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Abstract

This study explores the implementation of differentiated instruction based on a deep learning
approach in Islamic Religious Education (PAI) and develops an innovative learning model that
responds to student diversity in junior high schools in Indonesia. A qualitative multiple-case study
was conducted across three junior high schools in East Java (SMP Muhammadiyah 08 Batu, SMPN
30 Malang, and SMPN 1 Lawang), with data collected through participatory observation, in-depth
interviews, and document analysis. Data were analyzed using Miles, Huberman, and Saldafia’s
interactive model. Findings indicate that differentiated deep learning in PAI occurs through three
interconnected stages: planning (diagnostic assessments and learning style mapping),
implementation (content, process, and product differentiation via digital media, group work,
simulations, and projects), and evaluation (formative and summative assessments with ongoing
monitoring by school leaders). Co-curricular programs, such as Sunday School, Student Exchange,
and the Golden Habit (Gobit) initiative, further reinforce reflective and experiential learning. The
study introduces the PAI CERDAS model, which identifies five dimensions (Cheerful, Empathetic,
Rational, Deep, and Aware) that enhance student engagement, reflective thinking, and positive
behavioral change, as evidenced by student participation and feedback. Ultimately, this research
advances innovative Islamic pedagogical practices and provides a clear framework for student-
centered, reflective PAI learning aligned with Sustainable Development Goal 4.

Keywords: Differentiated instruction, Islamic Religious Education, Deep learning,
Learning model.

Introduction

Effective learning models are an important foundation for achieving the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) (Holst et al., 2024; Rejekiningsih et al., 2025). The pursuit of SDG 4, which focuses
on quality education, depends heavily on educational practices that are both inclusive and
responsive to all learners' needs. Differentiated instruction aligns closely with this goal, as it
embodies the principle of "teaching at the right level" to address diverse student backgrounds and

abilities. In this context, differentiated instruction is a strategic approach that promotes active
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engagement and personalized learning experiences characterized by flexible materials (Maisyaroh
et al., 2024; Salido et al., 2025), diverse methods (Tas & Minaz, 2024), life skills development
(Razali et al., 2024), and adaptation to student characteristics. However, the effectiveness of
differentiated instruction in achieving the aims of SDG 4 is maximized when it is supported by a
deep learning approach. Deep learning not only facilitates knowledge transfer but also encourages
students to develop critical thinking, internalize core values, and construct personal meaning from
their experiences (Sandra, 2021; Sun et al., 2024; Tahiri et al., 2017; Yoon et al., 2024). Thus,
differentiated instruction provides the pathway for inclusive and personalized pedagogy, while
deep learning ensures that this pedagogy leads to meaningful and lasting learning outcomes. These
two approaches together serve as central pillars for advancing SDG 4 by ensuring quality, equity,
and relevance in education. In addition, effective learning based on these principles contributes to
broader educational goals, including the development of human resources (Martinez-Mireles et
al., 2025), as emphasized in the fourth 4sta Cita of the Indonesian government.

The discourse surrounding SDG 4, “Quality Education,” has been explored through various
multidisciplinary approaches (Makena, 2025; Nkosi, 2024; Schulz et al., 2022) within effective
learning practices (Lai & Peng, 2020). Similarly, the differentiated instruction approach has been
studied by scholars, ranging from its legal foundations and implementation (Sarnoto, 2024;
Sofiana et al., 2024) to its evaluation and implications for improving educational quality (Astria
& Kusuma, 2023; Mkhize & Ndwandwe, 2024). Despite these significant contributions, existing
literature has largely focused on general educational settings or core academic subjects, leaving a
distinct gap regarding the integration of differentiated instruction within Islamic Religious
Education (Pendidikan Agama Islam or PAI in Bahasa Indonesia), particularly when linked to
deep learning principles and their connection to SDG 4. There is a notable scarcity of empirical
studies that systematically investigate how differentiated instruction strategies can be adapted and
implemented in PAI classrooms to foster deep learning outcomes that advance SDG 4. Most
previous research does not analyze the unique pedagogical needs and challenges inherent to PAI,
a subject that holds dual responsibilities: providing religious knowledge and developing students'
character and morals through the learning process. Amid the challenges of globalization and efforts
to achieve the SDGs, PAI has the potential to offer a deep understanding of religious values and
to encourage students to apply Islamic teachings in their daily lives. Nevertheless, its

implementation continues to face challenges in delivering relevant and engaging material to all
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students, regardless of their backgrounds and abilities. By systematically addressing these
unexplored intersections (differentiated instruction, deep learning, and SDG 4 within the specific
context of PAI) this study aims to fill a critical gap in the current literature and advance both
educational theory and practice.

