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Promoting Spiritual Ideals through Design Thinking in Public Schools 

 

 

Charlene Tan & Yew-Leong Wong 

 

Abstract 

 

Against a backdrop of the debates on the place of religious education in public or state 

schools, we argue for the introduction of spiritual ideals into the public school curriculum. 

We distinguish our notion of spiritual ideals from religious ideals as conceptualised by De 

Ruyter and Merry (2009). While we agree with De Ruyter and Merry that ideas drawn from 

religious/spiritual sources play a significant role in the students’ identity formation, 

development into reasonable liberal democratic citizens, and flourishing as adults, we 

highlight some problems with the conception of religious ideals. Instead of religious ideals, 

we propose the promotion of spiritual ideals in schools using a design thinking approach that 

acknowledges and welcomes the students’ diversity in understandings of spirituality. We 

further give examples of student projects that illustrate the potential of design thinking as a 

pedagogical tool for students to acquire spiritual ideals.  

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Should religion be part of the school curriculum in schools, and if so, how? To the first 

question, many educators are supportive of it if ‘religion’ is interpreted as religious 

knowledge and literacy for the sake of religious harmony in a globalised and culturally 

diverse (and divisive) world. But what is more contentious is the second question: how 

should religion be incorporated into the curricula of public or state schools in Western liberal 

democracies? A number of writers have responded to the above two questions in various 

ways (for example, see Hand, 2006; Hodder 2007; Rosenblith and Bailey, 2007; Williams, 

2008; Strhan, 2011).  

Against this backdrop of the on-going dialogues and debates on the place of religion 

in public schools, we would like to propose spiritual ideals for public schools. Some readers 

may (justifiably) wonder whether there is a difference between spiritual ideals and religious 

ideals. The answer is ‘yes’. To elaborate on the crucial distinction between spiritual ideals 

and religious ideals, we would like to frame our discussion using De Ruyter and Merry 

(2009)’s conception of ‘religious ideals’. We choose their conception as they have situated 

their discussion in the context of secular public schools in Western liberal democracies. 

While we agree with De Ruyter and Merry that ideas drawn from religious/spiritual sources 

play a significant role in the students’ identity-formation, development into reasonable liberal 

democratic citizens, and flourishing as adults, we highlight some problems with the 

conception of religious ideals. We put forward our alternative of spiritual ideals in the school 

curricula based on a design thinking approach. We hope that our paper will contribute 

towards the current conversation and controversy on the relationship between religion, 

spirituality and the public school curricula.  
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Religious Ideals for Public Schools 

 

De Ruyter and Merry (2009) define ‘religious ideals’ as “ideals that acquire meaning due to a 

belief in something transcendent or a divine being” (p. 298; all subsequent references are 

taken from this article unless otherwise stated). According to them, religious ideals can be 

either ideals in the ‘strict sense’ or ‘broad sense’. The former consists of ideals that are 

constituted by a belief in a transcendent being and are only pursued by people who believe in 

such a being or something transcendent. Ideals in the second category belong to other 

domains of life such as the moral, social, economic, political or aesthetic domain, but derive a 

specific religious meaning through the belief in a divine being. In an earlier article, De Ruyter 

(2006, 272) gives some examples: “Ideals like complete devotion to the divine, obedience to 

divine commandments belong to the first category, while the second category consists of 

ideals like being just, generous or conscientious”.  

De Ruyter and Merry offer some arguments why religious ideals should be 

incorporated into the curricula of public schools. First, religious ideals should be taken 

seriously in public schools as they constitute an important part of the identity of religious 

adherents. Such a view also resonates with the desire of many religious parents who wish to 

see their children engaging with their own religious ideals in schools. Secondly, 

understanding the religious ideals of other citizens contributes towards the children’s 

development into reasonable liberal democratic citizens as they are encouraged to make 

nuanced evaluations about different ideals. Thirdly, the consideration of a variety of religious 

ideals is salutary for the children to flourish as adults; learning about the religious ideals 

inspires the children to give their own subjective interpretation by identifying, making sense 

and pursuing a particular conception of the good life for its own sake.  

