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Abstract
This study examines the use of active learning as a pedagogical strategy for enhancing Islamic Religious Education (IRE). The article is grounded in the need to improve the quality of religious learning that is often constrained by teacher-centered instruction, limited student participation, and insufficient opportunities for reflective practice. Using a qualitative descriptive design, the study explores classroom practices, teacher perspectives, and instructional documents related to the implementation of active learning in IRE. Data were collected through observation, interviews, and documentation, and were analyzed through data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing. The findings indicate that active learning enhances IRE through six interrelated strategies: learning by doing, contextual teaching and learning, higher-order thinking skills, experiential learning, digital game-based learning, and cooperative techniques such as peer teaching, card sorting, team quizzes, and the power of two. These strategies contribute to more participatory, reflective, and meaningful learning by strengthening students’ critical thinking, collaboration, communication, spiritual awareness, and practical application of Islamic values. The study also identifies several challenges, including limited teacher training, varied student readiness, time constraints, and uneven institutional support. It concludes that active learning can transform IRE from a content-delivery subject into a student-centered, value-oriented, and life-relevant learning experience when supported by teacher capacity-building, contextualized curriculum design, and adequate learning infrastructure.
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Introduction
Islamic Religious Education (IRE) occupies a strategic place in the Indonesian education system because it is expected to develop students who are knowledgeable, religiously aware, morally responsible, and socially responsive. IRE is not only concerned with the transmission of doctrinal knowledge, but also with the formation of character, the internalization of Islamic values, and the development of ethical awareness in everyday life. Therefore, the quality of IRE must be understood not merely in terms of mastery of material, but also in relation to how students participate, reflect, practice, and transform religious knowledge into meaningful behavior.
In many classroom contexts, however, IRE is still frequently delivered through conventional methods dominated by lectures, memorization, and one-way explanation. Such practices may help students recognize concepts, but they often provide limited space for inquiry, critical discussion, value clarification, and practical application. When students become passive recipients of information, religious learning may lose its transformative power. This situation creates a gap between curriculum expectations and classroom realities, especially when the curriculum emphasizes character formation, contextual understanding, and the ability to apply Islamic teachings in contemporary social life.
Active learning offers a relevant response to this problem. Philosophically, active learning is rooted in the view that students construct knowledge through activity, interaction, exploration, and reflection (Kimonen et al., 2017). It places students at the center of the learning process and encourages them to ask questions, solve problems, collaborate with peers, and relate learning material to real-life experiences. In IRE, this approach is particularly important because Islamic values are not only to be known but also to be understood, experienced, practiced, and evaluated in relation to personal and social conduct.
The concept of learning by doing is central to active learning. Kamenetskiy (2020) explains that meaningful learning occurs when learners engage in tasks that require thinking, reflection, and application. In the context of IRE, this may take the form of prayer practice, role simulation, discussion of ethical dilemmas, group projects, Qur’anic reflection, community service, or problem-solving related to everyday moral issues. Through these activities, students become more emotionally and cognitively engaged because they are not merely listening to religious content but actively exploring its relevance to life.
The rapid development of digital technology has further expanded the possibilities of active learning. During and after the COVID-19 pandemic, many educators began to integrate digital platforms, asynchronous discussions, simulations, and digital media into classroom practice. Brundidge and McArthur (2025) emphasize that asynchronous online active learning can move beyond passive discussion boards when designed to promote collaboration and reflective engagement. In IRE, digital tools may support interactive quizzes, digital storytelling, religious value simulations, and game-based learning that strengthen student interest and participation.
Nevertheless, implementing active learning in IRE is not without challenges. Teachers often face difficulties in designing appropriate activities, managing classroom time, assessing affective outcomes, and ensuring that all students participate meaningfully. Drew and Mackie (2011) argue that active learning requires pedagogical clarity and consistent implementation. Without sufficient teacher preparation, active learning may become only a set of classroom activities without deeper instructional purpose. Therefore, teacher capacity-building, institutional support, and clear curriculum alignment are essential for ensuring that active learning genuinely enhances the quality of IRE.
This study focuses on enhancing Islamic Religious Education through active learning. The study does not merely describe active learning techniques, but analyzes how such strategies contribute to the improvement of IRE quality in terms of student engagement, critical thinking, collaboration, spiritual awareness, and the internalization of Islamic values. By examining active learning as a quality-enhancement strategy, this article aims to provide practical and theoretical insights for IRE teachers, curriculum developers, school leaders, and educational policymakers.
The main argument of this article is that active learning can make IRE more contextual, participatory, reflective, and transformative. When properly implemented, active learning enables students to connect Islamic teachings with their personal experiences, social realities, and moral responsibilities. It strengthens not only cognitive understanding but also affective, psychomotor, ethical, and spiritual dimensions of learning. Thus, active learning should be understood as a strategic approach for improving the quality and relevance of Islamic Religious Education in contemporary education.
Research Method
This study employed a qualitative descriptive approach to provide an in-depth description of how active learning strategies are implemented in Islamic Religious Education and how they contribute to the enhancement of instructional quality. The qualitative design was selected because the focus of the study was not to measure causal relationships statistically, but to understand learning practices, teacher strategies, classroom interactions, and contextual factors that shape the quality of IRE learning.
Data were collected through classroom observation, interviews, and documentation. Observation was used to examine how teachers organized active learning activities, how students participated, and how Islamic values were connected to classroom practice. Interviews were conducted with Islamic Religious Education teachers to obtain information about planning, implementation, assessment, supporting factors, and inhibiting factors. Documentation was used to review lesson plans, teaching materials, assessment instruments, and other supporting documents related to IRE instruction.
The data analysis followed an interactive model consisting of data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing. Data reduction was carried out by selecting information relevant to active learning strategies and quality improvement. Data display was conducted through thematic organization, allowing the researcher to identify patterns related to learning by doing, contextual teaching, HOTS, experiential learning, digital game-based learning, and cooperative learning. Conclusions were drawn by interpreting the relationship between these strategies and the enhancement of student engagement, understanding, and value internalization.
To strengthen the credibility of the findings, this study used triangulation of sources and methods. Data from observations were compared with interview results and documentation. This process ensured that the interpretation of active learning implementation was not based on a single data source. The primary focus of the research was on planning, implementation, reflection, and evaluation of active learning in IRE, as well as on the supporting and inhibiting factors that influence its effectiveness.
Research Findings and Discussion
Research Findings
A. Active Learning as a Strategy for Enhancing IRE Quality
The findings indicate that active learning contributes to the enhancement of Islamic Religious Education by transforming the classroom from a teacher-dominated space into a participatory learning environment. Students are encouraged to engage with religious content through questioning, discussion, practice, collaboration, and reflection. This transformation is important because quality IRE is not achieved only when students memorize religious concepts, but when they can understand, interpret, and apply Islamic values in real situations.
Six major active learning strategies were identified as central to enhancing the quality of IRE: learning by doing, interactive active learning, contextual teaching and learning, higher-order thinking skills, experiential learning, and digital game-based learning. These strategies are not isolated techniques; rather, they form an integrated pedagogical framework that supports meaningful religious learning.
	Strategy
	Implementation in IRE
	Contribution to Quality Enhancement

