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This study investigates the application of a thematic approach in social 
studies learning to improve the activeness of elementary school 
students. This type of research uses an exploratory qualitative 
approach. The study was conducted at the YP HKBP Pematangsiantar 
Private Elementary School. The subjects in this study were fifth-grade 
students, class teachers, and the principal. Data were collected through 
observation, semi-structured interviews, and documentation, then 
analyzed using Miles and Huberman's interactive analysis technique. 
The results showed that before the thematic approach was 
implemented, social studies learning was monotonous and did not 
actively engage students. After the thematic approach was 
implemented, there was a significant increase in student activeness 
indicators, such as asking questions, answering questions, discussing 
in groups, and completing assignments independently. The thematic 
approach has been proven to be able to connect social studies material 
with students' real lives, thus creating a more enjoyable, contextual, 
and participatory learning atmosphere. These findings are supported 
by the theories of meaningful learning (Ausubel), constructivism 
(Vygotsky), and active involvement. This study recommends that 
teachers design social studies learning with a thematic approach in a 
structured and relevant manner to the students' local context. Research 
has proven that this approach fosters active student involvement and 
enhances the overall quality of the learning process at the elementary 
school level. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Basic education plays a strategic role in shaping children's initial knowledge and 
character, including through social studies subjects that integrate social insight, values, 
and civic attitudes (Barton & Avery, 2016; Ollila & Macy, 2019; Mindes & Newman, 
2021). Russell III and & Waters (2021) emphasized that essential social studies is taught 
from elementary school to foster sensitivity to social issues and equip students with a 
positive mental attitude and everyday problem-solving skills. Furthermore, Lestari et al. 
(2023) found that social studies is important in shaping pluralistic character and 
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strengthening the existence of Indonesian culture through an understanding of diversity. 
Saidah and Damariswara (2024) noted the low interest in learning social studies due to 
a non-contextual approach, thus recommending teaching based on students' social lives 
as a solution. Mutawakkil (2024), in a study of project-based learning, showed that an 
active approach in social studies increases learning motivation and understanding of 
social concepts. Nur Azizah et al. (2022) highlighted that the application of exemplary 
values in social studies learning can effectively internalize students' character values. 
Finally, research by Desyani et al. (2025) stated that integrating social studies with the 
values of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) supports social awareness and 
cross-cultural tolerance from elementary school age. 

Social studies learning in elementary schools is often categorized as boring and 
theoretical due to the dominance of lecture methods and the use of textbooks alone 
(Rustono, 2018), which causes the learning process to feel monotonous, students to 
become passive, and their understanding of the material to remain low. Zengulaaru and 
Nyamekye (2023) highlighted that monotonous and uninnovative teaching methods, 
particularly teacher dominance in the classroom, cause students to lose focus and 
interest in social studies. Schindler et al. (2017) concluded that low student interest and 
active engagement occur due to limited variety of learning media and a lack of relevance 
to students' lives. Akhan et al. (2023) also found that limited facilities and a lack of 
diverse learning resources are major obstacles, resulting in uninteresting social studies 
material and rarely engaging students actively. Furthermore, Utami (2023) identified 
that students perceived social studies material as too broad and difficult, with ineffective 
learning and minimal support, resulting in decreased student participation and 
understanding. Wati (2025) explained that conventional social studies learning, lacking 
local context, interaction, and digitalization, led students at the YP HKBP 
Pematangsiantar Private Elementary School to view social studies as meaningless and 
lacking in meaningful activities. 

The elementary school curriculum, particularly the 2013 curriculum, explicitly 
emphasizes the implementation of an integrative thematic approach that combines 
several subjects under one central theme, as described by the reviewed by Sulistyosari 
et al. (2023). Amrin and Hidayat (2022) explained that thematic social studies learning 
allows for the integration of social science branches (geography, history, economics, 
sociology, and culture) into relevant themes, enabling students to holistically understand 
the interrelationships between social studies materials. Dewi and Rukmini (2019) 
explained that the thematic approach with scientific methods significantly increases 
students' multiple intelligences and is relevant to the thinking skills and character of 
elementary school students. 

