languages.”

Right people for the job
USIM faces difficulty not only in  

finding lecturers who can teach in the 
right language but also those who are 
well-versed in their subjects. That is why 
the university relies heavily on foreign 
expertise. Its academic staff currently 
includes lecturers from Asian, Middle 
Eastern, and African countries. 

“That is why for lecturers who want 
to go on sabbaticals, we encourage them 
to do so in countries that would not 
only benefit their research but also their 
language proficiency,” maintains the 
vice-chancellor. “This will accelerate the 
process of achieving the targets we set for 

the academic staff.”
The university has also made ef-

forts to fulfill the Ministry of Higher 
Education’s requirement that 60 per-
cent of the academic staff in public                                                  
universities are PhD qualified.  

“We have sent our lecturers to study 
for their PhDs both locally and abroad, 
particularly for subjects where we are in 
need of expertise,” maintains Professor 
Shukor. “Despite being a new university, 
we have sent over 200 lecturers overseas 
and about 30 of them have already  
returned from the UK with their PhDs.

“This year we are expecting 36 more 
lecturers who are pursuing their PhDs in 
other countries to return.”

Remaining competitive
The academic staff at USIM are  

expected to keep abreast of the  
latest developments in their field. This is 
important for continuous improve of the 
university’s curriculum says Professor 
Shukor. 

“Students will choose to enrol in 
programmes that have a good  

reputation and are accepted by  
employers. That is why we want our  
programmes to be recognised both  
locally and abroad,” he explains.

“In order for that to happen, our 
lecturers must be aware of what’s going 
on in the real world. Rapid changes take 
place all the time in the industries. So, 
while Malaysia is doing well in Islamic  
finance for example, we still need to 
know the developments in this area in 
other parts of the world as well. 

The vice-chancellor maintains that  
being a relatively new university is 
added reason for USIM to stay on top of 
its game. “We are competing with  
established universities for students. 
Now you have APEX universities,  
research universities, normal universities 
and such.

“Our challenge is to convince  
students and their parents that what 
we provide is as good as what the other 
universities have to offer. And the way to 
convince them is through our  
programmes, methods, and reputation,” 
he asserts.

“Mention Cambridge University, 
Al-Azhar University; everybody 
recognises those names. That’s 
the kind of branding we want 

USIM to have one day.”
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The World Fatwa and Management  
Research Institute (INFAD) is the first  
institution of its kind formed at a  
university in Malaysia and in the 
world. INFAD is a research and 
consultation centre to produce input 
based on research, information, and 
experts that can help strengthen the 
fatwa institution. It functions through 
eight main divisions:

• Research Division
• Consultation and Expert Service  
   Division
• International Network and 
   Communication Division
• Publication Division
• Seminars and Intellectual Discourse 
   Division
• Documentation and Resource 
   Division
• Fatwa Management System and 
   ICT Division
• Ijtihad Development Division

Advancing research
“That is why, in addition to  

teaching and learning, research is also 
very important,” continues Professor 
Shukor who explains that the university 
has set up an Industrial Relations Depart-
ment to facilitate industrial linkages that 
can lead to research opportunities. 

In a bid to intensify its research  
activities, USIM will also concentrate 
on developing its postgraduate pro-
grammes. “A lot of research is done at the 
Masters and PhD level so our Centre for 
Graduate Studies can play a big role in 
strengthening our research capabilities,” 
he maintains. “It is our goal that one day, 
40 percent of USIM’s total enrolment will 
be for its graduate programmes.”

The university’s commitment to its 
research agenda is further solidified 
with the establishment of USIM Hold-
ings, a private limited company that will 
manage the protection of the university’s 
intellectual property and commercialisa-
tion of its research. 

In addition, USIM Holdings will  
promote the university’s expertise 
through the provision of consultation  
services. “We can call on our experts 
from the World Fatwa and  
Management Research Institute (see box) 
here to serve as consultants on research 
projects conducted by Islamic agencies 
or sit in on committees to lend their 
expertise,” elaborates the President of the 
National Fatwa Council. 

He maintains that consultation will 
allow USIM to position itself as an  
authority on specific fields, especially 
those related to Islam. 

“Some of our lecturers that we have 
sent to do their PhDs in specific fields like 
Islamic Finance, for example, have been 
employed with very lucrative salaries 
by other countries. This demonstrates 
that there is a huge demand for such 
experts and USIM is able to cater to that 
demand.”

Global recognition
The vice-chancellor believes the  

university is well on its way to  
achieving its aspirations to be  
internationally recognised. “I recently 

received a letter from Nigeria saying that 
they recognise our programmes since 
they are already accredited by MQA.”

According to Professor Shukor, USIM 
has also received many visitors from the 
Middle East who come for briefing  
sessions and to view the programmes run 
by the university. 

“They know what our standards are 
like. That’s why 40 percent of our  
postgraduate enrolment is made up of 
foreign students,” he enthuses.  And I’m 
proud to inform you that our first PhD 
graduate is a foreign national. 

He clarifies, “Not proud because it’s 
not a Malaysian but proud because it 
shows that our programmes are good 
enough to attract students from other 
countries.

“Our first PhD graduate was from 
Saudi Arabia and this was followed by 
graduates from Iraq, Jordan, and so forth. 
And now we have PhD graduates from 
our own country.”

While on the subject of international 
recognition, Professor Shukor shares his 
thoughts on the controversial topic of 
university rankings. 

“Of course every university and 
country has its own vision and mission. 
And sometimes the rankings that are 
done overseas does not take into account 
our values and aspirations. 

“Nevertheless, I think it is something 
we should view positively as there is 
nothing wrong with striving to be  
considered among the best,” Professor 
Shukor opines. “If we are successful, 
others will have confidence in us and we 
would also be fulfilling the country’s aim 
of becoming a Centre for Excellence for 
Education. 

“After all, how can you claim to be a 
world centre for excellence when you’re 
ranked below 1000 and nobody’s even 
heard of you! We can’t just say it’s not 
relevant to us because it is still a form of 
recognition even if we don’t subscribe to 
it 100 percent.”

Future aspirations
The vice-chancellor asserts that he 

does not want USIM to be content with 
just being a jaguh kampong (local  

champion). “The university should strive 
to be the best anywhere it can,”  
he stresses. 

“Mention Cambridge University, Al-
Azhar University; everybody recognises 
those names. That’s the kind of branding 
we want USIM to have one day. We want 
to be the first choice university for both 
local and foreign students.” 

And that’s not the only hope  
Professor Shukor has for the university 
he helped built from scratch. “I would 
like us to produce graduates that are 
extremely knowledgeable, have good 
moral values, and will one day contribute 
to society. 

“More importantly, I want USIM to 
fulfill society and the nation’s aspirations. 
What we do at this university must be of 
relevance to our race, society, and  
country. We must contribute to the coun-
try’s economic growth and its progress. 
And finally, we must contribute to the 
development of Islamic civilisation.”

World Fatwa and 
Management Research Institute


