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Abstract

This article investigates the evolving dynamics of oral transmission within Qur’anic
memorization (hifz) pedagogy in contemporary Pakistan. Drawing on ethnographic
insights, educational policy documents, and scholarly literature, it examines how
traditional oral methods—rooted in centuries-old Islamic epistemology—interact
with, resist, or adapt to digital technologies and modern educational paradigms. The
study situates this inquiry within Pakistan’s sociocultural landscape, where
Qur’anic education remains a cornerstone of religious identity and moral formation.
While affirming the resilience of oral transmission as a sacred epistemic practice,
the article also identifies emergent tensions: the commodification of hifz through
digital platforms, generational shifts in learning preferences, and institutional
challenges in maintaining authenticity amid technological saturation. The analysis
underscores the need for context-sensitive pedagogical frameworks that honor oral
tradition while engaging constructively with digital affordances.
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Introduction
In Pakistan, the memorization of the Qur’an—known as hifz—occupies a central

place in religious life, cultural identity, and moral education. Rooted in the
Prophetic tradition and sustained through centuries of oral transmission (talaqq),
this practice embodies a living chain of knowledge (sanad) that connects
contemporary learners to the earliest generations of Muslims.t

The oral mode is not merely a method of instruction but a sacred epistemology that
privileges auditory reception, embodied repetition, and teacher-student intimacy as
conduits of divine knowledge.2

However, the 21st century has introduced unprecedented challenges to this
tradition. Digital technologies—smartphones, online Qur’an apps, YouTube
tutorials, and Al-driven recitation tools—have permeated the learning environment,
offering new avenues for access while simultaneously disrupting established
pedagogical norms.3

In urban centers like Lahore, Karachi, and Islamabad, children increasingly engage
with digital Qur’an tutors alongside or instead of human teachers. In rural madrasas,
electricity shortages and limited internet access preserve older methods, yet even
there, mobile phones circulate digital recitations that shape students’ auditory
expectations.*

This article explores the continuity and crisis of oral transmission in Pakistani
Qur’anic memorization pedagogy in the digital age. It asks: How do traditional oral
methods persist amid technological change? What tensions arise when digital tools
mediate a practice historically defined by face-to-face interaction? And how might
educators and policymakers support a balanced integration that preserves the
spiritual and epistemic integrity of hifz?
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The study is grounded in Pakistan’s national context, where over 30,000 registered
madrasas and countless informal hifz circles operate alongside state-led initiatives
like the National Madrasah Education Policy.’

The Epistemology of Oral Transmission in Islamic Tradition

Oral transmission in Islamic education is not a relic of pre-literate societies but a
deliberate epistemic choice. The Qur’an was revealed orally, memorized by the
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) and his Companions, and transmitted
through recitation long before its canonical codification.¢

This auditory foundation established talaqqi—the direct reception of knowledge
from a qualified teacher—as the gold standard for Qur’anic learning.”

In classical Islamic pedagogy, memorization was inseparable from moral formation.
The student (talib) did not merely internalize text but cultivated adab (ethical
comportment) through disciplined repetition, humility before the teacher (ustadh),
and spiritual attentiveness (muragabah).®

The teacher’s role extended beyond correction of pronunciation (tajwid); they
modeled piety, interpreted context, and safeguarded the sanctity of the recited
word.®

This epistemology persists in Pakistan’s hifz institutions. A typical hifz class (dars)
begins with the student reciting previously memorized portions to the teacher, who
listens attentively for errors in intonation, rhythm, or articulation. New verses are
introduced incrementally, often through rhythmic chanting (tarannum), with the
student repeating each phrase multiple times until internalized.'®

The absence of written text in early stages reinforces auditory memory and prevents
visual dependency—a practice aligned with Prophetic injunctions to “listen and

obey.”!!
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Scholars like Jonathan Berkey emphasize that oral transmission in Islam was never
anti-textual but rather prioritized the living voice as the primary vehicle of
authenticity.!?