	Learning by Doing
	Students practice worship procedures, moral actions, and religious problem-solving tasks.
	Strengthens practical understanding, discipline, and connection between knowledge and action.

	Interactive Techniques
	Peer teaching, card sorting, team quizzes, and class discussion.
	Increases participation, reduces boredom, and improves retention of religious concepts.

	Contextual Teaching and Learning
	Relating Islamic teachings to family, school, social media, and community life.
	Makes IRE relevant, meaningful, and applicable to students’ lived experiences.

	HOTS-Based Learning
	Analysis of moral cases, Qur’anic values, and ethical dilemmas.
	Develops analytical, evaluative, and reflective thinking.

	Experiential Learning
	Projects, observation, religious practice, and community-based activities.
	Improves affective and spiritual internalization of values.

	Digital Game-Based Learning
	Quizzes, simulations, and digital interactive tasks.
	Enhances motivation, engagement, and digital relevance of learning.



1. Learning by Doing
Learning by doing emerged as one of the most effective strategies for improving the quality of IRE. In this approach, students are directly involved in activities that require them to practice what they learn. For instance, when studying prayer, ablution, honesty, responsibility, or cooperation, students do not only listen to explanations but also perform, demonstrate, discuss, and reflect on the meaning of the practice.
This strategy enhances quality because it bridges the gap between theory and practice. Students learn that Islamic teachings are not abstract rules but practical guidance for daily life. Through practice, students develop psychomotor skills, confidence, discipline, and the ability to connect religious values with personal behavior. Learning by doing also encourages students to become active participants in the learning process, thereby increasing motivation and classroom engagement.
In IRE, practical engagement is especially important because many religious values require habituation. Values such as honesty, patience, empathy, responsibility, and cooperation become more meaningful when students experience them in guided learning situations. Therefore, learning by doing helps move IRE from verbal instruction toward embodied learning.
2. Interactive Active Learning Strategies
Interactive strategies such as everyone is a teacher here, card sorting, team quizzes, peer teaching, and the power of two were found to increase classroom participation. These techniques give students opportunities to explain material, ask questions, organize information, and work collaboratively. Rather than positioning students as passive listeners, interactive strategies enable them to become co-constructors of knowledge.
The contribution of these strategies to IRE quality lies in their ability to reduce monotony and encourage deeper comprehension. For example, card sorting helps students classify concepts such as pillars of faith, Islamic manners, forms of worship, and moral values. Team quizzes create an atmosphere of healthy competition and collaboration. Peer teaching allows students to strengthen understanding by explaining material to classmates.
Such techniques also support the development of communication and social skills. Students learn to respect different opinions, listen carefully, and express religious understanding in their own words. These skills are essential because Islamic education aims not only to produce knowledgeable students but also individuals who are able to communicate values respectfully in social life.
3. Contextual Teaching and Learning
Contextual Teaching and Learning (CTL) connects religious concepts with students’ real-life experiences. The findings show that CTL makes IRE more meaningful because students are invited to discuss real situations such as friendship, family relationships, social media ethics, environmental responsibility, honesty in school tasks, and respect for diversity. Through this approach, Islamic teachings become relevant to the moral questions students face in everyday life.
CTL enhances the quality of IRE because it encourages students to understand why a value matters and how it should be practiced. For example, a lesson on honesty becomes more powerful when connected to cheating, digital plagiarism, or trust in friendship. A lesson on prayer becomes more meaningful when discussed in relation to discipline, gratitude, and self-control. This relevance helps students internalize Islamic values more deeply.
The contextual approach also improves problem-solving ability. Students are not merely asked to repeat definitions; they are invited to analyze situations, identify values, and propose ethical responses. This process supports the development of reflective thinking and responsible decision-making.
4. Higher-Order Thinking Skills in IRE
