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Abstract

Background/purpose. Islamic Religious Education (IRE) in higher
education serves as a foundation for shaping students’ spiritual insight,
moral reasoning, and critical reflection. However, conventional
instructional approaches often lack contextual relevance and fail to
engage learners deeply. This study explores the transformative
potential of Problem-Based Learning (PBL) as a pedagogical innovation
to enhance students’ comprehension and application of Islamic
religious concepts.

Materials/methods. A Sequential Explanatory Mixed Methods design
was employed, involving 143 undergraduate students from a public
Islamic university in Indonesia. The study began with a pre- and post-
test to assess changes in students’ comprehension of core IRE
concepts, followed by semi-structured interviews to explore student
perceptions. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive
statistics and paired t-tests, while qualitative data underwent thematic
analysis.

Results. Quantitative findings revealed a statistically significant
improvement in post-test scores, indicating PBL's effectiveness in
enhancing conceptual understanding. Qualitative insights identified
four major themes: increased conceptual clarity, improved critical
thinking, enhanced classroom engagement, and challenges related to
time constraints and facilitator support. These results underscore PBL’s
capacity to foster reflective and meaningful religious learning
experiences.

Conclusion. Problem-Based Learning significantly enhances students’
comprehension and engagement in Islamic Religious Education by
fostering critical thinking, contextual understanding, and reflective
learning. While previous studies have explored PBL in religious
contexts, this research deepens the evidence by integrating
guantitative improvements with rich qualitative insights from higher
education learners. It highlights the pedagogical potential of PBL in
bridging doctrinal understanding with real-life application. The study
recommends curriculum-level integration, educator training, and time-
structured implementation to optimize its use in Islamic educational
settings.
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1. Introduction

Islamic Religious Education (IRE) at the higher education level is increasingly recognized as a
crucial vehicle for shaping morally grounded, spiritually reflective, and intellectually capable students.
In the context of Indonesia and other Muslim-majority societies, this educational field is tasked not
only with transmitting classical religious knowledge but also with preparing learners to navigate the
complexities of contemporary life while upholding Islamic values (Baharuddin et al., 2024). However,
current pedagogical practices often fall short of this transformative mission. Traditional lecture-based
methods continue to dominate, favoring one-way knowledge transmission and rote memorization
over reflective engagement and critical inquiry (Ayyad, 2022; Bensaid & Machouche, 2017; Omar,
2022; Widyawati & Nurhayati, 2023). This approach, while historically and culturally significant, has
demonstrated limited success in cultivating students' ability to internalize values or apply Islamic
teachings to modern ethical dilemmas (Ayyad, 2022; Felsenthal & Agbaria, 2025).

Recent literature highlights that Islamic Religious Education faces multi-layered challenges.
These include curricular fragmentation, lack of contextual relevance, and pedagogical stagnation in
addressing students' cognitive and affective needs (Abdul Khalil et al., 2024; Ulfat, 2020). In regions
such as Aceh, the challenge is further intensified by the need to balance national educational
standards with local religio-cultural traditions (Razali et al., 2024). Meanwhile, inconsistent
integration of national values and religious moderation across universities results in uneven graduate
competencies (Faisal et al., 2021; Yani et al., 2023). Teaching methods also remain largely traditional
and insufficiently responsive to digital transformation and global educational trends (Amaly et al,,
2023; Hashim, 2017; Ismail et al., 2024; Nurhayati et al., 2024). Together, these factors underscore
the urgent need for pedagogical reform in Islamic higher education.

The core problem addressed by this study is the limited effectiveness of conventional
instructional strategies in fostering deep comprehension, value internalization, and critical thinking
in Islamic Religious Education. Although lecture-based approaches have succeeded in delivering
factual knowledge, they often disengage students and hinder the development of higher-order
cognitive and ethical reasoning skills (Felsenthal & Agbaria, 2023; Omar, 2022). These shortcomings
become particularly evident when students struggle to relate abstract religious doctrines to everyday
ethical challenges. Additionally, the reliance on memorization—while culturally rooted—tends to
reduce learning to passive recall, marginalizing the reflective and dialogical dimensions of faith-based
education (Ayyad, 2022). In response to these limitations, a range of innovative teaching strategies
has been proposed. Contextual Teaching and Learning (CTL), for example, links religious content with
real-life scenarios to enhance relevance and comprehension (Parhan et al., 2024). Similarly, the
Bahtsul Masa'il method engages students in interpreting classical texts through collaborative
discourse, enhancing both reading comprehension and applied ethical reasoning (Hudri & Al Haj
Zaini, 2023). These approaches indicate a growing recognition that effective Islamic education must
move beyond knowledge transmission toward reflective and contextualized learning. Among the
emerging strategies, Problem-Based Learning (PBL) stands out for its strong theoretical foundations
and demonstrated impact on learning outcomes. Grounded in constructivist and transformative
learning theories, PBL emphasizes student-driven inquiry, critical thinking, and real-world problem
solving (Garcia-Planas et al., 2021; Hung & Amida, 2020). In moral and values education, PBL fosters
ethical reasoning by encouraging learners to engage with complex issues, formulate judgments, and
collaboratively seek solutions (Bessa et al., 2017). Furthermore, it aligns well with Islamic pedagogical
goals, promoting not only intellectual development but also character formation and social
responsibility (Khatiban et al., 2019; Khazen, 2024).