The reality of PAI teaching in junior schools often falls into a normative and monotonous
approach, neglecting the diverse characteristics of students. This creates a gap between the
religious values taught and students' ability to internalize and actualize those values in their daily
lives (Mardiana & Supriyatno, 2021; Sarnoto, 2024). Against this backdrop, an innovative and
contextual PAI learning model capable of bridging spirituality and modern pedagogy is urgently
needed (Dista et al., 2024; Hasanah et al., 2022; Tohirin & Mardiana, 2025).

Initial field observations and informal discussions with PAI teachers in junior high schools
indicated recurring challenges in addressing students’ diverse learning needs, particularly in
selecting instructional strategies that support meaningful and reflective engagement with PAI
content. The study is primarily concerned with improving the pedagogical quality of PAI learning
in ways that are consistent with the broader aspiration of SDG 4 for inclusive and quality
education.

The 2024 UN Secretary-General's report reinforced the urgency of this study, revealing that only
17% of SDG indicators show progress, with SDG 4 among the slowest (Guterres, 2024; United
Nations, 2020). Therefore, this study addresses the research question: “How is differentiated
instruction combined with a deep learning approach in Indonesian junior high school PAI
classrooms, and how can these practices be synthesized into a conceptual PAI CERDAS learning
model?” The research objective lies in the design and construction of a PAI learning model based
on a deep learning approach to support differentiated learning and contribute to the broader aims
of SDG 4 in junior high schools in Indonesia, as well as in identifying the methodological
implications of the learning model.

This research contributes to the literature in two ways. First, it provides empirical evidence on how
differentiated learning and pedagogical deep learning approaches are practiced in Islamic
Religious Education (PAI) classrooms at the junior high school level, a context that has received
little attention in previous studies. Second, it synthesizes these field-based practices into the PAI
CERDAS model, a conceptual framework that integrates the cognitive, affective, and reflective

dimensions of Islamic learning in a student-responsive manner.
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Review of Literature
This literature review explores how integrating differentiated instruction in Islamic Religious
Education (PAI) creates a unique, holistic framework for fostering inclusive, meaningful, and
value-driven learning experiences. To guide readers through the discussion, the following
subsections each examine a core component in relation to the research question: first, differentiated
instruction is explored as a strategy that addresses student diversity and inclusivity; second, the
deep learning approach is examined as a means to foster critical thinking and meaningful
understanding; third, the tadabbur model is discussed as a reflective method that connects religious
values to students' affective and spiritual development. The literature review then synthesizes these
perspectives to clarify their integration within PAI and their relevance to the creation of a holistic
instructional framework.
Differentiated Instruction Concept
Differentiated instruction is defined as a pedagogical strategy that makes the diversity of students
(learning readiness, cognitive profile, and interests) the basis for determining the content, process,
and learning products teachers use (Gheyssens et al., 2022; Mokhampanyane, 2024; Mokotjo,
2024; Velandia-Rodriguez et al., 2025). This concept was developed based on Tomlinson's
principles and is supported through its implementation at various levels and educational contexts
(Krishan & Al-rsa’i, 2023). Previous research has revealed that differentiated instruction has the
potential to be an effective strategy to encourage the achievement of the Pancasila student profile
as Hasanah’s (2022) research through creativity and teacher quality improvement (Hasanah et al.,
2023; Irnidayanti & Fadhilah, 2023), as well as the opportunity to create inclusive education
(Asriadi et al., 2023; Foo, 2024).
In reality, the potential of differentiated instruction strategies has been implemented in elementary
school (Dista et al., 2024) and higher education (Ni’mah, 2024). The underlying reason for the
emergence of this strategy is the diverse potential, needs, and learning abilities possessed by
students. Masykur et al. (2024) have examined differentiated learning models in general and
through the use of technology to support adaptive learning (Hu, 2024). However, few studies
specifically examine it in Islamic Religious Education (PAI) learning, especially at the secondary
school level. The main characteristics of differentiated instruction include: (1) responsiveness to
students’ readiness levels, interests, and learning profiles; (2) adaptation of content, process,

product, and, when relevant, learning environment; (3) flexible grouping and varied instructional
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pathways; and (4) on going assessment to inform instructional adjustment. In this sense,
differentiated instruction is not a single teaching method, but a responsive pedagogical approach
that enables teachers to design learning experiences according to student diversity.

