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Abstract: This study investigates the effect of the Problem-Based Learning (PBL) model
on the reading comprehension skills of fifth-grade students at SDN 101600 Purbabangun,
a public elementary school located in Sukamulia, Padang Lawas Utara Regency, North
Sumatra Province. In this school, many students demonstrate fluency in reading but face
difficulties in comprehending texts critically. The research employed a quantitative
approach using a quasi-experimental method with a nonequivalent control group design.
A total of 40 fifth-grade students were selected through purposive sampling and divided
into two groups: an experimental group taught using the PBL model and a control group
taught using conventional methods. Data were collected through pre-tests, post-tests,
classroom observations, and student response questionnaires. An independent sample t-
test was used for data analysis at a 5% significance level. The results showed a significant
difference in reading comprehension between the two groups, with a p-value of 0.0424
(p < 0.05). These findings demonstrate that the PBL model effectively enhances students’
reading comprehension, particularly in developing their critical thinking and problem-
solving skills. The study emphasizes the need for innovative and student-centered
learning approaches to address reading challenges in elementary schools.
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A. Introduction

Reading is an activity that involves the visual process of recognizing letters and
words and includes understanding, analyzing, and evaluating information in the text.
According to the Big Indonesian Dictionary (KBBI), reading is seeing and understanding
the contents of the writing, either out loud or in the heart (Rasuli, 2019). Meanwhile,
Anderson explains that reading is an interactive process involving readers constructing
meaning based on the interaction between text and prior knowledge (Anderson, 2002;
Rastegar et al., 2017). This definition strengthens the view of (Bangsu et al., 2023), who
state that reading comprehension is an active process linking information in the text with
the knowledge the reader already has.
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Speaking, listening, reading, and writing are the four basic language skills related
to language use. Listening: The ability to understand what others are saying or saying.
This entails focusing on the meaning of the words used, the emphasis, and the tone
(Katoningsih, 2021). Listening attentively facilitates understanding of the context and the
message the source is trying to convey. Analyzing, hiding, and reacting correctly to the
information heard are all necessary for practical listening skills (Sudirjo & Alif, 2021).

A student's comprehension ability greatly affects his ability to absorb material
during learning and helps him develop other skills through reading (Fitri et al., 2022).
Low reading comprehension skills will make students lag behind in learning, so they tend
to have difficulty achieving when moving up to higher grades (Syah & Pertiwi, 2024;
UGM, 2014).. Reading is very important to explore information, but it must also be
accompanied by good reading skills so that reading becomes effective for students. PISA
2018 data shows that Indonesian students' reading ability is still below the international
average, ranking 74th out of 79 countries with an average score of 371 from the OECD
standard of 487 (OECD, 2019). This reinforces the importance of improving reading
comprehension skills early because this ability significantly affects students' academic
achievement at all levels of education

Various factors contribute to poor reading abilities among elementary school
students, which can generally be classified into internal and external variables. Internal
factors relate to conditions within the students, such as low interest in reading, which may
stem from a lack of exposure to engaging reading materials or limited motivation.
Additionally, poor reading habits, such as reading only when required, can hinder the
development of fluency and comprehension skills. Some students may also face specific
learning difficulties like dyslexia, have a limited vocabulary, or experience health-related
issues (e.g., visual impairment or fatigue), which can negatively affect their ability to
focus and retain information (Juhaeni et al., 2022; Soniah et al., 2023).

On the other hand, external factors involve the surrounding learning environment.
These include a less supportive school climate, such as a lack of individualized attention,
outdated teaching methods, and insufficient reading programs. Schools often lack
sufficient books or reading materials, and libraries may be absent or underused (Hilda
Hadian et al., 2018). At home, minimal family support for literacy, absence of a reading
culture, and limited parental involvement further hinder progress. Moreover,
socioeconomic challenges such as poverty can limit access to educational resources. The
growing presence of digital distractions, such as excessive use of television or mobile
phones, also reduces the time children spend on meaningful reading activities (Patandean
& Indrajit, 2021; Purwanti, 2022).