The integration of Higher-Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) was another important element in enhancing IRE. HOTS-based learning requires students to analyze, evaluate, and create responses rather than simply remember information. In the context of IRE, this may include analyzing moral dilemmas, evaluating behavior based on Islamic values, comparing different ethical choices, or designing solutions to social problems.
The findings suggest that HOTS strengthens the intellectual dimension of Islamic learning. Students become more capable of questioning, reasoning, and explaining the basis of their moral judgments. This is important because contemporary students live in a complex world where they must make decisions amid various influences from peers, media, technology, and society.
HOTS-based IRE supports the development of critical and ethical thinking simultaneously. Students are trained not only to think logically but also to think morally. In this sense, active learning helps IRE become a space for developing wisdom, not only information.
5. Experiential Learning
Experiential learning strengthens the affective and spiritual quality of IRE by involving students in meaningful experiences. Activities may include observation, reflection, community service, environmental care projects, religious practice, and collaborative assignments. These activities allow students to experience the consequences and meanings of Islamic values in real contexts.
Experiential learning improves the quality of IRE because students are encouraged to reflect on what they do and why they do it. For example, an environmental project can be linked to Islamic teachings on stewardship, cleanliness, and responsibility. A social care activity can be connected to compassion, zakat, and solidarity. Such experiences help students see Islamic values as living principles rather than isolated classroom content.
This approach also supports holistic development. Students develop cognitive understanding, emotional sensitivity, social responsibility, and spiritual awareness. Thus, experiential learning aligns with the comprehensive goals of Islamic education.
6. Digital Game-Based Learning
Digital Game-Based Learning (DGBL) was identified as a promising strategy for modernizing IRE and increasing student motivation. Digital quizzes, simulations, interactive games, and multimedia tasks can make religious learning more engaging. When designed carefully, digital learning does not reduce the seriousness of IRE but strengthens student interest and participation.
DGBL enhances quality by creating immersive learning experiences. Students can test knowledge, receive immediate feedback, and participate in interactive challenges. This is especially relevant for students who are accustomed to digital environments. However, the use of digital tools must remain value-oriented. The goal is not merely entertainment but meaningful learning that supports understanding and internalization of Islamic values.
The findings suggest that digital active learning should be integrated with reflection. After using digital games or quizzes, teachers need to guide students to discuss the values behind the content, relate them to daily life, and reflect on their behavior. In this way, digital media become a bridge toward deeper religious understanding.
B. Implementation and Impact of Active Learning
The implementation of active learning affects several dimensions of IRE quality. First, it increases student engagement. Students become more attentive, active in discussion, willing to ask questions, and more involved in group activities. This is important because learning quality is closely related to the level of student participation.
Second, active learning improves comprehension. By practicing, discussing, and applying concepts, students gain a deeper understanding of Islamic teachings. They do not only know the content but also understand its relevance and purpose. This supports long-term retention and meaningful learning.
Third, active learning strengthens the internalization of values. Because students engage in reflection, practice, and real-life application, Islamic values are more likely to become part of their behavior. This is consistent with the purpose of IRE as a subject that combines knowledge, faith, worship, morality, and social responsibility.
Fourth, active learning enhances collaboration and communication. Group work, peer teaching, and team quizzes provide opportunities for students to learn from one another. These activities foster respect, cooperation, empathy, and responsibility. In Islamic education, such social competencies are integral to moral development.
Fifth, active learning encourages spiritual awareness. When teachers connect learning activities with reflection on Allah, human responsibility, and moral consequences, students are guided to understand the spiritual meaning of learning. This makes IRE more holistic and transformative.
	Quality Dimension
	Observed Improvement
	Relevant Active Learning Strategy