Deep Learning Approach

In the educational landscape, the concept of deep learning was first introduced in 1976 by F.
Marton and R. Saijo (Pan et al., 2023). They distinguished between two learning approaches: Deep
Approach (DA), which emphasizes meaningful understanding, and the Surface Approach (SA),
which focuses on memorization (Li et al., 2022). Further development by Biggs categorized
learning styles into surface learning and deep learning, which emphasizes critical thinking,
connecting ideas and concepts, creative problem solving, and the application of knowledge in new
contexts (Duan, 2022; Winje & Lendal, 2020). A distinctive characteristic of deep learning is the
selection of different learning methods tailored to the characteristics of the tasks students receive,
resulting in diverse learning outcomes (Grauerholz, 2001; Jamil & Bhuiyan, 2021). Furthermore,
researchers have also explored conceptual models (Han et al., 2024), fundamental characteristics
(Hammadi et al., 2023), influencing factors (Jamil & Bhuiyan, 2021), and the implications of deep
learning within research frameworks surrounding the topic (Smith & Colby, 2010). Interestingly,
in recent decades, deep learning has undergone methodological developments within the
established framework of social constructivism (Perrotta & Selwyn, 2020). Taken together, the
evolution of deep learning highlights its practical implication for today’s classrooms: teachers
should design learning environments that go beyond rote memorization and instead foster critical
thinking, meaningful connections, and adaptable problem-solving among students.

In this study, the term "deep learning" refers to the pedagogical concept in educational research,
not to artificial intelligence or neural-network-based machine learning. It is understood as an
approach to learning that emphasizes meaningful understanding, critical reflection, conceptual
connection, and the application of knowledge in new contexts, rather than memorization alone.
Following Marton and Siljo (1976) and further developed by Biggs (1987), deep learning in this
article is used to describe how students engage with PAI content in reflective, analytical, and value-
oriented ways (for example, classroom deep learning, not neural networks). This concept is

different from "deep learning" in computer science, which refers to machine learning algorithms.
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Tadabbur Model (Reflective-Contemplative) in PAI Learning

In the context of Islamic Religious Education (PAI), the learning model is not only determined by
pedagogical aspects but also by Islamic values and religious ethical principles that prioritize good
manners and noble morals (Adibah et al., 2019; Azhar et al., 2025; Hermawan et al., 2025). One
manifestation of this model is an integrative thematic approach that incorporates Islamic values
into general subjects to foster students' spiritual awareness, primarily through a multimodal
approach that combines lectures, discussions, and interactive direct interactive experiences
(Abdul-Jabbar & Makki, 2024). Tadabbur is not only cognitive understanding, but also a deep
appreciation that involves the heart and awareness of values. To illustrate, one classroom practice
that operationalizes affective development through tadabbur is guided reflective journaling, where
students are encouraged to write about how specific Quranic verses or religious lessons relate to
their personal experiences or ethical decision-making. This activity allows learners to connect
knowledge with inner reflection and helps translate abstract values into concrete attitudes and
behaviours. This principle can serve as the basis and conceptual framework for developing
learning methods that fully integrate the cognitive and affective dimensions (Masturin, 2025).
Integrating Differentiated Instruction, Deep Learning, and Tadabbur in PAI Learning
Differentiated instruction, deep learning, and tadabbur provide complementary perspectives for
developing meaningful learning in Islamic Religious Education (PAI). Differentiated instruction
emphasizes adapting learning content, processes, and products to accommodate students’ diverse
readiness levels, interests, and learning profiles (Tomlinson, 2001; Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006).
The integration of differentiated instruction and pedagogical deep learning in this study is also
consistent with constructivist and social constructivist views of learning. From this perspective,
students do not passively receive knowledge; rather, they actively construct understanding through
interaction, reflection, prior experience, and social engagement. This theoretical orientation is
relevant to PAI because religious learning is not limited to transmitting doctrinal content, but also
involves interpretation, meaning-making, and the internalization of values in social and personal
life.

In addition to teacher-led adaptations, effective differentiation increasingly involves students as
active partners in the learning process, for example by inviting them to co-plan aspects of tasks or
select learning modalities that best reflect their strengths and interests. This collaboration not only

promotes student agency but also aligns differentiation with the constructivist spirit of deep
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learning. Meanwhile, the deep learning approach in educational sciences focuses on meaningful
understanding, critical thinking, and the ability to connect knowledge across contexts rather than
merely memorizing information. In the context of PAI, these approaches enable teachers to design
learning experiences that are inclusive, student-centered, and encourage deeper engagement with
religious knowledge.