Fourthly De Ruyter and Merry maintain that religious ideals can more easily be 

included within public education than ‘religious dogmas and rules’. Accordingly, there are 

three important differences between ‘religious ideals’ and ‘religious dogmas and rules’. To 

begin with, religious ideals are abstract and open to personal interpretation by the believers, 

while “dogmas and particularly rules are laid down in relatively precise terms that the 

believers are expected to adopt” (299). Next, religious ideals belong to the ‘aspirational 

domain’ while religious dogmas and rules belong to the ‘domain of duties’. They elaborate as 

follows: 

 

Rules and dogmas describe what people must do or believe if they are to meaningfully 

adhere to a particular faith. For instance, ordinarily Muslims are required to follow the 

five pillars of Islam, i.e. to fulfil the five duties—among which are daily prayer, giving 

alms, fasting during the Ramadan—if they want to be considered good Muslims; 

Christians are expected to believe that Jesus is the son of God. Religious ideals, on the 

other hand are aspirations that aim for an optimum outcome. Believers cannot be 

obligated to pursue religious ideals, because ideals reach beyond what may be required 

of people; they refer to excellences to which people aspire, not to expectations people 

have to pursue (300).  

 

Finally, De Ruyter and Merry claim that people are intrinsically motivated to pursue a 

religious ideal because they are convinced of the inherent excellent qualities to which the 

ideal refers. In contrast, people adhere to rules for extrinsic reasons, such as the desire to 

belong to a religious community or participate in its rituals.  
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Some Objections with Religious Ideals 

 

We have several objections to De Ruyter and Merry’s arguments for religious ideals to be 

introduced in public schools. As mentioned, they argue that religious ideals should be 

acknowledged in public schools since they are important to the believers in their decision-

making, identity formation and upbringing. They also claim that understanding different and 

often competing religious ideals contributes towards the children’s growth as reasonable 

liberal democratic citizens as well as their flourishing as adults. We do not object to these 

commendable goals of a liberal democratic education. But our point is that these goals cannot 

be achieved if the children’s education is confined to religious ideals without the 

accompanying dogmas and rules.  

For instance, an adequate and meaningful understanding of the ideal of ‘complete 

devotion to the divine’ requires, at the minimal level, an exploration of who this ‘divine’ is 

and what ‘complete devotion’ entails. This in turn requires some basic knowledge of the 

dogma of the triune God in Christianity or the doctrine of tawhid (oneness of God) in Islam, 

as well as religious rules such as keeping the sacraments or fasting during the month of 

Ramadan. But such an inquiry means that the student, whether as a religious adherent or 

otherwise, needs to travel beyond religious ideals into the territory of religious dogmas and 

rules – a journey not favoured by De Ruyter and Merry who wish to restrict the aspect of 

religion to ‘religious ideals’. However, if “it does not seem unfair for religious persons to 

insist that their ideals be taken seriously” (306), is it fair to expect religious persons to insist 

that their ideals be taken seriously, but not their dogmas and rules? 

De Ruyter and Merry posit that “it is less important that children know about the 

practices and central dogmas of the main religions in their society, than that they understand 

the ultimate motivations of other people, i.e. the ideals to which fellow citizens aspire” (297). 

However, can a non-believer adequately understand the ultimate motivation of a believer 

without knowing also how that motivation is translated into practice through specific beliefs 

and actions? A non-Christian may find it difficult to understand why a Christian is 

determined to risk his life to become a missionary in a primitive and dangerous part of the 

world (such as the case of twentieth century missionary Jim Elliot in Ecuador) unless the 

non-Christian appreciates how that motivation is tied to the Christian doctrines of salvation, 

evangelism and full-time calling. In short, a sufficient understanding and genuine respect of 

others, coupled with an appreciation of the inspirational nature of religious ideals, requires 

the children to go beyond religious ideals to explore religious dogmas and rules. The 

children’s subjective interpretation of the religious ideals may remain superficial or worse, 

misinformed, if their horizon is deliberately shielded from religious dogmas and rules.  