	Engagement
	Students participate more actively and show greater attention.
	Team quizzes, peer teaching, digital games

	Understanding
	Students relate concepts to daily life and explain values more clearly.
	CTL, discussion, learning by doing

	Critical thinking
	Students analyze moral problems and evaluate behavior ethically.
	HOTS, case-based learning, guided inquiry

	Collaboration
	Students work together and develop communication skills.
	Power of two, group discussion, card sorting

	Spiritual awareness
	Students reflect on Islamic values and their personal meaning.
	Experiential learning, reflection, religious practice



C. Core Principles of Active Learning in IRE
The findings indicate that active learning in IRE is effective when guided by several core principles. The first principle is student-centeredness. Teachers must design learning that gives students opportunities to explore, ask, discuss, and practice. Student-centered learning does not reduce the role of the teacher; rather, it changes the teacher’s role from sole transmitter of knowledge to facilitator, guide, and moral model.
The second principle is contextual relevance. IRE becomes meaningful when lessons are connected to students’ lives. Religious concepts must be brought into dialogue with real experiences such as family relations, friendship, school discipline, digital behavior, social responsibility, and environmental care.
The third principle is reflective practice. Active learning must include time for reflection so that students can understand the moral and spiritual meaning of activities. Reflection helps students move from activity to internalization.
The fourth principle is inclusivity. Active learning should accommodate diverse learning styles, including visual, verbal, auditory, reading-writing, and kinesthetic preferences. Teachers need to use varied methods so that all students can participate meaningfully.
The fifth principle is value integration. Every activity in IRE should be connected to Islamic values. Active learning is not merely a technique; it is a pedagogical pathway for strengthening faith, morality, responsibility, and social awareness.
D. Challenges in Implementing Active Learning
Although active learning has strong potential, its implementation faces several challenges. The first challenge is limited teacher training. Some teachers are familiar with the concept of active learning but still need practical guidance in designing activities, managing time, and assessing student learning outcomes. Without adequate training, teachers may return to lecture-based methods because they are more familiar and easier to control.
The second challenge is varied student readiness. Some students are enthusiastic and confident in active learning activities, while others are shy, passive, or not accustomed to discussion. Teachers must gradually build students’ confidence and create a safe classroom atmosphere where every student feels respected.
The third challenge is time limitation. Active learning often requires more time than conventional teaching because students need opportunities to discuss, perform, present, and reflect. Teachers must therefore plan activities carefully and prioritize learning objectives.
The fourth challenge is institutional support. Active learning requires appropriate classroom arrangements, teaching materials, digital tools, and assessment instruments. Schools need to support teachers through training, facilities, and collaborative planning.
The fifth challenge is assessment. Measuring affective and spiritual outcomes is more complex than assessing cognitive knowledge. Teachers need rubrics, reflection journals, observation sheets, and performance assessments to evaluate students’ progress more comprehensively.
Discussion
The findings demonstrate that enhancing Islamic Religious Education through active learning requires a shift in instructional orientation. IRE should not be treated only as a subject for memorizing religious information. It must become a learning space where students actively construct understanding, practice values, and reflect on their moral and spiritual responsibilities. This finding is consistent with Kimonen et al. (2017), who emphasize that active learning depends on students’ direct involvement in the learning process.
The implementation of learning by doing confirms that religious education becomes more meaningful when students are given opportunities to practice and experience Islamic teachings. This supports the idea that active learning improves understanding by linking theory and action. In IRE, such linkage is essential because the goal of learning is not only knowledge acquisition but also behavior transformation.
The use of CTL and experiential learning strengthens the relevance of IRE to students’ daily lives. By connecting religious concepts to real contexts, students are better able to understand Islamic teachings as practical guidance. This aligns with Lytras and Housawi (2023), who highlight the importance of purposeful and student-centered learning for educational transformation.