Within Islamic educational traditions, the concept of tadabbur enriches this pedagogical
perspective by emphasizing reflection and contemplation on the meaning of religious teachings
and their relevance to everyday life. When integrated with differentiated instruction and deep
learning, tadabbur supports the development of students’ cognitive, affective, and spiritual
dimensions simultaneously. This integration provides a theoretical foundation for constructing a
holistic learning framework that promotes meaningful understanding, internalization of values,
and character formation. Based on this conceptual synthesis, this study proposes the PAI CERDAS
model as a framework for implementing differentiated deep learning in PAI learning to support

inclusive, high-quality education aligned with the objectives of SDG 4.

Methods

Research Design

This study employed a qualitative multiple-case study design to explore the implementation of
differentiated, deep-learning-based PAI instruction and to derive a conceptual model of the PAI
CERDAS. A case study approach was chosen because it allows an in-depth understanding of
complex educational practices within real-life contexts (Yin, 2017). The multiple case studies used
in this research positions each of the three junior high schools as separate cases with distinct
institutional contexts and Islamic Religious Education (PAI) teaching practices. The researchers
applied the same data collection procedures (participant observation, in-depth interviews, and
document analysis) to each case to ensure comparability across the research locations. The
researchers first analyzed each school individually to identify its specific practices in planning,
implementing, and evaluating differentiated deep learning in PAI. A cross-case analysis was then
conducted to compare recurring patterns, similarities, and contextual differences across the three

schools. These cross-case findings were then synthesized to formulate the PAI CERDAS model.
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Research Sites and Participants

The research sites were three junior high schools in East Java, Indonesia: SMP Muhammadiyah
08 Batu, SMPN 30 Malang, and SMPN 1 Lawang. These schools were selected purposively based
on the following criteria: (1) experience implementing differentiated learning; (2) Minimum
teaching experience; (3) Involvement in curriculum planning. Participants were selected using
purposive sampling to ensure that the informants had direct experience with the implementation
of differentiated PAI instruction. The participants included school principals, vice principals for
curriculum, PAI teachers, and eighth-grade students who were actively involved in the learning

process.

Data Collection

Data collection was conducted over a four-month period (April-July 2025) through three
techniques: participatory observation, in-depth interviews, and document analysis. Participatory
observation was conducted in Islamic Religious Education (PAI) classes at three schools
participating in this research. The observations were conducted to examine classroom interactions,
differentiated learning practices, and student engagement in each in-depth learning activity.
Researchers conducted observations for approximately 90 minutes per session and repeated them
in different classes.

In-depth interviews were conducted with twelve informants, including the principal, vice principal
for curriculum, Islamic Religious Education (PAI) teachers, and eighth-grade students. The
interview protocol used a semi-structured approach to explore students' experiences and
perceptions regarding the implementation of differentiated in-depth learning in their Islamic
Religious Education (PAI) lessons. Interviews lasted 30-60 minutes each and were audio-recorded

with the participants' consent.

Data Analysis
Meanwhile, document analysis includes learning plans, school programs, curriculum documents,
and student learning outputs produced through differentiated PAI (Competency-Based Learning)

teaching. Table 1 presents the data of the informants in this study.
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Table 1

Research Informants
No. Initial Status Sex
1. WA School Principals of SMPM 08 Male
2. NA School Principals of SMPN 1 Male
3. SY School Principals of SMPN 30 Female
4. SL Vice School Principals of SMPM 08 Female
5. YK Vice School Principals of SMPN 1 Male
6. RS Vice School Principals of SMPN 30 Male
7. Lz PAI Teacher of SMPM 08 Female
8. HN PAI Teacher of SMPN 1 Male
9. CL PAI Teacher of SMPN 30 Female
10. A Eighth-grade Student Male
11. B Eighth-grade Student Female
12. C Eighth-grade Student Female

Furthermore, the data were analyzed through a combination of within-case and cross-case thematic
analysis First, during data collection, data from each school were analysed separately to identify
patterns related to the planning, implementation, and evaluation of differentiated PAI learning
based on a pedagogical deep learning approach. Interview transcripts, observation notes, and
documents were coded and organized into preliminary themes within each case. In the second
(data condensation) stage, the researchers conducted a cross-case comparison to identify recurring
themes, similarities, and contextual differences across the three schools. In the third (data
presentation) stage, the categorized data were organized into a thematic matrix to identify patterns
across the three schools. Finally, during the conclusion-drawing stage, the researchers interpreted
the emerging themes to formulate the conceptual structure of the CERDAS PAI learning model.
The procedures of data condensation, data display, and conclusion drawing proposed by Miles,
Huberman, and Saldafia (2014) were used as analytic steps to support this thematic synthesis. The
final stage involved formulating the conceptual structure of the PAI CERDAS model from the
recurring cross-case findings.