Besides the conceptual objections discussed earlier, there are also some practical 

challenges associated with the inclusion of religious ideals in schools. De Ruyter and Merry 

correctly point out that not teaching religious truth claims circumvents “the difficulties both 

with respect to adequate (and unbiased) teacher training and parental objections to 

epistemological analysis of their faith claims” (297). But how do we ensure that there is 

adequate and unbiased teacher training for the school staff to reasonably know which 

religious concepts qualify as religious ideals (the ambiguity of the shari’ah as a religious 

ideal/rule is a case in point), which religious ideals within and across the religions to include, 

and competently incorporate the selected ideals into the school curricula? Additionally, there 

remains the danger of the teacher being prejudicial towards certain religious ideals such as 

equating ‘jihad’ with holy war rather than its more accurate and complete meaning of 

‘struggle’, including the struggle against one’s inner desires in their daily lives (Hj Ali 2007). 

Compounding the challenge is that some religious parents may object to the exclusion of their 
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religious ideals in the school curricula; other parents whose religious ideals have been 

included may find the treatment of their religious ideals inaccurate or incomplete due to the 

deliberate omission of the associated dogmas and rules. 

 

An Alternative: Spiritual Ideals for Public Schools 

 

Spiritual ideals and spiritual education 

 

Our critique of De Ruyter and Merry’s concept of religious ideals does not imply that we 

think that ideals that acquire meaning due to a belief in something transcendent or a divine 

being are unimportant. On the contrary, we believe that they are essential ‘big ideas’ that 

everyone, including students in public schools, should be acquainted with for human beings 

to live a purposeful life. One of us has in fact argued elsewhere that students need to acquire 

religious literacy and spiritual values in schools (see Author 2005, 2008, 2009). In order not 

to confuse the ideals we have in mind and those advocated by De Ruyter and Merry, we will 

describe our ideals as spiritual ideals rather than religious ideals.  

The concept of spiritual ideals is not new. It originates from spiritual education as a 

counter-response to religious education. The distinction between religious and spiritual 

education, of course, depends on what one means by “religion” and “spirituality”. The 

common understanding of religion is that it consists of “a set of ethics, doctrines, 

organisational hierarchies, and the history of any particular religion” (Minney 1991, 388). We 

are aware that there are different definitions of ‘spirituality’ and ‘spiritual education’ (see 

Filipsone 2009 for a useful discussion). We adopt Carr (1999)’s definition of viewing 

spirituality as “a function of appreciation or reflection upon ideals or goals which are both apt 

for positive moral evaluation and concerned with those aspects of human experience which 

attempt to reach beyond the mundane and the material towards what is transcendent and 

eternal” (90). Spirituality  is a distinctive capacity for the individual to make sense of oneself 

within a wider framework of meaning and see oneself as part of some larger whole (Hill 1989; 

Minney 1991; Haydon 1997).  

Examples of spiritual ideals are feelings of transcendence, a search for meaning, 

purpose and service, a sense of awe, wonder and mystery, and self-knowledge (Erricker 

2000). Drawing upon the distinction made by Alexander and McLaughlin (2003), spiritual 

ideals can be religiously ‘tethered’ or ‘untethered’. The former is linked to or housed within 

the tradition of a religious faith. It “takes its shape and structure from various aspects of 

religion with which it is associated and that make it possible for us to identify criteria for 

‘spiritual development’” (Alexander and McLaughlin 2003, 359). The latter, on the other 

hand, is concerned with beliefs and practices that are disconnected from religion. This form 

of spirituality is not associated with any named supernatural power, institutionalised doctrines, 

or religious affiliations. In terms of the search for meaning, personal cultivation, 

manifestations of spirituality in life, responses to aspects of the natural and human world, and 

the collective domain, religiously untethered spiritual ideals tend to be unstructured, less 

specific, more open-ended and diffused (Alexander and McLaughlin 2003). 

Spiritual development is characterised by reflection, attribution of meaning to 

experience, and an emphasis on a non-material dimension to life and intimations of an 

enduring reality (OFSTED 1994). Such an approach which helps students to transcend “the 

fashionable utilitarian values of the everyday” (Minney 1991). Spiritual education aims to 

help students acquire insights into their personal existence which are of enduring worth, 

