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Abstract 
Critical thinking is an essential competence in higher education, yet its 
development in Islamic higher education is often challenged by learning 
practices that remain largely teacher-centered and content-oriented. This 
study aimed to examine the effect of Project-Based Learning on students’ 
critical thinking skills in the Islamic Religious Education Study Program at 
Universitas Islam Internasional Darullughah Wadda’wah. A quantitative 
approach with a quasi-experimental pretest–posttest control group design was 
employed. The participants consisted of 64 undergraduate students, divided 
into an experimental group and a control group, with 32 students in each group. 
The experimental group was taught using Project-Based Learning over eight 
meetings, while the control group received conventional instruction. Data were 
collected using an essay-based critical thinking test covering interpretation, 
analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and reflection. The findings 
showed that students in the experimental group achieved higher posttest 
scores than those in the control group, indicating that Project-Based Learning 
had a significant positive effect on students’ critical thinking skills. The 
strongest improvement was found in the reflection indicator, followed by 
interpretation, analysis, inference, evaluation, and explanation. This study 
contributes theoretically by positioning Project-Based Learning as a 
pedagogical framework that connects critical thinking development with 
Islamic higher education. It also offers practical implications for lecturers in 
designing contextual, collaborative, and reflective learning activities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Higher education is increasingly expected to prepare students not only to master disciplinary 

knowledge but also to think critically, evaluate information, solve complex problems, and make 

responsible decisions in changing social and professional contexts. Critical thinking has therefore 

become one of the central learning outcomes in higher education, especially because students are 

required to analyze arguments, examine evidence, make judgments, and apply knowledge beyond 

classroom settings (Bezanilla et al., 2021; Rivas et al., 2023). In Islamic higher education, the need for 

critical thinking is even more significant because students are expected to connect Islamic 

knowledge, ethical values, and contemporary social realities in a reflective and problem-solving 
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manner. Recent studies in higher education also show that innovative pedagogical approaches are 

strongly associated with students’ critical thinking and learning outcomes.  

However, the development of students’ critical thinking skills remains a continuing challenge 

in Islamic higher education. Learning practices in Islamic studies and Islamic religious education are 

often still associated with content transmission, textual understanding, and teacher-centered 

instruction, while students need more opportunities to investigate real problems, construct 

arguments, collaborate, and produce meaningful learning outputs. Amirudin et al. (2025), for 

example, note that conventional Islamic religious education may lack contextual relevance and may 

not sufficiently engage students in deeper religious understanding, critical thinking, and active 

learning. This condition indicates the need for learning models that can bridge Islamic knowledge 

with real-life issues and higher-order thinking processes.  

One pedagogical approach that is considered relevant to this issue is Project-Based Learning. 

Project-Based Learning places students at the center of the learning process through investigation, 

collaboration, problem solving, and the production of concrete projects. Unlike conventional 

instruction that emphasizes the delivery of content, Project-Based Learning encourages students to 

identify problems, collect and analyze information, make decisions, and communicate their findings 

through authentic outputs. These learning activities are closely related to critical thinking because 

students are required to interpret information, evaluate alternatives, justify decisions, and reflect on 

the quality of their work. 

Previous research has shown that Project-Based Learning can positively affect students’ 

learning outcomes and thinking skills. A meta-analysis by Zhang and Ma (2023) found that Project-

Based Learning had positive effects on students’ learning outcomes, including thinking-related 

outcomes. Cortázar et al. (2021) also reported that an online project-based course could improve 

students’ critical thinking, particularly when learning was supported by scaffolding. In higher 

education, Balleisen et al. (2024) found that applied project-based learning contributed to 

undergraduate student development, while Han et al. (2026) reported that project-based learning in 

graduate courses improved students’ self-directed learning and research competencies. These 

studies suggest that Project-Based Learning is not only a teaching strategy but also a learning 

environment that can support students’ intellectual development.  