Observations at SD Negeri 101600 Purba Bangun show that some students lack
reading comprehension skills. However, most children in grade V are already proficient
in reading, and most have difficulty understanding and critically evaluating their reading.
At least 12 out of 20 students have difficulty in understanding reading, thus hindering
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their ability to answer questions, especially Indonesian questions that require reading
analysis. In addition to affecting students' enthusiasm for reading, the learning model also
affects the classroom environment so that students are reluctant to learn. Therefore,
interactive learning models must be innovative to provide an engaging and focused
learning environment. Teachers can implement a variety of strategies to address learning
challenges, including creative models in the classroom.

One approach considered effective in improving reading comprehension skills is
applying the Problem-Based Learning (PBL) model. PBL is highly relevant in addressing
the challenges identified in students’ reading comprehension, such as low engagement,
difficulty understanding texts critically, and limited ability to analyze and synthesize
information. This model encourages active learning, where students are directly involved
in solving real or simulated problems requiring them to analyze content, interpret
information, and draw conclusions based on textual evidence—skills fundamental in
reading comprehension.

Fadholi emphasize that PBL helps students acquire critical, analytical, and
reflective thinking abilities, crucial for making inferences, identifying main ideas,
evaluating arguments, and connecting prior knowledge with new information—key
components of adequate reading comprehension (Fadholi et al., 2024). Moreover, PBL
fosters a student-centered learning environment (Amris & Desyandri, 2021; Warda
Rasidah et al., 2022), allowing students to explore and construct meaning from texts
autonomously rather than passively receiving information.

By engaging students in problem-solving tasks integrating reading activities, PBL
enhances their reading strategies, such as identifying keywords, summarizing,
questioning, and clarifying content. These strategies are beneficial for students who
struggle with understanding texts in depth. Therefore, the use of PBL is relevant and
strategic in addressing the multidimensional challenges associated with low reading
comprehension among elementary students.

Studies on how the Project-Based Learning (PJBL) model affects the reading
comprehension skills of primary school students show a significant improvement in
teaching methods. PJBL has been shown to help students overcome various learning
barriers by improving reading comprehension, engagement, and critical thinking. PJBL
has been associated with improved reading comprehension skills, as evidenced by
research showing increased student engagement and improved literacy outcomes
compared to traditional methods (Nopiyanti et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2023). PJBL helps
students develop critical thinking and problem-solving skills in addition to their reading
comprehension (Karmana, 2024; Mariatul Kibtiyah, 2022).

Research "The Effect of Problem Based Learning Model on Reading
Comprehension Ability of Grade IV Elementary School Students” by (Halimah et al.,
2022) is a previous study that is relevant to this study. The results show how the use of
the PBL paradigm helps the reading comprehension skills of fourth-grade children. Based
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on the findings of the t-test of an independent sample analysis, the PBL model
outperforms conventional teaching techniques, with a calculated t-value of 6.403 and a
significance level of 0.00.

Different research was conducted by (Falah et al., 2024), "Exploration of
Problem-Based Learning Model: Effectiveness in Improving Reading Comprehension of
Elementary School Students” shows that the PBL paradigm works well to improve
reading comprehension among fifth-grade students. With a significance value of 0.001
on the findings of the Paired Sample Test, it is proven that the use of this model improves
students' reading comprehension skills.

Although Project-Based Learning (PJBL) has been extensively researched, few
specific studies have examined its influence on particular genres of reading materials,
such as narrative texts or explanatory texts. In this study, the focus is placed on narrative
texts, which are commonly used in elementary-level reading and often present
comprehension challenges due to their structural complexity and the need to infer
meaning from events and character actions. By targeting this genre, the research seeks to
explore how PJBL can enhance students’ ability to understand story elements, plot
development, and implied messages.

Furthermore, most existing studies are short-term, focusing on immediate post-
intervention outcomes. As such, longitudinal studies are still needed to assess the
sustained impact of PJBL on students' reading comprehension over time. Recent research
also points to the potential of integrating PIJBL with blended learning environments,
which combine face-to-face and digital learning strategies to enhance student engagement
and literacy outcomes (Zhang et al., 2023). This study contributes to the existing literature
by offering insights into how PJBL, when applied to narrative texts, can address specific
comprehension challenges faced by elementary students and serve as a practical
instructional model for teachers.