attribute meaning to their life experiences, and value a non-material and transcendental 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/248917291_What_Is_Spirituality_In_An_Educational_Context?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5be09bfb-064d-446d-bb1e-95391e420fe6&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzODA0NjQ2NDtBUzoyODc5MDY4Njc0OTkwMDhAMTQ0NTY1Mzc1NDUxNA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/248917291_What_Is_Spirituality_In_An_Educational_Context?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5be09bfb-064d-446d-bb1e-95391e420fe6&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzODA0NjQ2NDtBUzoyODc5MDY4Njc0OTkwMDhAMTQ0NTY1Mzc1NDUxNA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232840321_'Spiritual_Development'_in_the_Education_Reform_Act_A_Source_of_Acrimony_Apathy_or_Accord?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5be09bfb-064d-446d-bb1e-95391e420fe6&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzODA0NjQ2NDtBUzoyODc5MDY4Njc0OTkwMDhAMTQ0NTY1Mzc1NDUxNA==
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dimension to life (OFSTED 1994). Spiritual development may include but is not confined to 

any set of religious beliefs, institutionalised belief system, or any realm of worship.  

There are two main reasons why we believe that the introduction of spiritual ideals is 

preferred to De Ruyter and Merry’s religious ideals. First, the notion of spiritual ideals 

enables us to fulfil three objectives identified by De Ruyter and Merry for religious ideals to 

include in the public school curriculum.  By focussing on the transcendental and divinity, 

spiritual ideals affirm the identity of religious adherents and may satisfy the desire of many 

religious parents who wish to see their children engaging with their own spiritual ideals in 

schools. Furthermore, the students’ critical evaluation of different spiritual ideals is salutary 

towards their development into reasonable liberal democratic citizens. Such a process enables 

and empowers the children to flourish as adults by identifying, making sense and pursuing a 

particular conception of the good life for its own sake.  

Our second reason to favour spiritual ideals over De Ruyter and Merry’s religious 

ideals is that by not distinguishing religious ideals from religious dogmas and rules, spiritual 

ideals are free of the objections we have levelled towards religious ideals. Unlike religious 

ideals, spiritual ideals encompass the characteristics of religious dogmas and rules. This 

means that while some spiritual ideals may be more abstract and open to personal 

interpretation by the believers (like religious ideals), others may be more precise and less 

open to personal interpretation (like religious dogmas and rules). Additionally, spiritual ideals 

straddle across religious ideals, religious dogmas and rules by serving as aspirations and 

expectations for the believers. Finally, people may be intrinsically and/or extrinsically 

motivated to pursue spiritual ideals; this avoids De Ruyter and Merry’s dichotomy of 

religious ideal-intrinsic motivation versus religious dogmas and rules-extrinsic motivation. 

That spiritual ideals include religious ideals as well as religious dogmas and rules is 

due to their compatibility with religious worldviews. There is a close relationship between 

spiritual ideals and religion as the search for a wider framework of meaning for spirituality 

usually leads one to explore religious beliefs and practices. Spiritual education could include 

religious understanding and appreciation, albeit in a less formal and structured way. Instead 

of teaching religions in their institutionalised form, religious beliefs and practices are 

presented with the aim to develop an empathetic awareness of and reflective approach 

towards the various religions. It is important to add that the promotion of spiritual ideals is 

also an attractive option for public schools especially in Western liberal democracies as it is 

not (and should not be) about the inculcation or indoctrination of religious beliefs. It allows 

and encourages an empathetic yet critical discussion of spiritual and religious concepts and 

values without violating the constitutional requirement of the separation between the state 

and church. Secondly, there is also less concern that the teaching and learning of spiritual 

ideals will accentuate religious differences and contribute towards religious tensions and 

conflicts. Given that spiritual ideals need not include religious teachings – understood as 

teachings that are necessarily linked to an institutionalised religious system – spiritual 

education is also more palatable to those who are agnostic or atheistic.  

 

Introducing spiritual ideals through a design thinking approach 
How then can spiritual ideals be included in the school curricula? Educators should not 

assume that a uniform and standardised curriculum of spiritual education is suitable for all 

schools. Given that there cannot be a one-size-fits-all approach in incorporating spiritual 

ideals into the curriculum, we propose that educators plan and implement their spiritual 

education through a design thinking approach.  