In Pakistan, this manifests in the insistence that digital recordings, however
accurate, cannot replace the teacher’s corrective presence or spiritual authority. As
one ustadh in Faisalabad remarked, “A phone can recite, but it cannot see your
heart.”'?

The Institutional Landscape of Qur’anic Memorization in Pakistan
Pakistan hosts one of the world’s largest networks of Qur’anic education. Estimates
suggest that over 2 million children are enrolled in hifz programs, ranging from
full-time madrasas to after-school hifz centers (makatib) and home-based tutoring.'*
The majority operate under the supervision of provincial Wafaq al-Madaris bodies,
which standardize curricula, certify teachers, and administer examinations.'*

The pedagogical model remains strikingly consistent: daily memorization targets
(usually 1-3 verses), weekly reviews, and monthly assessments. Students typically
begin hifz between ages 5 and 8, completing the entire Qur’an in 2—4 years.'®

Upon graduation, they receive an ijazah (license) certifying their mastery—a
document that traces their sanad back to the Prophet through an unbroken chain of
teachers.'”

State involvement has increased since the early 2000s. The National Madrasah
Education Policy (2001, revised 2018) mandates the integration of modern subjects
(mathematics, science, Urdu) into madrasa curricula while preserving core religious
instruction.'®

Some hifz institutions now operate dual-track systems, where mornings are devoted
to Qur’anic studies and afternoons to secular subjects.'®

Despite this institutionalization, oral transmission remains the pedagogical core.

Even in “modernized” madrasas with digital whiteboards and computer labs, hifz
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classes are conducted orally, with minimal use of printed mushafs until the final
review stages.?

This reflects a deep-seated belief that the Qur’an must be “heard into the heart,” not
merely read into the mind.

Digital Disruption: Affordances and Anxieties

The proliferation of digital technology in Pakistan—where mobile penetration
exceeds 85% and internet users number over 100 million—have inevitably
impacted Qur’anic education.?

Apps like Quran.com, Al-Mushaf, and Bayyinah offer verse-by-verse recitations by
renowned qurra’ (reciters), interactive tajwid guides, and progress-tracking
features.?

YouTube channels such as “Quran for Kids” provide animated lessons that gamify
memorization.?*

These tools offer undeniable benefits. For families in remote areas with no access to
qualified ustadhs, digital platforms provide exposure to correct recitation. Children
with learning differences (e.g., dyslexia) may benefit from visual-auditory
reinforcement.?

Moreover, digital recordings standardize pronunciation, reducing regional dialectal
variations that sometimes compromise tajwid.?®

Yet educators express profound concerns. First, digital tools lack the corrective
feedback essential to oral pedagogy. A child may repeat a verse flawlessly from an
app but mispronounce a letter (e.g., dad as za’), and without a teacher’s ear, the
error becomes entrenched.?’

Second, the absence of human interaction erodes adab. As one Karachi-based
ustadh observed, “Children talk back to screens. They don’t bow their heads in

respect.”*®
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Third, the commodification of hifz through subscription-based apps risks
transforming a sacred act into a consumer service.?

Premium features, leaderboards, and digital badges may incentivize speed over
depth, encouraging students to “collect” verses rather than internalize meaning.*®
Perhaps most critically, digital mediation severs the sanad. In traditional pedagogy,
the teacher’s authority derives not only from knowledge but from their place in a
spiritual lineage. Digital reciters, however skilled, offer no such connection.3!

As a result, some scholars warn of a “depersonalized hifz” that satisfies technical
requirements but lacks spiritual resonance.32

Continuity amid Change: Adaptive Strategies

Despite these challenges, many Pakistani educators are developing adaptive
strategies that integrate technology without compromising oral integrity. In Lahore,
the Al-Huda Hifz Academy uses tablets not for autonomous learning but as
supplementary tools: students record their recitations and compare them to their
teacher’s model, fostering self-correction under supervision.3

In Peshawar, some ustadhs employ WhatsApp voice notes to assign daily listening
homework, ensuring students hear correct recitation outside class while maintaining
In-person review sessions.>*