Recent literature further suggests that Project-Based Learning should be understood not only 

as an instructional technique but also as a comprehensive pedagogical design that supports authentic 

inquiry, collaboration, self-regulation, and transferable skill development. Reviews of project-based 

and problem-based learning in higher education show that these approaches are effective when 

students are involved in meaningful tasks, collaborative investigation, and structured problem 

solving, although their success depends on careful implementation and institutional support (Chen 

et al., 2021; Sukackė et al., 2022). Project-Based Learning has also been linked to the development of 

interpersonal competences, learning independence, computational thinking, and overall skill 

development in higher education (Crespí et al., 2022; Novalia et al., 2025; Pawar et al., 2026; Saad & 

Zainudin, 2022). These findings strengthen the argument that Project-Based Learning is relevant for 

developing critical thinking because it requires students to investigate complex issues, construct 

evidence-based explanations, collaborate with peers, and transform knowledge into meaningful 

academic products. 
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In Islamic education contexts, several recent studies have also examined active learning, 

problem-based learning, and project-based learning. Tambak and Siregar (2023) found that project-

based learning contributed to the development of higher-order thinking skills among Islamic higher 

education students. Al Fikri et al. (2024) reported that the Project-Based Learning model improved 

students’ critical reasoning and learning achievement in Islamic education based on Sustainable 

Development Goals values. Similarly, studies on problem-based learning in Islamic education have 

shown its potential to support students’ Islamic religious comprehension, ijtihad skills, and 

contextual understanding (Abdul Khalil et al., 2024; Amirudin et al., 2025; Anshori, 2021). These 

findings indicate that student-centered learning models are increasingly relevant for Islamic higher 

education. In Islamic education, the need for contextual and reflective learning is increasingly 

emphasized because students are expected to connect religious knowledge with real-life educational, 

moral, and social issues. Parhan et al. (2024) argue that contextual learning in Islamic education can 

improve applicable knowledge and foster knowledge-based virtues, indicating that Islamic learning 

should move beyond abstract and memorization-oriented instruction. This perspective is consistent 

with broader evidence showing that innovative pedagogical approaches in higher education can 

improve students’ critical thinking and learning outcomes (Bhuttah et al., 2024). Therefore, Project-

Based Learning is theoretically relevant to Islamic higher education because it allows students to 

engage with Islamic concepts through contextual problems, collaborative inquiry, and reflective 

judgment rather than relying only on textual comprehension. 

Nevertheless, several gaps remain in the existing literature. First, many studies on Project-

Based Learning and critical thinking are conducted in general higher education, science education, 

engineering, language learning, or online learning contexts, while empirical research specifically 

situated in Islamic higher education is still limited. Second, studies in Islamic education often focus 

on learning achievement, higher-order thinking skills, religious understanding, or critical reasoning, 

but fewer studies directly measure students’ critical thinking skills as the main outcome of Project-

Based Learning. Third, systematic reviews have noted that research on problem-based and project-

based learning still faces issues related to conceptual clarity, measurement of critical thinking, and 

methodological design (Loyens et al., 2023; Yu & Zin, 2023). Therefore, more empirical studies are 

needed to examine how Project-Based Learning affects students’ critical thinking skills in Islamic 

higher education settings.  

Based on these gaps, this study focuses on examining the effect of Project-Based Learning on 

students’ critical thinking skills in Islamic higher education. The main problem addressed in this 

study is whether Project-Based Learning can significantly improve students’ critical thinking skills 

compared with conventional or regular learning practices. Specifically, this study is guided by the 

following research questions: (1) What is the level of students’ critical thinking skills before and after 

the implementation of Project-Based Learning? (2) Does Project-Based Learning have a significant 

effect on students’ critical thinking skills in Islamic higher education? (3) Which indicators of critical 

thinking skills show the most noticeable improvement after the implementation of Project-Based 

Learning? 

The scope of this study is limited to two main areas. First, the instructional scope focuses on 

the implementation of Project-Based Learning in an Islamic higher education learning context, 

particularly in a course or learning activity that allows students to connect Islamic knowledge with 

real-life issues. Second, the outcome scope focuses on students’ critical thinking skills, such as 
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interpretation, analysis, inference, evaluation, explanation, and reflection. This study does not aim to 

measure all aspects of students’ religious attitudes, character development, or long-term behavioral 

change. In addition, the study may be limited by the number of participants, institutional context, 

duration of treatment, and the instruments used to assess critical thinking. 

This study is significant for several reasons. Theoretically, it contributes to the growing body 

of literature on Project-Based Learning and critical thinking by providing empirical evidence from 

the context of Islamic higher education. Practically, it offers insights for lecturers, curriculum 

developers, and Islamic higher education institutions in designing learning activities that are more 

student-centered, contextual, and intellectually challenging. Pedagogically, the study may help 

lecturers integrate Islamic values, real-world problems, collaborative inquiry, and project outputs 

into the learning process. For students, Project-Based Learning is expected to provide opportunities 

to practice argumentation, problem solving, reflection, and evidence-based decision making. 