In analytical terms, the process involved both within-case and cross-case analysis. Each school
was first examined as an individual case to identify its distinctive practices and findings. The
researchers then compared the three cases to identify recurring themes and contextual variations,

and this cross-case synthesis informed the final construction of the PAI CERDAS model.
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Figure 1 shows the interactive relationship between the four stages of research data analysis.
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Figure 1: Interactive Model Data Analysis

Trustworthiness

To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, several validation strategies were applied, including
data triangulation, member checking, and expert validation. Data triangulation was achieved by
comparing information obtained from observations, interviews, and documents. Member checking
was conducted by sharing the interview summaries with selected participants to confirm the
accuracy of the interpretations. In addition, the emerging model was discussed with educational

experts to ensure its conceptual consistency.

Results
The results are presented as cross-case empirical themes rather than sequential development stages.
Across the three schools, the researchers identified recurring patterns in four areas: planning,
classroom implementation, evaluation and learning outcomes, and co-curricular reinforcement of
reflective PAI learning. These themes subsequently informed the formulation of the PAI CERDAS
conceptual model.
Planning Stage of Differentiated Deep Learning
Findings from the three junior high schools indicate that the implementation of differentiated PAI
learning based on a deep learning approach begins with a systematic planning process. This
planning stage primarily involves identifying students’ learning characteristics and readiness
levels.
The planning of differentiated PAI learning at SMP Muhammadiyah 08 Batu began with a needs
assessment in the form of an online survey to map students' learning styles. Diagnostic tests were

conducted by homeroom teachers and PAI teachers to obtain data that serve as the basis for
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developing teaching modules and learning strategies aligned with the national curriculum and
student learning characteristics. One school leader explained:
“Before implementing differentiated instruction, we conduct diagnostic assessments to
understand students’ learning styles and readiness levels.” (WA, interview, July 23,
2025)
Similarly, SMPN 30 Malang implemented a comprehensive student mapping process involving
professional academic counsellors. Document analysis revealed that this process included
psychological assessments and consultations to identify students’ potential and learning
preferences. The school principal emphasized that collaboration with professional institutions
helped strengthen the quality of instructional planning:
“We involve external professionals to map students’ potential so that teachers can
design more appropriate learning strategies.” (SY, interview, July 26, 2025)
A comparable approach was observed at SMPN 1 Lawang, where needs assessments were
conducted through integrated consultations involving teachers, students, and parents. These
consultations were carried out through parenting workshops and academic counselling sessions at
the beginning of each semester. According to the vice principal for curriculum, this approach
ensured that learning strategies were aligned with students’ academic potential and personal
characteristics (YK, interview, July 27, 2025).
Across the three schools, these planning practices demonstrate a strong commitment to student-
cantered learning and provide the foundation for implementing differentiated deep learning in PAI
instruction.
Implementation of Differentiated Deep Learning
At the school implementation level, the deep learning approach encompasses processes carried out
within the education system that enable students to engage in critical thinking, contextualize ideas,
and interpret their learning experiences. This process fundamentally elaborates educational
methodology through constructive perspectives and new values. In practical terms, deep learning
is manifested through differentiated instruction in the classroom -an approach observed by
researchers in these junior high schools.
Classroom observations across the three schools also revealed that differentiated instruction was
implemented through variations in content, learning processes, and learning products. During the

implementation, teachers apply content differentiation using digital media such as PowerPoint
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presentations, e-books, and educational videos. Teachers used these materials to present Islamic
values in ways that were accessible to students with different learning preferences.

Process differentiation was implemented through interactive learning strategies, such as group
discussions, simulations, and case-based studies. During classroom observations, students were
often grouped by readiness levels and assigned tasks of varying complexity.

Meanwhile, product differentiation was reflected in the variety of assignments offered to students.
For example, students were allowed to choose between producing video presentations, writing
reflective essays, or designing thematic posters on Islamic values. This approach provides students
with the freedom to choose learning methods that align with their styles and interests. One PAI
teacher described the rationale behind this approach:

“Students have different learning speeds. Through differentiated tasks, they can explore
Islamic values more deeply and relate them to their daily lives.” (HN, interview, July
15,2025)

Uniquely, SMPN 1 Lawang implemented differentiated instruction through a more specific
pattern. Observations showed that the needs assessment at the beginning of the semester was
conducted using an integrated approach involving the school, students, and parents through
parenting workshops and consultation sessions. This step was taken to ensure the effectiveness
and accuracy of the school’s targeted outcomes -namely, aligning students’ academic potential and
characteristics with actual conditions. This was revealed by informant YK and cross-verified by
the researchers through informant’s statement (C, interview, July 27, 2025).