Empirical studies have shown that PBL can enhance religious comprehension and moral
development more effectively than traditional methods (Khatiban et al.,, 2019; Mao, 2021). In
comparative research, PBL has been found to outperform lecture-based instruction in fostering
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analytical skills, ethical sensitivity, and decision-making capabilities among students. Its collaborative
nature also supports the development of communication and teamwork skills, which are essential for
holistic education (Harasym et al., 2013). In the context of Islamic education, PBL's potential is
increasingly recognized, though its implementation remains sporadic and under-studied. A growing
body of literature has begun to explore PBL's integration within Islamic education, particularly in
Southeast Asia. However, these studies often focus on specific institutional contexts, such as
pesantrens or madrasas, limiting the generalizability of findings(Anshori, 2021; Rohman, 2022).
Challenges to implementation include entrenched traditionalism, insufficient teacher training, and
logistical constraints such as limited classroom time and technological resources (de Araujo et al,,
2018; Elena-Mirela et al., 2015; Papakostas, 2024). Moreover, there is a paucity of research that
systematically aligns PBL with Islamic epistemologies or explores its impact on students' reflective
and spiritual development(Achmad & Fitria, 2024).

This study responds to these gaps by examining the implementation of Problem-Based Learning
in an Islamic Religious Education program at the higher education level in Indonesia. Specifically, it
investigates whether PBL can significantly improve students' understanding of core Islamic concepts
and enhance their engagement with religious values in daily life. Based on the gaps in literature and
contextual challenges identified, this study addresses the following research questions:

1. To what extent does the implementation of Problem-Based Learning improve higher
education students’ comprehension of Islamic Religious Education concepts?

2. What are students’ perceptions of the cognitive impact and instructional challenges of
Problem-Based Learning in Islamic Religious Education?

2. Literature Review
2.1. Theoretical Foundation of Problem-Based Learning (PBL) Problem-Based Learning

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) signifies a fundamental transformation in pedagogical paradigms,
representing a shift from transmission-oriented, instructor-led modalities to learner-centered
approaches grounded in authentic engagement and contextual relevance. Rooted in a sophisticated
amalgam of learning theories, PBL promotes inquiry-driven, collaborative, and reflective learning
processes that align with the epistemological demands of 21st-century education (Akcay, 2009;
Storey & Schiavo, 2013). At its core, PBL is informed by constructivist theory, which posits that
learners actively construct knowledge through meaningful engagement with their environment. This
constructivist orientation redefines the learner’s role from passive recipient to active knowledge
builder, wherein students interrogate complex, ill-structured problems and synthesize multi-sourced
information to derive actionable solutions. Such cognitively demanding engagement fosters deeper
conceptual understanding and enhances the transferability and sustainability of learning (Zhao et al.,
2024).

Complementing this is social constructivism, which accentuates the intersubjective nature of
learning through collaborative dialogue. Within PBL frameworks, learners co-construct knowledge in
small group settings by articulating hypotheses, evaluating perspectives, and negotiating shared
meanings. These socially mediated interactions enhance not only individual cognitive development
but also cultivate interpersonal competencies critical for professional practice, including
communication, empathy, and cooperative problem-solving (Safitri & Nurhayati, 2023; Shimizu et al.,
2021; Wu et al., 2018). The theoretical scaffolding of PBL is further enriched by insights from cognitive
psychology. This perspective underscores how learners organize, store, and retrieve information,
emphasizing mental processes such as abstraction, reasoning, and reflection. PBL facilitates the
activation of prior knowledge, promotes hypothesis testing, and encourages iterative refinement of

https://doi.org/10.22521/edupij.2025.18.412 Published online by Universitepark Press


https://doi.org/10.22521/edupij.2025.18.412

Amirudin et al. |4

understanding—processes that are crucial for the development of flexible, adaptable cognitive
schemas (Lu et al., 2014).

In higher education, the relevance of PBL is amplified by Adult Learning Theory, particularly
Knowles” andragogical framework. This theory contends that adult learners are autonomous, goal-
oriented, and motivated by the perceived applicability of knowledge(Musa & Nurhayati, 2021;
Nurhayati, 2024). PBL aligns with these characteristics by situating learning within real-world contexts
that resonate with learners' experiences and professional aspirations, thereby fostering agency and
engagement (Ratnawulan et al., 2025; Tiarawati et al., 2023). Additionally, Transformative Learning
Theory offers a critical dimension to PBL, especially in disciplines where ethical reasoning and identity
formation are paramount. This theory emphasizes the role of critical reflection in effecting paradigm
shifts in learners” worldviews. Through engagement with morally and intellectually challenging
scenarios, students are prompted to re-evaluate entrenched assumptions and reconstruct their
frames of reference, thereby achieving transformative learning outcomes (Harahap, 2023; Wang &
Cranton, 2016).

2.2. PBL in Higher Education

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) has emerged as a transformative pedagogy within higher
education, originating in medical training and progressively adopted across disciplines such as
engineering, architecture, science, and business. At its core, PBL fosters a student-centered learning
environment where learners engage collaboratively in solving real-world, ill-structured problems.
This approach promotes the development of essential academic and professional competencies,
including critical thinking, self-directed learning, and collaborative problem-solving (Hung & Amida,
2020). Underpinned by constructivist principles, PBL encourages deep cognitive engagement by
positioning students as active agents in constructing knowledge. By applying learned concepts to
authentic scenarios, students not only retain information more effectively but also cultivate
adaptability and analytical skills. Furthermore, PBL nurtures soft skills—such as teamwork,
professional communication, and leadership—that are increasingly critical in contemporary work
environments (Muhd Darus et al., 2016).

Empirical studies confirm that students engaged in PBL demonstrate higher academic
achievement, improved conceptual understanding, and stronger motivation, particularly when
instruction is aligned with real-life relevance and professional contexts (Adamuthe & Mane, 2020;
Nemakhavhani, 2024). Nevertheless, successful implementation is not without obstacles. Key
challenges include resource limitations, faculty preparedness, time constraints, and curricular
rigidity, all of which may hinder PBL’s institutional integration (Borges et al., 2014; Salvador et al.,,
2023). Best practices underscore the importance of sustained institutional support, innovative
assessment strategies, and interdisciplinary collaboration in course design. Moreover, the
effectiveness of PBL is closely tied to its alignment with cultural and contextual realities. In non-
Western academic settings, adapting PBL to local discourse norms and learning expectations is critical
for fostering engagement and inclusivity (Imafuku, 2012; Savin-Baden, 2016). PBL represents a
powerful instructional model capable of preparing students for the intellectual and interpersonal
demands of the 21st-century workforce.