Therefore, the contribution of this study lies in its attempt to connect Project-Based Learning, 

critical thinking skills, and Islamic higher education in one empirical framework. While previous 

studies have shown the general effectiveness of Project-Based Learning, this study positions itself 

within the specific context of Islamic higher education and focuses directly on students’ critical 

thinking skills. By doing so, the study is expected to provide both theoretical and practical 

contributions to the development of innovative pedagogy in Islamic higher education. 

 

METHOD  

This study employed a quantitative approach with a quasi-experimental pretest–posttest 

control group design. This design was selected because the study aimed to examine the effect of 

Project-Based Learning on students’ critical thinking skills, while the participants were taken from 

existing classes and could not be randomly assigned individually. A quasi-experimental design is 

commonly used in educational intervention studies when intact classes are compared before and 

after treatment (Bulus, 2021). The study was conducted at the Islamic Religious Education Study 

Program, Universitas Islam Internasional Darullughah Wadda’wah, Indonesia. 

The participants were undergraduate students of the Islamic Religious Education Study 

Program in the fourth semester of the 2025/2026 academic year. Two intact classes were selected 

using purposive sampling based on similar academic level, course content, and learning objectives. 

The total number of participants was 64 students. Class A, consisting of 32 students, was assigned as 

the experimental group and taught using Project-Based Learning, while Class B, consisting of 32 

students, was assigned as the control group and taught using conventional instruction. The inclusion 

criteria were that students were officially enrolled in the selected course, actively participated in the 

learning process, and completed both the pretest and posttest. 

The Project-Based Learning treatment was implemented over eight meetings. In the 

experimental group, learning activities were conducted through six stages: problem orientation, 

project planning, investigation, project development, presentation, and reflection. Students worked 

collaboratively in small groups to investigate contextual issues related to Islamic education, analyze 

information from relevant academic and Islamic sources, develop project outputs, and present their 

findings. The project outputs included analytical reports and group presentations related to 

contemporary issues in Islamic education. Project-Based Learning was selected because previous 

studies have shown that it can support student-centered learning, collaboration, problem solving, 
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and critical thinking development (Balleisen et al., 2024; Zhang & Ma, 2023). In the control group, 

learning was conducted through conventional instruction, including lecturer explanation, classroom 

discussion, question-and-answer activities, and individual assignments. 

The research instrument was a critical thinking skills test consisting of six essay-based 

questions. The test was developed to measure six indicators of critical thinking: interpretation, 

analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and reflection. These indicators were adapted from the 

critical thinking framework proposed by Facione (1990), which defines critical thinking as 

purposeful and self-regulated judgment involving interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, 

explanation, and self-regulation. Students’ answers were assessed using an analytic scoring rubric 

with a four-point scale, ranging from 1 = poor, 2 = fair, 3 = good, to 4 = excellent. The maximum score 

for the test was 24, and a higher score indicated stronger critical thinking performance. 

Before being used in the main study, the instrument was validated by three experts consisting 

of one expert in Islamic education, one expert in educational evaluation, and one expert in learning 

methodology. The content validity was analyzed using Aiken’s V to examine the relevance of each 

item to the critical thinking indicators (Kania et al., 2024). The validation results showed that the 

Aiken’s V values ranged from 0.83 to 0.94, indicating that the items were valid and appropriate for 

measuring students’ critical thinking skills. Minor revisions were made to improve the clarity of 

instructions and the contextual relevance of the essay questions. 

A pilot test was conducted with 30 students who had similar characteristics to the research 

participants but were not included in the main sample. The reliability analysis showed that the 

critical thinking test had a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.86, indicating good internal consistency. 

Since the instrument used essay-based responses, inter-rater reliability was also examined. Two 

raters independently assessed a sample of students’ answers using the same scoring rubric, and the 

inter-rater reliability coefficient was 0.88, indicating a high level of scoring consistency. Cronbach’s 

alpha was used as an estimate of internal consistency in educational measurement, while inter-rater 

reliability was used to ensure consistency in rubric-based assessment (Zakariya, 2022). 

Data were collected through pretest and posttest. The pretest was administered to both the 

experimental and control groups before the treatment to measure students’ initial critical thinking 

skills. After eight meetings of instruction, the posttest was administered to both groups to measure 

students’ critical thinking performance after the learning intervention. The same indicators and 

scoring rubric were used in both the pretest and posttest to ensure consistency in measurement. 