The integration of HOTS demonstrates that IRE can contribute to the development of critical and reflective thinking. Students are not simply asked to accept information; they are guided to analyze moral issues, evaluate choices, and formulate value-based responses. This is important in the digital era, where students encounter diverse information and moral challenges. Active learning therefore supports IRE in preparing students to become thoughtful and ethical individuals.
The use of digital game-based learning shows that technology can strengthen IRE when it is integrated with pedagogical purpose. Digital tools can increase motivation and engagement, but they must be followed by reflection and discussion. Without value-oriented guidance, digital tools may remain superficial. With appropriate design, however, digital media can enrich active learning and make IRE more relevant to contemporary learners.
The challenges identified in this study show that quality improvement cannot depend only on individual teacher creativity. It requires systemic support, including professional development, institutional facilities, curriculum flexibility, and assessment innovation. Drew and Mackie (2011) remind that active learning must be supported by clear pedagogical frameworks. Therefore, schools must create conditions that enable teachers to implement active learning consistently.
Overall, the study confirms that active learning enhances the quality of IRE across cognitive, affective, social, ethical, and spiritual dimensions. Students become more engaged, more reflective, and more capable of applying Islamic values. This suggests that active learning is not merely a method but a comprehensive strategy for transforming the quality of Islamic Religious Education.
Educational Implications
The findings have several implications for Islamic Religious Education. First, IRE teachers need continuous professional development in designing and implementing active learning. Training should focus not only on method selection but also on classroom management, value integration, and assessment of affective outcomes.
Second, schools should provide institutional support for active learning. This includes flexible classroom arrangements, access to digital media, teaching materials, and opportunities for teacher collaboration. Active learning becomes more effective when supported by a school culture that values participation, reflection, and innovation.
Third, curriculum development should encourage contextualization. IRE materials need to be connected to students’ real lives, including digital ethics, social relations, environmental awareness, and community responsibility. Such contextualization helps students understand Islam as a living guide for contemporary challenges.
Fourth, assessment should be expanded beyond written tests. Performance assessment, reflection journals, observation rubrics, portfolios, and peer evaluation can provide more comprehensive information about students’ learning. These tools are particularly important for measuring character, spiritual awareness, collaboration, and the practical application of values.
Fifth, active learning should be implemented gradually and inclusively. Teachers must recognize that students differ in confidence, readiness, learning style, and background. Therefore, learning activities should be varied, supportive, and sensitive to student diversity.
Conclusion
This study concludes that active learning is a powerful strategy for enhancing Islamic Religious Education. Through learning by doing, interactive techniques, contextual teaching and learning, HOTS-based activities, experiential learning, and digital game-based learning, IRE becomes more participatory, reflective, and meaningful. These strategies help students understand Islamic teachings more deeply and apply them in daily life.
Active learning improves the quality of IRE by strengthening student engagement, critical thinking, collaboration, communication, spiritual awareness, and value internalization. It transforms students from passive recipients of religious information into active learners who reflect on values and practice them responsibly. This transformation is essential for ensuring that IRE remains relevant in contemporary education.
The study also shows that active learning faces challenges, including limited teacher training, varied student readiness, time constraints, assessment difficulties, and uneven institutional support. These challenges indicate the need for systematic efforts to improve teacher competence, curriculum design, learning infrastructure, and assessment tools.
In conclusion, enhancing Islamic Religious Education through active learning requires more than the adoption of classroom techniques. It demands a pedagogical commitment to student-centered learning, contextual relevance, reflective practice, inclusivity, and Islamic value integration. When these elements are present, active learning can significantly improve the quality of IRE and support the formation of students who are intellectually capable, morally grounded, and spiritually aware.
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