Findings from these three junior high schools indicate that student-centered learning principles are
already in place, despite challenges such as limited resources and the need for further teacher
training. Furthermore, the school curricula at these three junior high schools are designed with
active student involvement in mind, and teachers are positioned as facilitators in the ongoing deep
learning process.

Researchers also observed that the learning environments in these three junior high schools were
both inclusive and interactive. This was evident in students' active engagement in discussions,
asking questions, and exploring alternative ways of thinking. Teachers provided sufficient space
for open dialogue and accommodated diverse student perspectives in solving contextual problems.
These efforts reflect an approach that positions students as active participants in the learning

process.
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Evaluation and Learning QOutcomes
The evaluation process in the three schools was conducted through a combination of formative,
summative, and final project assessments. Teachers regularly assessed students’ understanding
through classroom quizzes, reflective assignments, and project-based evaluations.
In addition to classroom-level assessment, school leaders also monitored the implementation of
differentiated instruction. Observational data indicated that school principals periodically
reviewed teaching practices and provided feedback to ensure the consistency of deep learning
strategies. These monitoring mechanisms ensured that differentiated learning practices were
implemented systematically and aligned with the schools’ broader educational objectives.
Researchers observed a similar trend at SMPN 30 Malang. This school conducted a needs
assessment involving professional external partners -academic counselors- to map students'
potential and learning styles. Document studies revealed a holistic mapping process that targets
not only students (through assessments of potential and learning styles) but also encouraging active
parental involvement through parenting programs. This aligns with the school principal’s
statement (SY, interview, July 26, 2025) that involving professional institutions is a strategic step
the school is taking to maximize the quality of its educational process.
Co-curricular Programs Supporting Deep Learning
In addition to classroom instruction, researchers identified several co-curricular programs that
reinforced deep learning practices. One notable initiative was the “Sunday School” program
implemented at SMP Muhammadiyah 08 Batu. This weekly program consisted of four main
activities: congregational dawn prayer, Islamic study sessions, communal breakfast, and physical
exercise. Document analysis indicated that these activities were designed to strengthen students’
reflective learning and character formation.
Another program identified in the study was the “Student Exchange Program”, which enabled
students to participate in international academic collaborations. According to one school
administrator:

“Our school collaborates with international educational institutions to broaden

students’ learning experiences.” (RS, interview, July 26, 2025)
Interestingly, this program goes beyond implementing collaboration between educational
institutions; it also provides students with learning experiences within a new environment and

community. Students who participated in this program reported engaging in various learning

13
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activities, including classroom collaboration with peers from other countries, outdoor learning
experiences, and leadership training (B & C, interview, July 26, 2025).

In addition, schools implemented the Golden Habit (Gobit) Program, which involved parents in
monitoring students’ religious practices at home. According to one PAI teacher, this initiative
strengthened communication between schools and families while encouraging students to practice
Islamic values in their daily lives (CL, interview, July 28, 2025).

Finally, technology-based training programs were also provided for teachers and students.
Teachers received training in the use of digital tools such as Scribo Al to assess student
assignments, while students participated in introductory programming workshops using Scratch
(LZ, interview, July 15, 2025). initiatives demonstrate how schools integrate classroom learning
with real-world experiences, enabling students to develop cognitive, affective, and psychomotor
competencies holistically.

In this context, classroom observations showed that teachers grouped students by readiness levels,
allowing them to work on different tasks during the same lesson. These co-curricular activities
(Student Exchange, Gobit, Sunday School, and IT training) implemented at SMP Muhammadiyah
08 Batu, SMPN 30 Malang, and SMPN 1 Lawang have become a reflective and contemplative
foundation for students’ learning processes. One PAI teacher explained that differentiated learning
helped students better understand religious concepts:

“Our students have different learning competencies. Through differentiated tasks, they
can explore Islamic values more deeply and relate them to their daily lives.” (HN,
interview, July 15, 2025).

These activities help contextualize classroom learning in real-life experiences. Schools are

therefore able to develop students' full potential (cognitive, affective, and psychomotor) in an

integrated and holistic manner.