The data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics. Descriptive statistics were 

used to calculate the mean, standard deviation, minimum score, and maximum score of students’ 

critical thinking skills. The Shapiro–Wilk test was used to examine data normality, while Levene’s 

test was used to examine the homogeneity of variance. A paired samples t-test was used to analyze 

the improvement of students’ critical thinking skills within each group, while an independent 

samples t-test was used to compare the posttest scores between the experimental and control 

groups. If the pretest scores showed significant differences, ANCOVA was used to control students’ 

initial critical thinking ability. The effect size was calculated using Cohen’s d, and the significance 

level was set at p < .05. 

Ethical considerations were maintained throughout the study. Students were informed about 

the purpose of the research, the learning procedures, and the use of their data. Participation was 
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voluntary, and students’ identities were kept confidential. The data were used only for academic 

purposes and reported in aggregate form. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This study examined the effect of Project-Based Learning on students’ critical thinking skills 

in the Islamic Religious Education Study Program, Universitas Islam Internasional Darullughah 

Wadda’wah. The data were collected from 64 undergraduate students, consisting of 32 students in 

the experimental group and 32 students in the control group. The experimental group was taught 

using Project-Based Learning, while the control group was taught using conventional instruction. 

Students’ critical thinking skills were measured using six essay-based items covering interpretation, 

analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and reflection. These indicators were adapted from the 

critical thinking framework proposed by Facione, which identifies interpretation, analysis, 

evaluation, inference, explanation, and self-regulation as core cognitive skills of critical thinking.  

Before hypothesis testing, normality and homogeneity tests were conducted. The Shapiro–

Wilk test showed that the pretest and posttest scores in both groups were normally distributed, with 

significance values greater than .05. The Levene’s test also showed that the variance between the 

experimental and control groups was homogeneous, both in the pretest and posttest. Therefore, the 

data met the assumptions for parametric statistical analysis. 

Table 1. Normality and Homogeneity Test Results 

Test Group Statistic p-value Interpretation 
Shapiro–Wilk Pretest Experimental .962 .301 Normal 
Shapiro–Wilk Posttest Experimental .971 .529 Normal 
Shapiro–Wilk Pretest Control .958 .242 Normal 
Shapiro–Wilk Posttest Control .966 .391 Normal 
Levene’s Test Pretest Both groups .097 .757 Homogeneous 
Levene’s Test Posttest Both groups .813 .371 Homogeneous 

 

The descriptive analysis showed that the experimental group experienced a greater 

improvement in critical thinking skills than the control group. The mean pretest score of the 

experimental group was 12.83, while the mean posttest score increased to 19.23. Meanwhile, the 

control group obtained a mean pretest score of 12.72 and a mean posttest score of 15.36. This 

indicates that both groups improved after instruction, but the improvement in the experimental 

group was substantially higher. 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Students’ Critical Thinking Skills 

Group N Pretest Mean SD Posttest Mean SD Mean Gain 

Experimental 32 12.83 2.14 19.23 2.07 6.40 

Control 32 12.72 2.08 15.36 2.20 2.64 

 

The independent samples t-test on the pretest scores showed no significant difference 

between the experimental and control groups, t(62) = 0.21, p = .834. This means that both groups 

had relatively similar initial critical thinking skills before the treatment. However, the posttest 

comparison showed a significant difference between the two groups, t(62) = 7.25, p < .001. The effect 
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size, measured using Cohen’s d, was 1.81, indicating a large effect. These results suggest that Project-

Based Learning had a significant and strong effect on students’ critical thinking skills. 

Table 3. Independent Samples t-Test Results 

Test Mean Difference t df p-value Cohen’s d Interpretation 

Pretest 0.11 0.21 62 .834 0.05 Not significant 

Posttest 3.87 7.25 62 < .001 1.81 Significant, large effect 

 

The paired samples t-test was also conducted to examine the improvement within each 

group. The experimental group showed a significant improvement from pretest to posttest, t(31) = 

11.28, p < .001. The control group also showed a significant improvement, t(31) = 5.34, p < .001, but 

the mean gain was lower than that of the experimental group. This indicates that conventional 

instruction still contributed to students’ learning, but Project-Based Learning produced a stronger 

improvement in critical thinking skills. 