 Design thinking, as the term is normally used in discourse on business and design, is 

an approach to innovation that seeks to bring about better approaches to complex situations. 
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Design thinkers apply the methods, tools and sensibilities of product designers to a wide 

range of challenges confronting us, such as reviving a fading brand or business, closing the 

opportunity gaps in education, alleviating poverty, improving the poor’s access to quality 

healthcare, protecting the environment from irreversible damage, generating sustainable 

economic growth, preserving traditional cultures, and so on. Conventional problem-solving 

practices tend to focus on only the technological or material aspects of problems; design 

thinking, on the other hand, underscores meeting the needs of people and giving meaning to 

their lives. Design thinking is inherently optimistic and focused on improving the experiences 

of people; it rejects the idea that one ought not to fix that which is not broken and asks 

instead “how might we do better?” to the challenges it has undertaken to overcome. (See 

Brown 2009; Cross 2011; Martin 2009). 

One distinctive feature of the design thinking process that makes it especially 

appropriate as a pedagogical tool for developing spiritual ideals in students is its human-

centredness. (For a detailed description and explanation of the design thinking process, see 

Brown 2009; Martin 2009; see also IDEO’s Human-Centred Design Toolkit, which is 

available online at www.ideo.com/work/human-centered-design-toolkit.) Many products and 

services, as well as social initiatives, fail for the same reason: their designers had not taken 

into consideration all aspects of their use or implementation, especially their impacts on the 

psychological needs of the people who will be using or living by them (see Brown 2009; 

Brown and Wyatt 2010 for more examples). To design thinkers, solving someone else’s 

problem is not simply a matter of overcoming the technological or material aspects of the 

problem: we must also deal with the psychological needs of the people who are experiencing 

the problem.  

There is therefore a strong ethical dimension to design thinking. An approach or 

solution that fails to address all aspects of the problem is not just inadequate but also morally 

irresponsible. To begin with, a poorly-design solution to a problem is likely to create further 

problems for the people who use it; furthermore, it also results in wastage of resources, 

because more resources must now be deployed to correct the inadequacies of the solution, or 

even come up with an entirely new solution. By demanding that participants in a design-

thinking project address all aspects of the problem from the perspective of the recipients, 

design-thinking projects motivate their participants to produce morally responsible solutions 

to problems. In particular, the attention paid to the psychological needs of people in a design-

thinking project gives its participants the opportunity to become acquainted with that range of 

human needs and aspirations that go beyond the mundane and the material. Given that many 

of our non-material needs and aspirations are spiritual in nature, design-thinking projects 

provide an expedient tool for helping students understand and form transcendental ideas 

about what it is to be human and acquire a deeper appreciation of the meaning of life.  

We can see from the above that design thinking is not a new concept. One of us has 

argued that design is at the core of human existence (Author 2011). Throughout our history, 

we have been shapers and makers of our environment, constantly changing it to serve our 

needs and aspirations, from the mundane and the material to the universal, the transcendental 

and the eternal (Bronowski 1973). There is very little in our environment that is not the result 

of human design. Our capacity to design encompasses the entire spectrum of human 

abilities—critical thinking, creative thinking, problem-solving, experimentation, physical 

interaction, inquiry and discovery, pattern recognition, intuition, meaning-making, language, 

integrative thinking, play, social organisation, ethical reasoning, etc.— our desire to 

challenge and overcome the boundaries of human limitation, and the pursuit of perfection. To 

participate in design thinking is to engage in an activity that is central to what it means to be 

human. This makes design-thinking projects a natural medium for spiritual education. 

http://www.ideo.com/work/human-centered-design-toolkit
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235700914_Design_Thinking_Understanding_How_Designers_Think_and_Work?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5be09bfb-064d-446d-bb1e-95391e420fe6&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzODA0NjQ2NDtBUzoyODc5MDY4Njc0OTkwMDhAMTQ0NTY1Mzc1NDUxNA==
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Design thinkers typically work in teams comprising members with different areas of 

expertise, because the problems they deal with are usually very complex, cutting across a 

number of different disciplines (Brown 2009; Brown and Wyatt 2010). The multidisciplinary 

nature of design thinking teams means that it is important for the team members to possess an 

open-minded appreciation of disciplines and ideas beyond his or hers. At the same time, it is 

also necessary for design thinkers to be able to empathise and work with people who are very 

different from themselves (this includes both their team mates as well as the people whose 

problem they are trying to solve). In short, design thinkers are “T-shaped” people: they 

possess a depth of knowledge and skills in a particular area that allow them to make 

significant contributions to the outcome of the project; they also have the ability to make 

connections between their disciplines and those of others and see possibilities and achieve 

breakthroughs by developing their ideas in the intermediate zone between different 

disciplines (Brown 2009; Brown and Wyatt 2010; Edwards 2008).  