2.3. PBL in Islamic Education

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) has emerged as a transformative instructional method in Islamic
education, facilitating the integration of contemporary pedagogical practices with traditional
religious instruction. It engages students in authentic, real-world problems that require critical
thinking, reflective reasoning, and the application of Islamic ethical frameworks. This alignment with
Islamic epistemology reinforces PBL’s relevance in nurturing deep comprehension and principled
decision-making. In disciplines such as figh, PBL has proven effective in fostering higher-order
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thinking by challenging students to integrate doctrinal knowledge with ethical analysis. This capacity
to provoke rigorous reflection and analytical rigor marks a departure from rote memorization,
positioning PBL as a means to cultivate deeper engagement with Islamic legal reasoning (Haryani et
al., 2019). Similarly, embedding Islamic values into PBL processes—such as in madrasa sociology
classes—has demonstrated improved student motivation and cognitive, affective, and psychomotor
outcomes (Anshori, 2021). Digital innovations further enhance PBL’s impact. Mobile applications
rooted in structured instructional design models, such as ADDIE, have increased accessibility to
interactive and autonomous learning environments in Islamic education (Nawi & Zakaria, 2019). At
the same time, the bahth al-masa’il tradition in Indonesian pesantrens reflects a culturally embedded
form of PBL, emphasizing student agency and collaborative textual interpretation (Rohman, 2022).

However, effective implementation is not without its challenges. The success of PBL hinges on
well-crafted, contextually relevant problem scenarios and the capacity of educators and learners to
navigate technological tools (Alajab & Jafer, 2015; Gregori-Giralt & Menéndez-Varela, 2015). These
limitations necessitate targeted training, institutional support, and pedagogical alignment. Despite
such barriers, PBL remains pedagogically robust, fostering skills in inquiry, communication, and
ethical application of knowledge. It not only transforms passive learning into an active, student-
centered process but also reinforces lifelong learning competencies—skills essential for intellectual
and moral development in Islamic education (Asad et al.,, 2015). PBL’s integration within Islamic
education supports a holistic learning paradigm that merges cognitive excellence with spiritual
purpose. Its capacity to foster interpretive depth, reflective ethics, and autonomous learning
positions it as a powerful tool for shaping morally responsible and critically engaged Muslim learners.

2.4. PBL Efficacy in Improving Students’ Comprehension

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) has emerged as a transformative pedagogical model that
significantly enhances students’ comprehension and learning outcomes across educational levels and
disciplines. At its core, PBL cultivates critical thinking, facilitates deep conceptual understanding, and
promotes long-term knowledge retention by engaging students in inquiry-driven, real-world
problem-solving. Empirical findings consistently demonstrate that PBL elevates students’ higher-
order cognitive skills, particularly among learners with strong academic orientation and consistent
participation (Lee, 2025). The incorporation of concept mapping into PBL frameworks further
amplifies engagement and reinforces learning gains across cognitive and behavioral dimensions
(Mesbah et al., 2025). These outcomes are echoed in subject-specific applications; for instance, PBL
has been shown to improve achievement and scientific attitudes in physics education (Isna &
Masykuri, 2018). Similarly, integrating gamification tools such as Kahoot! within PBL contexts has
been found to heighten academic performance and learner satisfaction (Taesotikul et al., 2021).

From a cognitive standpoint, PBL fosters durable knowledge retention and facilitates transfer of
learning to unfamiliar contexts, largely due to its emphasis on active, self-directed learning (Yew &
Goh, 2016). It also promotes intrinsic motivation and sustained engagement, evidenced by improved
attendance patterns and positive student feedback (De Witte & Rogge, 2016; Naik et al., 2024). The
use of authentic, real-life problems and cooperative learning structures sustains learner interest and
contributes to deeper, more meaningful educational experiences (Badjie & Velankar, 2023). Beyond
cognitive outcomes, PBL supports the development of essential twenty-first-century skills—including
collaboration, communication, leadership, and adaptability—that are vital for success in
contemporary professional environments (Naik et al., 2024). It enhances students’ sense of agency
and academic self-efficacy, empowering them to take ownership of their learning processes. A
broader theoretical lens reveals that PBL not only supports immediate comprehension but also
enhances knowledge transfer, reasoning, and cognitive flexibility. Students engaged in PBL frequently
demonstrate stronger self-regulatory learning strategies and are more adept at applying their
knowledge to complex, novel problems (Lu et al., 2014). These effects are magnified in settings where
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PBL is supported by structured reflection and collaborative inquiry (Borges et al., 2014; Hung &
Amida, 2020). Longitudinal findings suggest that even short-term exposure to PBL can yield
measurable improvements in general problem-solving capacity and critical thinking (Knopfel et al.,
2024). PBL not only supports comprehension as an outcome but also acts as a driver of motivation
and academic quality. When coupled with strategies that enhance learner motivation, PBL
contributes to a more inclusive, engaging, and dynamic classroom environment (Tongpaeng &
Thongsibsong, 2013). PBL stands as a powerful instructional approach with demonstrated efficacy in
improving students’ comprehension, critical reasoning, and academic engagement. Its strengths are
rooted in learner-centered design, contextual relevance, and its capacity to integrate cognitive,
metacognitive, and affective dimensions of learning. Realizing its full potential, however, depends on
strategic implementation that aligns with learners’ contexts and provides adequate support for both
instructors and students (Das et al., 2023).