Table 4. Paired Samples t-Test Results 

Group Mean Gain t df p-value Interpretation 

Experimental 6.40 11.28 31 < .001 Significant improvement 

Control 2.64 5.34 31 < .001 Significant improvement 

 

An analysis of students’ critical thinking indicators showed that the experimental group 

improved in all six indicators. The highest improvement was found in reflection, followed by 

interpretation, analysis, inference, evaluation, and explanation. This result indicates that Project-

Based Learning encouraged students not only to understand and analyze learning problems but also 

to evaluate information, draw conclusions, explain their reasoning, and reflect on their learning 

process. 

Table 5. Mean Scores of Critical Thinking Indicators 

Indicator 
Experimental 

Pretest 
Experimental 

Posttest 
Gain 

Control 
Pretest 

Control 
Posttest 

Gain 

Interpretation 2.20 3.31 1.11 2.17 2.66 0.49 
Analysis 2.11 3.22 1.11 2.08 2.52 0.44 

Evaluation 2.04 3.10 1.06 2.03 2.43 0.40 
Inference 2.18 3.25 1.07 2.15 2.55 0.40 

Explanation 2.23 3.06 0.83 2.22 2.59 0.37 
Reflection 2.07 3.29 1.22 2.07 2.61 0.54 

 

Overall, the results indicate that Project-Based Learning significantly improved students’ 

critical thinking skills in Islamic higher education. The large effect size suggests that the difference 

was not only statistically significant but also educationally meaningful. 

The findings of this study indicate that Project-Based Learning had a significant positive effect 

on students’ critical thinking skills in the Islamic Religious Education Study Program at Universitas 

Islam Internasional Darullughah Wadda’wah. Students in the experimental group achieved higher 

posttest scores than those in the control group, although both groups showed relatively similar 

pretest scores. This pattern suggests that the improvement in students’ critical thinking skills was 

more closely associated with the implementation of Project-Based Learning than with differences in 
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students’ initial ability. The large effect size also indicates that the difference was not only statistically 

significant but also educationally meaningful. 

This finding can be explained through the learning structure of Project-Based Learning. In 

this model, students are not positioned merely as recipients of information but as active learners who 

identify problems, design project plans, investigate relevant sources, construct arguments, produce 

learning outputs, and reflect on the process. These activities are closely aligned with the cognitive 

dimensions of critical thinking, particularly interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, 

explanation, and self-regulation. Facione (1990) defines critical thinking as purposeful and self-

regulated judgment that involves interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and 

self-regulation. Therefore, when students are required to investigate real problems and justify their 

conclusions through project work, they are directly trained to practice the core elements of critical 

thinking. 

The effectiveness of Project-Based Learning in this study is also supported by research 

emphasizing the importance of collaboration, teacher facilitation, and scaffolding in project-based 

environments. Online and blended project-based learning studies show that students’ motivation, 

collaborative learning strategies, teaching presence, and cognitive engagement are important factors 

in shaping learning outcomes (Admiraal et al., 2026; Guo et al., 2022). Similarly, studies on critical 

thinking development through project-based and blended learning indicate that students develop 

stronger reasoning when learning activities require them to analyze information, communicate 

arguments, evaluate evidence, and revise their understanding through feedback (Ivancu et al., 2023; 

Wang, 2022). These findings help explain why students in the experimental group showed stronger 

improvement: they were not only exposed to course content but were also required to negotiate 

meaning, justify decisions, and refine their project outputs through collaborative and reflective 

processes. 

The result of this study is consistent with recent empirical evidence showing that Project-

Based Learning improves students’ learning outcomes and higher-order thinking. Zhang and Ma 

(2023), in a meta-analysis, found that Project-Based Learning has a positive impact on students’ 

learning effects, including academic achievement, motivation, and higher-order thinking. Their 

findings are relevant to the present study because the improvement in students’ critical thinking 

skills occurred after they participated in structured project activities over several meetings. 

Similarly, Balleisen et al. (2024) reported that applied project-based learning contributes to 

undergraduate student development by providing opportunities for students to engage in inquiry, 

collaboration, and applied academic work. These studies support the argument that Project-Based 

Learning strengthens critical thinking because it places students in learning situations that require 

active reasoning, decision making, and evidence-based problem solving.  

The present findings also align with the systematic review conducted by Loyens et al. (2023), 

who emphasized that problem-based and project-based learning environments can foster higher-

order, critical, and critical-analytic thinking because they expose students to problems, collaboration, 

and inquiry-based learning processes. This is important because critical thinking does not develop 

only through the delivery of theoretical content; rather, it requires instructional environments that 

challenge students to question assumptions, examine evidence, and construct reasoned judgments. 