Of course, students are not yet “T-shaped” people. They are still in the process of 

acquiring their disciplinary knowledge and skills, and their interpersonal communication 

skills and moral reasoning skills are still at a developmental stage. Nevertheless, getting 

students to participate in a suitably designed design-thinking project will provide them with 

the opportunities to not only sharpen and extend their disciplinary knowledge and skills 

through real-world application, but also appreciate in a deep and meaningful way the 

similarities and differences among people. We have a tendency to overestimate the amount 

and degree of differences between ourselves and members of another culture, religion, gender, 

socio-economic class, nationality, etc.; we also have a tendency to underestimate the amount 

and degree of differences among people who belong to the same culture, religion, gender, 

socio-economic class, nationality, etc. Participating in a design-thinking project can help 

students understand that people belonging to different groups may be more similar to one 

another than they imagine and that people belonging to the same group may be more different 

from one another than they imagine. This is a first step towards the construction and 

acquisition of moral and spiritual values and beliefs that go beyond mere obedience to social 

and moral norms. With appropriate facilitation from their teachers, students can then be 

guided to reflect upon more universal and transcendental aspects of the human experience – 

essentially what spiritual education is about. 

We should clarify that we are not prescribing or recommending design thinking as a 

template or blue-print for teachers and students to follow rigidly. The distinctive feature of 

design thinking, as pointed out earlier, is not any specific steps but its approach: for students 

to appreciate spiritual ideals through a human-centred, open-minded, empathetic, active and 

collaborative manner.  

An advantage of using the design thinking approach for spiritual education is that this 

approach acknowledges and welcomes the end users’ diversity in understandings of 

spirituality. Such diversity is important as research has shown that education for spiritual 

development tends to favour a naturalistic or secular humanist model of spirituality based in 

shared human experience (Watson, 2000). To further explain the relevance of a design 

thinking approach for the promotion of spiritual ideals, we would like to give two examples 

that illustrate the potential of design thinking as a pedagogical tool for students to acquire 

spiritual ideals. The specific spiritual ideal in our examples is the personal search for 

fulfilment in life.  

The first example, taken from an actual design thinking project carried out by a group 

of students in Singapore, illustrates spiritual ideals that are religiously untethered. In June 

2009, 20 students from Victoria Junior College in Singapore embarked on a two-week long 

design-thinking project where they reach out to a group of elderly people who are living 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/240529987_Whose_Model_of_Spirituality_Should_Be_Used_in_the_Spiritual_Development_of_School_Children?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5be09bfb-064d-446d-bb1e-95391e420fe6&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzODA0NjQ2NDtBUzoyODc5MDY4Njc0OTkwMDhAMTQ0NTY1Mzc1NDUxNA==
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alone in an old housing estate to better remember their medication instructions and medical 

appointments. (In Singapore, junior colleges run the final two years of high-school or pre-

university education.) The students spent many days observing and interacting with the 

elderly people in order to understand not only the problem they are experiencing with 

remembering their medication instructions and medical appointments, but also their deeper 

psychological needs as elderly and physically weak human beings.  

By observing the work-around solutions the elderly people had devised for 

themselves and the activities they engaged in daily, as well as noting the feedback they had 

given them on their preliminary ideas, the students realised that the elderly people they were 

trying to serve had a deep, almost desperate, need to be independent. Keenly aware of their 

diminishing physical strength and abilities and of their ability to remember things, the elderly 

people wanted to be able to perform at least the simple daily tasks for themselves without 

assistance. For instance, one of the students reflected in his project journal that the elderly 

people’s need for independence is a manifestation of every human’s need to be in control of 

his or her own destiny and be in command of his or her own faculties. Such reflections 

prompt the students to reach beyond the mundane and the material towards deeper questions 

related to humanity, frailty and mortality. It is clear from this example that a well-chosen 

design-thinking project can provide students with a rich well of experiences from which their 

teacher can later draw to facilitate an exploration of the spiritual ideal of one’s quest for 

meaning and purpose in life. 