3. Methodology

3.1. Study design

This study employed a Sequential Explanatory Mixed Methods approach, integrating quantitative
and qualitative data collection and analysis in two strategically ordered phases(Creswell & Creswell,
2017). The quantitative strand followed a quasi-experimental design using a single-group pre-test
and post-test procedure without a control group, which is acknowledged as a limitation of the study.
The qualitative strand adopted a basic interpretive qualitative design to explore students’ learning
perceptions and experiences. Data integration followed a sequential explanatory strategy, in which
qualitative findings were used to interpret and enrich the quantitative results. The initial quantitative
phase served to establish empirical evidence concerning the pedagogical effectiveness of Problem-
Based Learning (PBL) in enhancing students’ comprehension of Islamic Religious Education (IRE)
content. The subsequent qualitative phase was designed to elucidate and contextualize these results
through the in-depth exploration of student perspectives. This design was selected to afford both
analytical breadth and explanatory depth. While the quantitative component provided statistically
measurable insights, the qualitative dimension enabled a richer interpretation of how students
cognitively and affectively engaged with PBL as a pedagogical strategy. The use of methodical
triangulation across phases contributed to the robustness of internal validity and strengthened the
interpretative credibility of the study.

3.2. Participants

The target population consisted of fourth-semester undergraduate students enrolled in the
Islamic Education Study Program at Singaperbangsa University, Karawang, which was chosen due to
its ongoing curricular reform efforts integrating Islamic values with student-centered learning
models, making it a suitable site to examine the transformative impact of Problem-Based Learning.
The total population comprised 222 students, all of whom had completed the Philosophy of Islamic
Education course—a foundational requirement for participation. A simple random sampling
technique was employed to minimize selection bias and ensure representativeness. Utilizing the
Slovin formula at a 5% margin of error, a sample of 143 students was obtained. This sampling strategy
facilitated generalizability within the defined population while ensuring analytical rigor. Eligibility
criteria included course completion and lack of prior exposure to PBL-based instruction, thereby
mitigating confounding influences on outcome measures.

3.3. Data collection tools

Data collection was aligned with the mixed-methods framework, comprising both standardized
cognitive assessments and semi-structured qualitative interviews.
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The quantitative instrument consisted of a 40-item multiple-choice test aimed at evaluating
students’ understanding of essential IRE domains—namely, worship (ibadah), creed (agidah), ethics
(akhlag), and social interaction (muamalah). Items were meticulously crafted to align with the six
cognitive domains of Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy: remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing,
evaluating, and creating. The test was administered in a pre-test/post-test configuration, framing the
PBL intervention that occurred across two structured learning sessions. The intervention was carried
out in five key steps: (1) identification of real-life religious problems related to IRE domains, (2) small
group discussions and formulation of hypotheses, (3) independent and collaborative search for
solutions using Islamic sources, (4) classroom presentations and peer dialogue, and (5) individual
reflection with facilitator feedback.

For the qualitative strand, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposive sub-
sample drawn from the main study cohort. The interview guide was constructed with reference to
the study’s conceptual framework and extant literature on constructivist pedagogy in Islamic
education. The interviews explored students’ perceptions of the instructional process, motivational
responses, cognitive engagement, and their perceived ability to apply IRE concepts beyond the
classroom. All interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and conducted in settings that
ensured participant confidentiality and comfort

3.4. Validity of data collection tools

To ensure both construct and content validity, the cognitive assessment underwent rigorous
scrutiny by two academic experts specializing in Islamic Religious Education and instructional
evaluation. Each item was systematically reviewed for theoretical alignment, semantic clarity, and
pedagogical relevance to the targeted learning outcomes. Recommendations from the validation
process were meticulously integrated to refine the instrument prior to its deployment. Reliability was
established through the computation of Cronbach’s Alpha, which produced a coefficient of 0.85,
indicating high internal consistency across test items. To mitigate confounding variables and ensure
procedural uniformity, the cognitive assessments were administered under standardized conditions.
Synchronization of the intervention and post-assessment schedule further enhanced the internal
validity of the findings.

Regarding qualitative data, the study upheld methodological rigor through the implementation
of triangulation, peer debriefing, and participant member checking. To bolster trustworthiness,
selected interview transcripts were returned to participants for verification, ensuring accurate
representation of their perspectives. A comprehensive audit trail was maintained throughout the
analysis phase, which included the use of codebooks, documented theme development processes,
and reflexive analytic memos to enhance transparency and reproducibility of qualitative inferences

3.5. Data analysis procedure

Quantitative data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics, applying both descriptive and
inferential statistical techniques. Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, and
frequency distributions, provided a foundational overview of student performance. A paired samples
t-test was subsequently employed to assess statistically significant differences between pre- and
post-intervention scores, thereby quantifying the effectiveness of the PBL intervention on students’
comprehension of Islamic Religious Education content.

Qualitative data underwent thematic analysis, rigorously following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-
phase framework: data familiarization, initial code generation, theme development, thematic review,
theme definition, and synthesis of findings. Coding was executed manually and cross-verified through
peer debriefing to bolster analytical reliability. The process emphasized thematic saturation, ensuring
that core patterns were robustly captured and interpretively sound. To enhance analytical depth,
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emergent qualitative themes were cross-examined with quantitative findings through a process of
methodological triangulation, enabling an integrated, multi-dimensional interpretation of the
pedagogical impacts under investigation

3.6. Ethical considerations

All research procedures conformed to institutional ethical standards and protocols. Ethical
clearance was obtained from the university’s ethics committee prior to data collection. Informed
consent was secured from all participants, who were briefed on the study’s aims, methodologies,
confidentiality safeguards, and their rights—including the right to withdraw without consequence.
Anonymity was preserved through the de-identification of data, and all digital files were securely
stored in password-protected environments. These ethical protocols, combined with methodological
integrity, ensured that the research was conducted responsibly, with due consideration for
participant welfare and academic standards. The research methodology employed in this study
exemplifies a rigorous and ethically grounded approach to investigating pedagogical innovation
within Islamic Religious Education.