In this study, the Project-Based Learning model provided such an environment by requiring students 
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to connect Islamic education materials with contextual issues, develop project outputs, and present 

their arguments before peers and the lecturer.  

The positive effect of Project-Based Learning in this study can also be understood from the 

perspective of active learning and student engagement. Bezanilla et al. (2021) argued that critical 

thinking is a central competence in higher education and that active methodologies are needed to 

develop it effectively. In conventional instruction, students may understand concepts, but their 

opportunities to question, evaluate, and reconstruct knowledge are often limited. In contrast, Project-

Based Learning allows students to participate in deeper learning activities because they must 

transform information into project-based outputs. This transformation process encourages students 

to move from remembering and understanding toward analyzing, evaluating, and creating. 

In the context of Islamic higher education, the findings are particularly meaningful. Students 

of Islamic Religious Education are expected not only to understand Islamic concepts textually but 

also to apply them critically in responding to contemporary educational, moral, social, and religious 

issues. Project-Based Learning supports this aim because it allows students to integrate Islamic 

values with real-life problem solving. This finding is in line with Tambak and Siregar (2023), who 

found that project-based learning influenced higher-order thinking skills among students in an 

Islamic Religious Education Study Program. It is also supported by Al Fikri et al. (2024), who reported 

that Project-Based Learning improved students’ critical reasoning and learning achievement in 

Islamic education. These studies indicate that Project-Based Learning is relevant not only for general 

higher education but also for Islamic education, particularly when the learning process requires 

students to analyze contextual problems through Islamic perspectives.  

The improvement in the reflection indicator was the highest among the six indicators of 

critical thinking. This suggests that Project-Based Learning encouraged students to reconsider their 

assumptions, evaluate their learning process, and revise their understanding after receiving 

feedback. Reflection became stronger because students were involved in project planning, 

collaborative investigation, presentation, and evaluation. This result is consistent with Cortázar et al. 

(2021), who found that project-based learning can support the development of critical thinking, 

especially when students receive scaffolding and feedback during collaborative learning. In this 

study, reflection occurred not only at the end of the learning process but throughout the project 

stages, as students had to revise ideas, respond to peer feedback, and improve their project outputs.  

The improvement in interpretation, analysis, inference, and evaluation also shows that 

Project-Based Learning strengthened students’ ability to understand problems, identify relevant 

information, compare arguments, and draw conclusions based on evidence. These skills are essential 

in Islamic Religious Education because students need to evaluate religious, educational, and social 

issues carefully rather than accepting information passively. In this sense, Project-Based Learning 

helped students move from textual comprehension to analytical and contextual reasoning. This 

supports Liu and Pásztor’s (2022) meta-analysis, which found that problem-centered instructional 

interventions can significantly improve critical thinking in higher education. Although Problem-

Based Learning and Project-Based Learning are not identical, both approaches share core features 

such as inquiry, collaboration, problem solving, and reflective learning.  

The control group also showed improvement, but the gain was lower than that of the 

experimental group. This indicates that conventional instruction may still support learning, 

especially when lecturers provide explanations, discussions, and assignments. However, the 
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improvement tends to be more limited because students are less exposed to sustained inquiry, 

collaborative project development, and authentic problem solving. The difference between the two 

groups suggests that critical thinking develops more effectively when students are given structured 

opportunities to engage in investigation, argumentation, decision making, and reflection. This is 

consistent with Wijnia et al. (2024), who noted that student-centered, problem-driven learning 

methods such as problem-based, project-based, and case-based learning can influence student 

motivation and engagement, although their effectiveness depends on implementation quality.  

These findings contribute to the literature in several ways. First, this study provides empirical 

support for the effectiveness of Project-Based Learning in improving students’ critical thinking skills 

in Islamic higher education. Previous research has widely examined Project-Based Learning in 

general education, science education, engineering, and online learning contexts, but studies focusing 

specifically on Islamic Religious Education in higher education remain more limited. Second, this 

study extends previous research by focusing directly on critical thinking skills rather than only 

learning achievement or general higher-order thinking skills. Third, the study demonstrates that 

Project-Based Learning can be used as a pedagogical bridge between Islamic knowledge, 

contemporary issues, collaborative inquiry, and reflective reasoning. 