The use of PJBL in a variety of topics, including language arts and sciences,
demonstrates adaptability and promises broader education reform (Inda Assaidah et al.,
2023; Karmana, 2024). On the other hand, some teachers argue that some children can
still benefit from traditional teaching techniques, thus highlighting the need for a holistic
strategy that combines traditional techniques and PJBL to accommodate different
learning preferences.

Based on the background described above, this study aims to analyze the influence
of the Problem-Based Learning (PBL) model on the reading comprehension skills of fifth-
grade students at SD Negeri 101600 Purba Bangun, explicitly focusing on narrative texts,
which are often challenging for students to understand deeply. This research addresses a
gap in the literature by examining how PBL impacts comprehension in this specific genre,
an area that has received limited attention in previous studies.
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While this study does not take a longitudinal approach, it lays the groundwork for
future research exploring the long-term effects of PBL on reading comprehension
development. Focusing on short-term impacts within a specific genre, this study
contributes practical evidence on the effectiveness of PBL in classroom instruction. It
offers direction for more extensive, long-term studies. Ultimately, this research seeks to
provide teachers with an alternative instructional strategy to help overcome students’ low
comprehension skills and enrich classroom learning practices with more student-centered
and engaging methods.

B. Method

This study uses a quantitative approach with a quasi-experimental method and a
Nonequivalent Control Group Design. This design was chosen because it did not allow
researchers to fully randomize the placement of participants into experimental and control
groups, following the existing class divisions (Ati & Setiawan, 2020; Sasmita & Harjono,
2021). However, this design still allows for comparing the impact of the treatment (PBL
model) on the dependent variable, namely reading comprehension skills. The main
limitation of this quasi-experimental design is the possibility of confounding variables
(disturbing variables) due to the lack of randomization. To overcome this limitation,
researchers used a pretest to measure the initial conditions of the two groups and ensure
that there were no significant differences between the two before the treatment was given.
In addition, purposive sampling was also carried out, which considered the equality of
characteristics to minimize bias.

This research was conducted at SD Negeri 101600 Purba Bangun, grade V, for
two months, from March to April 2025. The population in this study was all grade V
students, and the sample was 40 students divided into two classes, each with 20 students.
The experimental group received treatment with the Problem-Based Learning (PBL)
model, while the control group used conventional learning methods. The dependent
variable in this study was students’ reading comprehension skills, which were
operationally defined as students’ ability to understand the meaning, structure, and
messages of narrative texts through indicators: finding the main idea, concluding the
contents of the reading, interpreting messages, and assessing information in the text. The
independent variable uses the Problem-Based Learning (PBL) learning model.

Data collection techniques include pretest and posttest to measure the
improvement of reading comprehension skills, observation of student activities during the
learning process, and student response questionnaires to the implementation of the PBL
model. Data analysis was carried out using an independent sample t-test with a
significance level of 5% (0.05) to see significant differences between the learning
outcomes of the experimental and control groups. If the significance value is > 0.05, Ho
is accepted and Ha is rejected, indicating no difference in the average learning outcomes
between the pretest and posttest groups. Conversely, if Ho is rejected and Ha is accepted,
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it suggests a difference in the average learning outcomes between the two groups (Dewi
& Lestari, 2020; Puspitasari & Nurhayati, 2019).

Before the t-test was conducted, the assumptions of normality and homogeneity
of the data were first tested to ensure the validity of the analysis. Data processing and
analysis were carried out using SPSS software version 25, which supports parametric
statistical calculations and has been widely used in educational experimental research
(Gunawan, 2018; Santoso, 2018).

C. Results and Discussion
Table 1. Results of Descriptive Statistical Test Scores

Experimental Number of Minimum Maximun  Mean Standard
Classes Students Deviation
Pretest 20 52 62 57.20 3.205
Posttest 20 75 88 81.85 3.815

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the pretest and posttest scores in the
experimental class. The data indicate increased students’ reading comprehension scores
after implementing the Problem-Based Learning (PBL) model. Rather than detailing each
numerical value, it is sufficient to note that the posttest average is considerably higher
than the pretest average, suggesting a positive shift in learning outcomes.