Curriculum designers are also reimagining digital tools as bridges rather than
replacements. The “Qur’an Companion” app developed by a team at the
International Islamic University Islamabad includes a feature where students submit
voice recordings to certified teachers for feedback—a hybrid model preserving
human oversight.*

Policy initiatives support this balanced approach. The Punjab Curriculum and
Textbook Board’s 2022 guidelines for Islamic Studies encourage “judicious use of
audio-visual aids” in madrasas, provided they “do not supplant direct teacher-

student interaction.”>®
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Similarly, the Sindh Madrasah Education Board has piloted teacher training
workshops on “digital literacy for Qur’anic educators,” focusing on ethical app
selection and screen-time management.’

These efforts reflect a broader recognition that resistance to technology is neither
feasible nor desirable. Instead, the goal is to harness digital affordances while
anchoring pedagogy in the epistemological principles of oral transmission.
Generational Shifts and Cultural Memory

Beyond pedagogy, the digital age is reshaping how Pakistani youth relate to the
Qur’an as a cultural and spiritual artifact. For many urban children, the Qur’an is
first encountered through animated apps or social media clips—fragments divorced
from context and continuity.3®

This “bite-sized” engagement contrasts sharply with the immersive, whole-text
experience of traditional hifz.

Consequently, a generational gap is emerging. Older ustadhs lament that today’s
student’s lack “patience for repetition” and expect instant mastery.*®

Young learners, accustomed to interactive screens, struggle with the monotony of
rote memorization.*

Yet, paradoxically, demand for hifz remains high. Parents view it as a moral
safeguard in a globalized world, a way to “anchor” children in faith amidst cultural
flux.*!

This tension reveals a deeper crisis of cultural memory. Oral transmission
historically functioned as a communal practice, binding families and neighborhoods
through shared recitation. Today, individualized digital learning risks privatizing
the Qur’an, turning it into a personal achievement rather than a collective heritage.*
Addressing this requires more than pedagogical tweaks; it demands a reimagining

of Qur’anic education as a communal, intergenerational project. Some communities
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are reviving the tradition of weekly hifz circles (halagat) in mosques, where

children recite to elders, reinforcing social bonds and oral accountability.*
Policy Recommendations and Future Directions

To navigate the continuity-crisis dialectic, this article proposes three policy-oriented
recommendations:

1. Teacher Training in Digital Pedagogy: Madrasa accreditation bodies should
mandate modules on ethical technology use, equipping ustadhs to select and
supervise digital tools without ceding pedagogical authority.

2. Hybrid Curriculum Design: Develop blended-learning models where digital
tools support—but do not replace—oral instruction. For example, apps could be
used for listening practice at home, while class time remains dedicated to
recitation and correction.

3. National Standards for Digital Qur’an Resources: The Ministry of Federal
Education, in consultation with Wafaq al-Madaris, should establish certification
criteria for Qur’an apps, ensuring adherence to tajwid standards and pedagogical
ethics.

Future research should explore longitudinal outcomes: Do digitally assisted huffaz

(memorizers) retain the Qur’an as effectively as traditionally trained peers? How

does hybrid learning impact spiritual development? Such studies would inform

evidence-based policy in Pakistan’s evolving religious education landscape.
Conclusion

Oral transmission in Pakistani Qur’anic memorization pedagogy stands at a
crossroads. On one hand, its epistemological depth and spiritual efficacy remain
unmatched; on the other, digital technologies offer accessible, engaging alternatives
that resonate with contemporary learners. The challenge is not to reject innovation
but to integrate it within a framework that honors the sanctity of talaqqi and the
integrity of sanad.

Pakistan’s rich tradition of hifz—nurtured in homes, mosques, and madrasas across
the country—provides a resilient foundation for this integration. By fostering

dialogue between ustadhs, technologists, and policymakers, the nation can pioneer a
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model of Qur’anic education that is both authentically rooted and responsively
modern. In doing so, it safeguards not only the text of the Qur’an but the living

tradition through which it has been preserved for centuries.
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