4. Results

4.1. Problem-Based Learning Implementation and Higher Education Students’
Comprehension Of Islamic Religious Education Concepts Improvement

Quantitative data were collected using a multiple-choice test comprising 40 items covering key
domains of Islamic Religious Education—worship (ibadah), creed (agidah), ethics (akhlag), and social
interaction (muamalah). The test was administered to 143 students before (pre-test) and after (post-
test) the PBL intervention. As illustrated in Table 1, the pre-test scores averaged 36.42 (SD = 2.812),
while the post-test scores increased to an average of 38.24 (SD = 2.648). The improvement of nearly
two points suggests a moderate yet meaningful gain in students’ comprehension. The minimum score
rose from 29 to 31, and the maximum increased from 39 to a perfect score of 40. These trends reflect
a reduction in performance variance and a shift towards higher overall achievement.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Pre-Test and Post-Test Scores

Statistics Pre-Test Post-Test
N (Number of data) 143 143
Mean 36.42 38.24
Std. Deviation 2.812 2.648
Minimum 29 31
Maximum 39 40

To determine whether the observed difference in comprehension was statistically significant, a
paired samples t-test was performed. The results yielded a p-value of <0.001 (p < 0.05), confirming
that the increase in post-test scores was not due to chance. The average gain of 1.818 points is
statistically significant, underscoring the efficacy of the PBL model in fostering deeper conceptual
understanding among students. The score progression is visually represented in Figure 1. The graph
delineates a clear improvement from pre-test to post-test phases, providing further validation of the
guantitative findings. The trajectory evidences both the effectiveness and consistency of PBL’s impact
on students’ learning outcomes.
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4.2. Students’ Perceptions of The Cognitive Impact And Instructional Challenges Of
Problem-Based Learning In Islamic Religious Education

Students' perceptions of the PBL experience were explored through thematic analysis of
qualitative interview data. The themes and patterns that emerged provide insight into both the
perceived cognitive benefits and instructional barriers associated with PBL. The most frequently
referenced themes are presented in Table 2, alongside illustrative quotes and the number of
respondents who contributed to each category.

Table 2. Qualitative Themes and Representative Quotes on Students’ Perceptions of PBL

Theme Description Representative Quote Frequency
(n=20)
Improved A deeper grasp of Islamic  "PBL helps me relate IRE concepts 18
Understanding of concepts and their real- to problems in the community... it
IRE life application can also be applied in everyday
life." — Student C
Enhanced Critical Improved analytical "PBL taught me to find solutions 16
Thinking reasoning and ethical thatarein accordance with Islamic
decision-making values, such as justice, honesty,
and brotherhood." — Student H
Increased Greater interest and "lIbecame more enthusiastic about 15
Engagement and active participation in learning IRE... | can't wait for IRE
Motivation learning processes class." — Student |
Time Constraints Insufficient class time for "We need more time for 14
in-depth discussion and discussion, finding information,
task completion and preparing reports." — Student
M
Instructor Support Demand for clearer "Sometimes | am still confused. | 12
Needed instruction and more need more intensive guidance

frequent feedback from
lecturers

from the lecturer." — Student O
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1. Improved Understanding of IRE Concepts

Students reported enhanced conceptual understanding, particularly in grasping the spiritual
significance of worship. For instance, Student A articulated a deeper devotion in prayer, while Student
B reflected on the ethical dimensions of fasting. Furthermore, participants indicated an improved
ability to apply religious knowledge to societal issues, as evidenced by Students C and D who linked
IRE concepts to business ethics and community problem-solving. These perspectives affirm PBL’s role
in making abstract religious concepts more personally relevant and actionable.

2. Enhanced Critical Thinking Skills

The qualitative data revealed that PBL fostered analytical reasoning and value-based decision-
making. Students such as E and F described learning to identify root causes of problems and critically
assess relevant information. Others, like G and H, emphasized their capacity to formulate ethically
grounded solutions, guided by Islamic principles like justice and integrity. The narratives suggest that
PBL environments challenge students to engage in deeper reasoning that transcends rote
memorization.

3. Increased Engagement and Motivation

Participants expressed heightened interest and participation in IRE classes. Students | and J
remarked on increased motivation and reduced boredom, while K and L highlighted elevated
classroom interactivity and confidence in articulating their views. The experiential, student-centered
nature of PBL appeared to cultivate intrinsic motivation, thereby enhancing overall learning
engagement.

4. Implementation Challenges

Despite the benefits, students also reported barriers to effective PBL implementation. The most
cited challenges were time constraints and the need for more lecturer support. Students M and N
noted insufficient in-class time for discussion and problem resolution, while Students O and P
emphasized the necessity of more structured feedback and guidance. These insights underscore the
importance of institutional preparedness in facilitating effective PBL delivery.

The integration of both quantitative results and qualitative feedback presents a holistic view of
PBL’s impact. The statistically significant improvement in test scores is corroborated by students’
reflective testimonies, which reveal deeper cognitive engagement, enhanced motivation, and greater
applicability of Islamic values in everyday contexts. For example, the rise in average test scores aligns
with students’ expressed gains in comprehension and critical thinking. Meanwhile, the increased
range and specificity of qualitative responses underscore the multidimensional nature of learning
transformation. Moreover, the qualitative accounts offer critical insights into how PBL fosters
metacognitive growth, prompting students to question assumptions, justify interpretations, and
derive value-based solutions to real-world issues. This development, while difficult to capture in test
scores alone, marks a significant educational achievement. Simultaneously, recurring themes of time
limitations and instructor feedback gaps highlight structural issues that must be addressed to
optimize PBL's impact. Collectively, the results indicate that PBL substantially enhances both the
cognitive and affective dimensions of students' engagement with Islamic Religious Education. The
challenges identified point to the importance of structural and instructional support to optimize PBL's
implementation. With appropriate scaffolding, PBL has the potential to become a cornerstone of
pedagogical innovation in religious higher education.
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5. Discussion