The findings also have practical implications for lecturers in Islamic Religious Education. 

Lecturers should not rely only on lecture-based instruction if the learning objective is to develop 

students’ critical thinking. Instead, they can design project-based activities that require students to 

investigate real educational or social problems, analyze them using Islamic perspectives, and 

produce academic outputs such as analytical reports, presentations, reflective essays, or community-

based projects. Such activities can help students develop the ability to evaluate evidence, construct 

arguments, and apply Islamic values in contextual decision making. In this way, Project-Based 

Learning can support the preparation of future Islamic education teachers who are not only 

knowledgeable but also reflective, analytical, and socially responsive. 

The findings also indicate that the success of Project-Based Learning depends on the quality 

of instructional design and the learning culture created by lecturers. Saavedra and Rapaport (2024) 

emphasize that effective project-based teaching requires high-quality materials, professional 

learning support, and a learning culture that enables students to engage meaningfully with inquiry-

based tasks. Other studies also show that project-based and problem-based learning may face 

challenges related to group management, student readiness, task complexity, assessment clarity, and 

teacher preparation (Salvador et al., 2023; Zaafour & Salaberri-Ramiro, 2022). Moreover, students’ 

positive attitudes, engagement, and perceptions of learning are important conditions for successful 

Project-Based Learning implementation (Ospankulova et al., 2025). Therefore, the strong effect 

found in this study should be interpreted not merely as the result of using Project-Based Learning as 

a method, but as the result of structured project stages, clear assessment criteria, collaborative 

learning opportunities, and reflective feedback. 

Despite its contribution, this study has several limitations. First, the study involved only two 

classes from one Islamic higher education institution, so the findings should be generalized carefully. 

Second, the treatment was conducted over eight meetings, which may not fully capture the long-term 

effect of Project-Based Learning on students’ critical thinking skills. Third, this study focused on 

critical thinking skills measured through essay-based tests, while other important outcomes such as 

religious attitude, creativity, communication, collaboration, and ethical reasoning were not 
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examined. Future studies are recommended to involve larger samples, longer intervention periods, 

mixed-method designs, and broader outcome variables. Future research may also compare Project-

Based Learning with other student-centered models, such as Problem-Based Learning, inquiry 

learning, or case-based learning, to identify which pedagogical strategies are most effective for 

strengthening critical thinking in Islamic higher education. 

Overall, this study confirms that Project-Based Learning is an effective instructional model 

for improving students’ critical thinking skills in Islamic higher education. The model is effective 

because it provides structured opportunities for students to investigate problems, evaluate 

information, construct arguments, produce project outputs, and reflect on their learning process. 

Therefore, Project-Based Learning can be considered a relevant pedagogical approach for 

strengthening critical thinking among students of the Islamic Religious Education Study Program at 

Universitas Islam Internasional Darullughah Wadda’wah. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study concludes that Project-Based Learning has a positive effect on students’ critical 

thinking skills in the Islamic Religious Education Study Program at Universitas Islam Internasional 

Darullughah Wadda’wah. The findings show that students who learned through Project-Based 

Learning demonstrated stronger improvement in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, 

explanation, and reflection than students who learned through conventional instruction. The 

theoretical novelty of this study lies in its attempt to position Project-Based Learning not merely as 

an active learning strategy, but as a pedagogical framework that connects critical thinking 

development with Islamic higher education. By integrating project activities, contextual Islamic 

issues, collaborative inquiry, and reflective learning, this study contributes to the expansion of critical 

thinking theory within a religious higher education context. 

The contextual contribution of this study is its focus on Islamic higher education, particularly 

in the field of Islamic Religious Education, where students are expected to understand Islamic 

knowledge critically and apply it to contemporary educational and social problems. Practically, the 

findings imply that lecturers can use Project-Based Learning to design more active, contextual, and 

reflective learning experiences, such as analytical projects, case-based investigations, community-

related assignments, and collaborative presentations. However, this study is limited by its sample 

size, institutional scope, intervention duration, and focus on essay-based critical thinking 

assessment. Future research should involve larger and more diverse samples, longer treatment 

periods, mixed-method designs, and additional variables such as creativity, collaboration, religious 

moderation, digital literacy, and ethical reasoning. In the long term, Project-Based Learning has the 

potential to become a transformative pedagogical model for preparing Islamic higher education 

students to become critical, reflective, and socially responsible Muslim intellectuals. 
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