The second example also focuses on the spiritual ideal of the personal search for 

fulfilment, but from a religiously tethered perspective. This design-thinking project requires 

the students to understand how a group of religious believers search for personal fulfilment 

through their faith. The religion selected for the project may be similar or different from the 

students, as long as there is something new for the students to explore, appreciate and learn. 

This means that the religion can be one that is shared by the students, but differs in terms of 

its different school, sect or denomination (for example, Sunni Muslim students focussing on 

Shiite Muslims) or it can be a religion that is different from that of the students (for example, 

a group of Christian students focussing on a group of Muslims living in their community). It 

is important to clarify that the focus is not on the truth claims of the religion, but on how 

adherents who subscribe to the truth claims of that religion live out their faith. Making the 

same distinction is Muslim scholar Alatas (2005) who differentiates “Islam at the abstract 

level (din) and concrete translations of this in the sense of different kinds of social groupings 

such as tariqah (ways of life), ahl (people, relations) and so on” (223). The spotlight of the 

design thinking project is not on Islam at the abstract level, but at the concrete level where 

believers express their faith in their daily lives. In other words, students are encouraged to go 

beyond Islam at the theoretical level to understand it as “a cultural system that is always in 

flux, and is therefore placed in a historical and social context” (Tibbi 2009, 7).  

Adopting a design thinking approach is critical as it reminds the students not to focus 

(merely) on the dogmas and rituals, or to homogenise and essentialise the religion and its 

adherents. Rather, the students should adopt a human-centred approach that enables them to 

empathise and work with people who subscribe to a faith different from them. By observing 

and communicating with a group of religious adherents, the students learn to look at the 

psychological needs of the adherents and understand how the adherents find personal 

fulfilment through their religion. In the process, students learn to reflect on those aspects of 

human experience that reaches beyond the ordinary and superficial towards what is spiritual 

and enduring, such as the values of ‘faith’, ‘divine’ and ‘brotherhood’. Such an appreciation 

is likely to require the students to understand not just religious ideals, but religious rules and 

dogmas. It helps them to see how human beings, through the case study of a group of 
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believers, make sense of oneself within a wider framework of meaning and as part of some 

larger whole. 

Some readers may object to such a design thinking project on the basis that exposing 

students to religiously tethered spiritual ideals is ‘dangerous’. It is feared that such a project 

may lead to religious conversion should the student be personally drawn to the religion, or 

inter-religious conflict if the student uses the opportunity to criticise the religion under study. 

Some conservative parents may also balk at the idea of their children empathising with 

people of another religious faith, especially if the parents themselves have strong negative 

views of that religion. However, it should be reiterated that our focus is not on the truth 

claims of the religion but on the cultural aspects of the religious tradition from the 

perspective of the adherents. The concerns over religious conversion, inter-religious conflict 

and parental objection, although legitimate, can be avoided if the students are well-guided by 

a teacher who is sensitive to the family backgrounds, needs, and levels of maturity of the 

students. In other words, the teacher can begin by encouraging younger or less ready students 

to explore religious traditions that are less controversial and objectionable.   

 

Conclusion 

 

In this article we have raised some objections to De Ruyter and Merry’s arguments for 

religious ideals to be included in the public school curricula. We argued that it is difficult to 

adequately understand religious ideals without the accompanying dogmas and rules. While 

we share the belief that religion should be an aspect of the education in public schools, we are 

not convinced, pace De Ruyter and Merry, that the inclusion of ‘religious beliefs’ is the way 

to go. Instead, we have proposed an alternative of spiritual ideals that come in two forms: 

religious tethered and religiously untethered. Of course, we do not deny that there are 

practical challenges involved. For example, schools need to put in much time and effort to 

prepare suitable materials for the inclusion of spiritual ideals in the curriculum, and to train 

teachers to skilfully incorporate spiritual ideals through design thinking projects. It may also 

not be easy for schools to promote spiritual education through their (already crowded) 

curriculum, ethos and climate. But such challenges apply to any new subject and pedagogical 

tool that a school wishes to introduce to its students and staff. While it may not easy to 

introduce spiritual ideals into the public school curricula, such an endeavour, as we have 

argued, is worthwhile and salubrious for the spiritual development of students. 
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