7’

5.1. Problem-Based Learning Implementation and Higher Education Students
Comprehension Of Islamic Religious Education Concepts Improvement

This study provides robust empirical evidence affirming the efficacy of Problem-Based Learning
(PBL) in fostering higher education students’” comprehension of Islamic Religious Education (IRE)
concepts. The statistically significant improvement in post-test scores (M = 38.24) compared to pre-
test scores (M = 36.42), with a paired samples t-test indicating p < 0.001, substantiates the cognitive
benefits of the PBL intervention. This improvement was observed across core domains of IRE,
including worship (ibadah), creed (agidah), ethics (akhlag), and social interaction (muamalah),
highlighting the model’s effectiveness in facilitating integrative and holistic understanding.

The enhancement in students’ conceptual mastery echoes findings from Nawi and Zakaria
(2019), who demonstrated the superiority of online PBL in deepening religious value internalization
when contrasted with conventional pedagogies. Likewise, Khazen (2024) found that PBL significantly
enriched ethical reasoning and decision-making skills among female tertiary learners, underscoring
its relevance in values-oriented educational settings. The present research reinforces these outcomes
in a traditional classroom environment, indicating PBL’s versatility and pedagogical adaptability. The
reduced standard deviation from 2.812 to 2.648 suggests not only an upward shift in achievement
but also a compression in performance disparities, indicating a more equitable learning effect.
Nugraha et al. (2024) documented similar outcomes when PBL was combined with flipped learning
to address Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), supporting the contention that PBL facilitates
inclusive education for heterogeneous learners.

From a theoretical perspective, the results affirm the paradigm shift from rote memorization to
inquiry-based learning within religious studies. This aligns with Plummer et al. (2020) and Arifin et al.
(2025), who emphasized that such a shift promotes higher-order thinking, reflective reasoning, and
authentic engagement with religious content. The observed gain in scores reflects this epistemic
transformation, confirming that PBL enables students to move beyond surface-level learning toward
deeper spiritual and ethical inquiry. Parallel findings in secular disciplines provide further validation.
Bazrafcan et al. (2018) showed improved motivation and ethical reasoning in medical students
exposed to PBL, while Madhavi et al. (2024) highlighted its dual impact on technical and ethical
competencies among engineering students. These interdisciplinary outcomes reinforce the argument
that PBL cultivates multifaceted learners capable of ethical judgment, critical reflection, and applied
knowledge transfer.

Knoblauch and Tamer-Uzun (2023) underscored that culturally responsive, collaborative PBL
models develop students’ intercultural competencies and religious tolerance—essential attributes in
pluralistic societies. Santos Meneses (2020) similarly advocated for dialogical learning in religious
education, showing that ethical discourse cultivates both civic responsibility and spiritual insight.
These findings support the inclusion of reflective dialogue in IRE through PBL to nurture
comprehensive ethical development. Suyitno et al. (2025) further observed that PBL fosters
internalized moral reasoning by engaging students in critical reflection on religious texts and values.
Budiyanti et al. (2024) advanced this integration through the ul( al-‘ilm model, combining Quranic
epistemology with PBL and demonstrating holistic student development across cognitive, ethical, and
spiritual dimensions.

Although the absolute mean score gain was relatively modest (1.818 points), this should be
interpreted within the context of high baseline performance, potentially suggesting a ceiling effect.
Araujo et al. (2018) noted similar limitations in PBL effectiveness when institutional constraints—such
as rigid timelines and assessment formats—impeded the depth of inquiry-based tasks. Additionally,
O’Brien et al. (2022) emphasized that structural hierarchies in religious institutions may inhibit open
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dialogue and student agency, thus limiting PBL's transformative capacity. These observations
highlight the need for institutional reform that supports learner autonomy, encourages dialogical
exchange, and aligns assessment with exploratory learning outcomes. Effective implementation of
PBL also hinges on teacher preparedness and institutional alignment. Sakir and Kim (2020)
demonstrated that structured training and adaptive facilitation are critical to successful PBL
integration. Fernandes-Osterhold (2022) similarly emphasized that pedagogical innovation must
resonate with educators’ epistemological orientations and the institutional value framework to
achieve meaningful reform.

Chapman et al. (2014) and Muhamad et al. (2024) advocated for embedding real-world
challenges within religious instruction to enhance engagement and relevance. These studies suggest
that situating PBL within socio-ethical contexts, such as environmental stewardship or social justice,
enables students to apply Islamic teachings to contemporary issues, thereby reinforcing both moral
agency and societal responsibility. Current studies identified educator competence—both in
pedagogy and spiritual guidance—as pivotal for navigating the dual imperatives of faith and inquiry
(Adiyono et al., 2025; Mustari & Nurhayati, 2024; Nurhayati & Parhan, 2024). Their work underscores
that PBL facilitators must be equipped not only with instructional strategies but also with a deep
understanding of Islamic principles to guide ethically nuanced discourse. This study affirms that
Problem-Based Learning is a highly effective pedagogical approach for advancing students’
comprehension of Islamic Religious Education. Its capacity to foster critical thinking, ethical
reasoning, and spiritual integration positions it as a powerful strategy for cultivating holistic learners.
While structural and cultural challenges persist, the evidence underscores PBL’s transformative
potential when embedded within supportive, reflective, and value-conscious educational
environments.