Discussion
Interpretation of Differentiated Deep Learning Practices
These interpretations are based on a cross-case comparison of findings from the three participating
schools, each of which was first analysed as an individual case. The main findings of this study
indicate that differentiated PAI learning was systematically applied in the three junior high schools
(SMP Muhammadiyah 08 Batu, SMPN 30 Malang, and SMPN 1 Lawang). Schools were selected

purposively to reflect diverse educational settings and student demographics. Criteria included
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their use of innovative teaching, varied resources, institutional backgrounds, and willingness to
participate. This sample captured a range of contexts for differentiated PAI instruction. The
research established that differentiated learning was carried out in coordinated stages: planning,
implementation, and evaluation. These aligned with Tomlinson's (2021) principles and involved
teachers adapting content, learning processes, and products to students' readiness and learning
profiles. The key finding is that all three schools consistently employed these stages to tailor
learning effectively.

In planning, teachers diagnosed students’ needs and learning profiles. These results guided them
in designing strategies and teaching modules that matched the national curriculum and students’
characteristics. This supported inclusive, quality education as stated in SDG 4.

In implementation, classroom observations showed teachers using group discussions, simulations,
case studies, and project-based learning. These methods helped students actively construct
knowledge rather than just receive information. This aligns with previous studies: students achieve
deep learning through reflective, contextual tasks (Preston et al., 2025; Wu, 2024).

For evaluation, schools used formative and summative assessments, such as classroom exams,
reflective assignments, and project-based evaluations. These helped teachers track progress and
foster internalization of Islamic values. Schools boosted deep learning through programs such as
Sunday School, Student Exchange, and the Golden Habit (Gobit) initiative. These activities gave
students hands-on experience applying Islamic values, strengthening cognitive, affective, and
behavioral skills.

Thematic Synthesis of Deep Learning and Tadabbur Practices

Thematic analysis of interviews, observations, and school documents identified clear patterns of
effective deep learning within differentiated PAI instruction. The key findings show students’
positive emotional engagement, improved collaboration and social awareness, critical reasoning,
and deep conceptual understanding, along with the integration of spiritual reflection.

First, students showed positive emotional engagement when teachers used flexible methods and
allowed them to choose learning materials. This was evident in project assignments and group
discussions, where students showed enthusiasm and active participation. In Islamic education, this
approach fosters spiritual awareness and internalization of values, rather than just knowledge
transfer (Mufti et al., 2024). The model covers three aspects: knowing (understanding), doing

(practicing), and being (living by the teachings) (Mardiana et al., 2020). Second, collaborative
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learning-built empathy and social awareness. Activities like Student Exchange and group projects
let students interact with peers, share perspectives, and grow sensitive to others.

Third, class discussions and reflective work improved students’ critical reasoning. Teachers
pushed students to analyze Islamic teachings and discuss social issues in context. And fourth,
learning activities built deep conceptual understanding. Reflective discussions and project tasks
helped students connect religious concepts to their own experiences.

Spiritual reflection activities were part of classroom and co-curricular programs. These developed
the students’ spiritual awareness. Activities included congregational prayer, reflective discussions,
and character-building programs. Students applied Islamic teachings in daily lives. This activity is
both contemplative and foundational to learning. It promotes reflection, analysis, and
multidimensional engagement (Putranti et al., 2024; Roushiell France London, 2022; Samsudi et
al., 2024; Sukmawati et al., 2023). In several activities, teachers helped students find meaning in
the material and connect it to daily life.

These thematic findings demonstrate that differentiated deep learning in PAI education promotes
both academic learning and holistic student development. The central finding is that a systematic
synthesis of coded interview transcripts, classroom observations, and documents revealed
recurring themes of differentiation and deep learning, validated through alignment with theoretical
frameworks. The final model components were based on repeated evidence, observed significance,
and their relevance to both educational theory and Islamic education practice. Table 2 shows the
connections among field evidence, thematic analysis, and the model’s core dimensions.

Table 2

Empirical Foundation of the PAI CERDAS Model

Empirical Evidence Thematic Interpretation Dimension of the PAI
from the Field CERDAS Model
Students actively participated in discussions, Positive emotional engagement  Cheerful
simulations, and project-based learning activities and active participation in
during differentiated instruction in PAI classes. learning processes.
Collaborative learning activities and programs such ~ Development of empathy, Empathetic
as Student Exchange encouraged students to interact  social sensitivity, and
with peers from diverse backgrounds and develop collaborative attitudes.

mutual understanding.