Table 2. Independent Sample Test Results

Independent Samples Test
Levene's
Test for
Equality of
Variances  t-test for Equality of Means
Std.  95% Confidence
Error Interval of  the
Sig. (2-Mean Differ Difference
F Sig. t df tailed) Difference ence Lower Upper
Hasil Equal 654 424 -22.123 38 .000 -24.650 1.114 -26.906 -22.394
variances
assumed
Equal -22.123 36.903 .000 224650  1.114 -26908  -22.392
variances
not
assumed

To assess whether this difference is statistically significant, an Independent
Samples t-test was conducted (see Table 2). The result shows a significance value of
0.0424 (p < 0.05), indicating a meaningful difference in student performance before and
after applying the PBL model. This supports the conclusion that the PBL model
significantly impacted students’ reading comprehension abilities.
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The improvement observed implies that the PBL approach effectively supports
students in developing critical and analytical reading skills. By engaging students in real -
life problem-solving tasks, PBL encourages deeper interaction with texts, fostering
independent learning and collaboration. These findings align with prior studies (Falah et
al., 2024; Halimah et al., 2022), which affirm the efficacy of PBL in enhancing literacy,
particularly in reading comprehension. Therefore, beyond statistical significance, this
result highlights the pedagogical implication that innovative and student-centered models
like PBL can better support literacy development in elementary students compared to
conventional approaches. Based on the findings obtained, there was a difference between
the reading comprehension ability of students who used the Problem-Based Learning
model before and after therapy.

Thus, the results of this study empirically answer the formulation of the problem
proposed, namely that there is a significant difference in students' reading comprehension
skills before and after using the Problem Based Learning model. These differences not
only confirm the effectiveness of PBL in improving reading comprehension skills, but
also reinforce the findings from previous research that PBL can be one of the effective
learning models to be applied in the development of student literacy.

However, it is essential to acknowledge the limitations of this study. The sample
size was small, limited to one school with 40 fifth-grade students, and the intervention
was conducted over two months. These factors may restrict the generalizability of the
findings to broader educational contexts or long-term outcomes. Additionally, the study
focused solely on narrative texts; different results might emerge when applied to other
genres such as expository or procedural texts.

Despite these limitations, the findings provide valuable insight into the potential
of PBL to foster reading comprehension in elementary education. Future studies are
encouraged to include larger, more diverse populations and more extended observation
periods to assess the sustainability of the learning outcomes. Moreover, exploring PBL
integration with digital tools or blended learning models could offer further innovation in
literacy instruction.

D. Conclusion

Based on the results of this study, it can be concluded that applying the Problem-
Based Learning (PBL) model significantly improves the reading comprehension skills of
fifth-grade students at SD Negeri 101600 Purba Bangun. Students in the experimental
class who were taught using the PBL model showed better comprehension performance
than those in the control class who experienced traditional learning methods. This finding
confirms that PBL effectively develops students’ abilities to understand, analyze, and
reflect on reading materials, particularly narrative texts, through active learning and
problem-solving activities.

These results directly answer the research question posed in the introduction,
affirming a statistically significant difference in students’ reading comprehension skills
before and after the implementation of PBL. Furthermore, the study supports previous
research that emphasizes the advantages of student-centered learning models in
improving literacy outcomes. However, the findings should be interpreted cautiously due
to limitations, including the small sample size, short intervention period, and focus on
only one type of text genre. These factors may limit the generalizability of the results.
Therefore, further research involving larger and more diverse populations, extended
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duration, and various reading genres is recommended to strengthen the evidence for
PBL’s effectiveness in literacy instruction.

In practical terms, this study highlights the need for educators to adopt more
innovative and engaging learning strategies, such as PBL, to overcome students’
difficulties in reading comprehension. Schools and curriculum developers should
consider integrating PBL into the reading curriculum to foster critical thinking, active
participation, and deeper understanding among elementary school students.
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