5.2. Students’ Perceptions of The Cognitive Impact And Instructional Challenges Of
Problem-Based Learning In Islamic Religious Education

A principal finding from the qualitative narratives is the elevation of students’ cognitive
engagement as a direct result of their immersion in the PBL framework. The most salient theme,
Improved Understanding of IRE Concepts, encapsulates how abstract Islamic teachings were
rendered more intelligible, relevant, and experientially grounded when contextualized within
authentic, problem-based scenarios. Students articulated that this pedagogical shift enabled them to
internalize doctrinal knowledge through its practical manifestations in ethical, social, and spiritual
domains. This alignment of knowledge with lived experience marks a departure from conventional
didacticism and affirms the potency of PBL in fostering deeper epistemological connections. The
ability to bridge textual learning with real-world ethical dilemmas reflects a sophisticated
engagement with religious education, wherein knowledge is not merely acquired but actively
constructed and situated within a moral universe. These findings substantiate Budiyanti et al. (2024),
who emphasize PBL’s capacity to integrate cognitive rigor with spiritual formation, particularly in
contexts where ethical reasoning and identity construction are foundational to the curriculum.

Closely aligned was the theme of Enhanced Critical Thinking. Students described moving beyond
rote memorization to engage with complex, morally infused problems that required interpretation
of Islamic values such as justice, compassion, and accountability. Their engagement in structured
problem analysis and dialogical inquiry encouraged epistemic agency. These findings are consonant
with Anshori (2021), who emphasized that value-laden inquiry can deepen students’ reasoning
capacities and reflective judgement in Islamic education. Furthermore, students’ ability to
substantiate arguments and navigate theological plurality reflects the metacognitive affordances of
PBL.
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Emotional engagement was also prominently observed. Under the theme Increased Engagement
and Motivation, students expressed heightened enthusiasm, sense of ownership, and intrinsic
motivation in IRE classes. The active, collaborative nature of PBL evidently nurtured a learning climate
perceived as stimulating and empowering. These observations are reinforced by Asfihana et al. (2024)
and Sholeh et al. (2024), who found that autonomy-supportive environments foster sustained
student involvement. Grounded in Self-Determination Theory, this motivational resonance confirms
that when students perceive relevance and autonomy, emotional engagement naturally follows.
Moreover, this emotional involvement in IRE is intertwined with religiosity. Wahab et al. (2019)
highlight that culturally relevant pedagogy enhances identity formation. Within this study, PBL
appears to activate such latent motivators, allowing students to align learning experiences with their
spiritual and moral frameworks.

Nonetheless, substantial instructional challenges were also documented. Students reported
Time Constraints as a significant impediment, often leading to superficial discussion or incomplete
collaboration. These perceptions echo prior findings by Abildinova et al. (2024) and Saavedra &
Rapaport (2024) who identified structural time limitations as a critical barrier to PBL implementation.
The temporal demand of research, synthesis, and presentation in PBL exceeds conventional
classroom scheduling, necessitating institutional recalibration. The theme Need for Instructor
Support further complicated the learning experience. While PBL assumes a shift toward learner
autonomy, students noted that unstructured independence without adequate scaffolding resulted in
cognitive overload and interpretive ambiguity. These findings align with Kokotsaki et al. (2016) and
Obikwelu et al. (2012), who argue that high-functioning PBL necessitates active facilitation. In the
context of IRE—where doctrinal precision and ethical clarity are essential—teacher mediation
becomes even more vital. Chen et al. (2021) and Chikurteva & Chikurtev (2020) contend that
pedagogical competence in PBL must be developed through sustained professional training,
particularly when instructors are transitioning from traditional didactic roles.

Assessment also emerges as a systemic constraint. Without tailored rubrics that capture the
processual and dialogic nature of PBL, both students and instructors face uncertainty in evaluating
outcomes. Ali et al. (2021) and Zerovnik & Nan&ovska Serbec (2021) call for comprehensive
assessment models that recognize knowledge construction, ethical reasoning, and collaborative
effort—dimensions central to IRE. Collectively, these findings suggest that while PBL offers a
transformative pedagogical avenue, its implementation in Islamic education must be contextually
attuned and institutionally supported. Effective enactment demands strategic planning, teacher
preparedness, and curricular alignment with theological and pedagogical objectives. Teachers must
serve as facilitators of inquiry while maintaining epistemic authority, and institutional stakeholders
must ensure that temporal, technological, and training infrastructures are sufficiently robust.

Project-Based Learning constitutes a paradigm shift in educational design. Rather than
functioning as a supplementary method, PBL reorients pedagogy toward student agency, problem
orientation, and epistemic collaboration. Within IRE, this innovation harmonizes with constructivist
principles while remaining sensitive to the spiritual and moral dimensions of learning. Scholars
highlight PBL's potential to catalyze deep, interdisciplinary learning (Ardila-Duarte et al., 2019;
Bendermacher et al., 2023). When adapted to faith-based curricula, PBL not only cultivates critical
and creative thinking but also facilitates moral deliberation and spiritual growth (Acharya et al., 2021;
Plaza-Angulo & Lopez-Toro, 2025). Further studies by Chapman et al. (2014) and Safitri & Nurhayati
(2023) suggest that integrating problem-based inquiry with spiritual values can reinforce students'
identity formation and ethical agency. Fernandes-Osterhold (2022) similarly argue that teacher
competence in value-based facilitation is essential for leveraging PBL’s transformative potential. As
such, PBL must not only be structurally integrated but philosophically aligned with the religious
mission of educational institutions. The findings confirm that PBL significantly enhances students’
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cognitive and emotional engagement in Islamic Religious Education. However, to realize its full
potential, structural and pedagogical challenges—particularly those concerning time management,
scaffolding, and assessment—must be proactively addressed. When implemented with thoughtful
alignment to spiritual values and supported by institutional commitment, PBL can evolve into a
cornerstone of innovative, transformative religious pedagogy.