Classroom discussions and reflective learning Strengthening students’ critical ~ Rational
activities encouraged students to analyze Islamic reasoning and analytical
teachings and relate them to contemporary social thinking.

contexts.
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Reflective learning approaches, including project Deep conceptual understanding ~ Deep
assignments and contextual learning tasks, enabled and reflective learning

students to explore Islamic values in meaningful processes.

ways.

Spiritual reflection activities embedded in programs  Development of spiritual Aware
such as Sunday School and the Golden Habit awareness and value

(Gobit) initiative encouraged students to internalize  internalization.
religious values in everyday life

Based on these findings, researchers developed the PAI CERDAS model. This model integrates
differentiated instruction, deep learning, and reflective practices in Islamic education. To validate
the model, the researchers assessed its theoretical coherence by comparing its components with
established frameworks. They also sought feedback from educational practitioners and experts in
Islamic education. Large-scale empirical testing was beyond the scope of this study. However,
preliminary feedback from teachers and school leaders indicated that the model was feasible and
aligned with observed improvements in student engagement and learning outcomes. A systematic
synthesis of diverse data sources further reinforced the model’s robustness and relevance across
contexts.

Development of the PAI CERDAS Model

This study proposes the PAI CERDAS learning framework, grounded in an empirical and
theoretical synthesis. The model was developed through an iterative process based on the study’s
main empirical findings: first, systematic analysis of differentiated PAI learning in three schools
through interviews, observations, and documents. Second, thematic analysis identified specific
patterns of effective deep learning in Islamic education. Third, the synthesis of these findings
resulted in a conceptual model that integrates differentiated instruction, deep learning, and
reflective practices. The central finding is that these steps together informed the model design.
CERDAS stands for five key aspects of holistic PAI learning. Cheerful is emotional engagement
that drives active learning. Empathetic is building empathy and social awareness through
teamwork. Rational is developing critical reasoning about Islamic teachings and issues. Deep is
gaining conceptual understanding through reflection. Aware is building spiritual awareness and
living Islamic values.

These dimensions capture the holistic learning process in the three schools, integrating
differentiated and deep learning with reflective and experiential activities. The PAI CERDAS

model unites classroom instruction and co-curricular programs. Sunday School, Student
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Exchange, and Golden Habit give students hands-on experience in applying Islamic values and in
building social and cognitive skills. The visual representation of the PAT CERDAS model is
provided in Figure 2 (see Figure 2 in the appendix). As shown in the Figure 2, the model integrates
differentiated instruction, deep learning, and reflective Islamic learning practices to support
students’ cognitive, affective, and psychomotor development in line with SDG 4.

This study has some limitations. Research was conducted in three schools in one region, which
may limit the generalizability of the findings. Data came mainly from qualitative methods
(interviews, observation, and document analysis) with no large-scale quantitative data. Model
effectiveness was assessed using early teacher and leader feedback rather than long-term studies.
Future research could build on this work by employing larger, more diverse samples across
different regions and school types. Longitudinal studies and mixed-methods approaches could help
evaluate the long-term impact and wider applicability of the PAI CERDAS model on student
achievement and character development. Further investigation into specific components of the
model, as well as its integration into existing curricula, would also provide deeper insights into
effective practices for Islamic education. This study’s key finding, the PAI CERDAS model, is

presented in Figure 2.

Conclusion

This study shows that systematic, differentiated PAI learning supports students' holistic
development. It is structured around planning, implementation, and evaluation. Diagnostic
assessments and learning style mapping inform planning. Differentiated content, process, and
product underpin implementation. Co-curricular programs reinforce contextual and reflective
learning. These integrated practices target cognitive, affective, and behavioral growth. This
demonstrates PAI’s capacity to nurture the whole student.

Building on these findings, this study introduces the PAI CERDAS model (a differentiated, deep-
learning framework for Islamic Religious Education). In practice, teachers use the model’s five
core dimensions (Cheerful, Empathetic, Rational, Deep, Aware) as guides to adapt lessons and
activities to students' needs, encouraging reflective discussions and tailored assignments. This
application makes learning meaningful and character-driven while fostering social awareness. By
connecting differentiated instruction with reflective learning inspired by tadabbur, the model

bridges academic learning and internalized values.
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This research advances innovative Islamic education. It shows how differentiated instruction and
deep learning help achieve SDG 4 for quality and inclusion. The PAI CERDAS model gives
teachers a practical framework for student-centered, reflective PAI learning. Future research

should test this model in more contexts and with different methods.
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Figure 2: Visual Representation of the PAI CERDAS Model
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