6. Limitations and future research

Despite the significant contributions of this study, several limitations should be acknowledged
that delimit the generalizability and scope of the findings. First, the participant sample was drawn
exclusively from a single Islamic higher education institution, potentially narrowing the external
validity across diverse educational ecosystems. The unique pedagogical practices, sociocultural
norms, and institutional ethos specific to this setting may have shaped students’ experiences of PBL
in ways that are not universally replicable. Second, the study relied heavily on self-reported
qualitative data, which, although rich and contextually grounded, introduces potential biases
including social desirability, recall inaccuracies, and interpretive subjectivity. While the use of
thematic analysis provides valuable insight into student perspectives, the absence of complementary
quantitative measures limits causal inference and restricts our ability to quantify learning outcomes.
Future research should consider longitudinal mixed-method designs, integrating psychometric
assessments, learning analytics, and observational data to triangulate findings and enhance empirical
robustness. Third, the role of instructional variables—such as teacher facilitation quality, PBL
implementation fidelity, and curricular integration—was not systematically investigated. Further
inquiry should examine how educator competence, professional development, and institutional
alignment influence PBL outcomes in religious education contexts. Additionally, broader comparative
studies are needed to explore PBL's pedagogical resonance across interfaith and intercultural
educational settings. Fourth, although the study utilized a pre-test and post-test design to measure
the impact of the intervention, it did not include a control group. The absence of a control group is a
methodological limitation, as it restricts the ability to rule out alternative explanations for observed
improvements and limits the strength of causal claims. Future research should consider employing a
quasi-experimental design with a control group to provide more robust evidence of intervention
effects. Finally, intervention-based research is recommended to evaluate the impact of PBL models
specifically tailored to Islamic pedagogy. These efforts should include the design and testing of
structured curricula that integrate Islamic ethical constructs with inquiry-based learning, supported
by rigorous, culturally responsive evaluation frameworks. By addressing these methodological,
instructional, and contextual gaps, future scholarship can offer a more nuanced and generalizable
understanding of how PBL can be strategically implemented to enrich both the cognitive and spiritual
dimensions of learning in religious education.

7. Suggestions and practical implications

The findings of this study present critical pedagogical and institutional implications that warrant
immediate attention. First, the demonstrated cognitive and affective benefits of Project-Based
Learning (PBL) suggest that it should be regarded not merely as an instructional supplement, but as
a core pedagogical framework in Islamic Religious Education (IRE). Accordingly, educational
institutions must initiate systemic reforms to embed PBL within the core of IRE curricula. This involves
ensuring alignment with theological imperatives, fostering epistemological depth, and respecting the
spiritual values that underpin religious instruction.

To support this integration, comprehensive and ongoing professional development is essential.
Educators should be equipped not only with skills in inquiry-based and student-centered pedagogy
but also with the theological literacy required to mediate between doctrinal content and problem-
based processes. Targeted training programs, interdisciplinary mentoring, and reflective praxis
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groups should be developed to build pedagogical agility among faculty. These efforts will enable
educators to cultivate classroom ecologies that balance critical inquiry with reverence for sacred
knowledge. Institutional infrastructures must also adapt to accommodate the unique demands of
PBL. Academic scheduling should reflect the iterative nature of project development, and workloads
should be recalibrated to allow deep inquiry and collaboration. Simultaneously, assessment systems
must evolve. Traditional summative evaluations are insufficient for capturing the depth of learning
fostered by PBL. Instead, multidimensional assessment tools—such as reflective portfolios, peer
assessments, narrative evaluations, and rubric-based performance reviews—should be
institutionalized. Culturally responsive project design is also imperative. PBL tasks should be anchored
in locally meaningful issues that resonate with students’ sociocultural contexts and religious values.
Such contextualization enhances student motivation, fosters moral imagination, and nurtures the
integration of faith and action. Furthermore, institutional leaders should promote collaboration with
community stakeholders—including religious leaders, NGOs, and families—to bridge classroom
learning with communal transformation. Through these comprehensive strategies, Islamic higher
education institutions can actualize a pedagogical model that is both deeply rooted in Islamic
epistemology and dynamically responsive to the challenges of contemporary education. By
embracing PBL as a central modality, IRE can become a site of transformative learning where students
are empowered not only as scholars of religion but as ethical agents and community leaders attuned
to the complexities of the modern world.

8. Conclusion

This study addressed two main research questions regarding the impact of Problem-Based
Learning (PBL) in Islamic Religious Education (IRE). First, the implementation of PBL led to a
statistically significant improvement in students’ comprehension of core IRE concepts, as indicated
by the increase in post-test scores across domains such as ibadah, agidah, akhlag, and muamalah.
Second, qualitative findings revealed that students perceived PBL as fostering deeper conceptual
understanding, critical reasoning, and the ability to apply Islamic teachings to real-life situations. By
facilitating the convergence of cognitive, affective, and ethical learning dimensions, PBL enables
students to move beyond surface-level comprehension toward a more profound, integrative
engagement with Islamic teachings. The model fosters critical reasoning, enhances moral
discernment, and nurtures emotional resonance—core objectives of religious education. These
outcomes demonstrate that PBL, when appropriately contextualized, offers a viable alternative to
traditional didactic instruction, aligning with contemporary educational imperatives while preserving
spiritual integrity. However, several challenges were identified in the PBL implementation process,
including time constraints for group work and discussion, as well as the need for more intensive
instructor support and feedback. These issues, compounded by the absence of a control group in this
quasi-experimental study, should be acknowledged as methodological and practical limitations.
Addressing these structural constraints requires institutional commitment to reimagining curriculum
frameworks, assessment models, and faculty competencies. Moreover, embedding PBL within
culturally responsive and community-integrated pedagogical ecosystems can further enhance its
transformative potential. In light of these findings, this study recommends the strategic
institutionalization of PBL in Islamic higher education, accompanied by sustained faculty
development and structural support. Through this lens, Islamic education can cultivate ethically
grounded, intellectually agile, and socially responsive learners equipped to navigate the complexities
of the modern world.
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