The thematic approach is considered more contextual and enjoyable because it 
creates a meaningful and interactive learning experience for students (Ghoreishi et al., 
2017). Research by Ghunu et al. (2022) states that the implementation of the thematic 
curriculum in Indonesian elementary schools successfully improves students' creativity, 
critical thinking, and academic performance. Thematic learning creates a concrete and 
meaningful atmosphere, preventing fragmentation of material and allowing students to 
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more actively explore and discover concepts directly (Landøy et al., 2019). Furthermore, 
the thematic approach provides students with better reasoning, communication, and 
observation skills than traditional methods that separate subjects (Zhang et al., 2025). 

Social studies learning in many elementary schools still presents a major challenge, 
as does low student engagement (Handayani, 2024; Dewi & Safitri, 2025). For example, 
Putri and Susanto (2023) found that student engagement at elementary school remained 
low due to a lack of variety in learning models that were not tailored to the students' 
contexts, resulting in many students remaining passive. Furthermore, Suwartini (2022) 
reported that the use of the Problem-Based Learning (PBL) model at elementary school 
significantly improved social studies learning engagement and outcomes, a response to 
the low engagement achieved with conventional approaches. Similar findings were also 
reported by a study adopting the Discovery Learning model; Sholihah (2025) noted an 
increase in student active participation in social studies learning after a more contextual 
and interactive pedagogical intervention. 

Given the low student engagement in some elementary schools, the urgency of 
pedagogical innovation is increasingly pressing. Hilman et al. (2025) recommended the 
Team Quiz approach as an innovative method to increase student engagement in social 
studies material, resulting in significant increases in group participation and classroom 
interaction. Furthermore, Beck and Eno (2012) demonstrated that the application of the 
Science and Technology Society approach in social studies learning has been shown to 
increase student engagement by requiring them to actively construct and apply 
knowledge. Based on real-world conditions and these empirical findings, the 
implementation of a thematic approach is necessary to increase student engagement 
through more meaningful, contextual, and interactive learning (Aini & Relmasira, 2018; 
Wahab et al., 2025). 

Learning is designed to prioritize student engagement as an educational goal, with 
indicators such as participation in discussions, asking questions, answering questions, 
working in groups, and completing assignments independently. Sholihah (2025) states 
that student engagement includes asking questions, working on problems, expressing 
opinions, and answering questions during learning. Mutakin (2022) also emphasized 
that learning models such as team quizzes significantly contribute to student 
engagement in class discussions. Other findings from Basicedu indicate that the use of 
the discovery learning model can increase student engagement from around 60% to over 
80% in the next cycle, encompassing attention, group discussions, and problem-solving. 

Based on the real gap in the field, namely the still-low student learning engagement 
in many elementary schools, the urgency of implementing a thematic approach has 
emerged. Utami (2023) concluded that the implementation of thematic learning 
significantly increased students' social studies, mathematics, and Indonesian language 
learning activities physically, mentally, and emotionally. Therefore, this study focuses 
on evaluating the application of the thematic approach in social studies learning in 
elementary schools as a strategic effort to increase student activity through meaningful, 
contextual, and interactive learning activities. 
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2. METHOD 

This study uses an exploratory qualitative approach that seeks to discuss in depth 
the phenomenon of low student engagement in social studies learning, as well as the 
application of a thematic approach as an alternative solution. This approach is 
considered appropriate because it can describe the processes, strategies, and student 
responses naturally according to conditions that occur in the field. The type of research 
used is exploratory descriptive, which focuses on describing the phenomenon being 
studied in detail and in depth, without manipulating variables. The approach used refers 
to primary research, namely surveys, interviews, focus groups, and observations. The 
following is a flowchart illustration of the exploratory qualitative approach in Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. Exploratory Qualitative Approach 

 
This research was conducted at the YP HKBP Pematangsiantar Private Elementary 

School, Pematangsiantar City. The study took place from March to April 2025, aligned 
with the current teaching and learning schedule. The school has a total of 65 students, 
and the primary subjects were fifth-grade students enrolled in social studies learning 
using a thematic approach. Furthermore, the study involved several key informants: the 
fifth-grade teacher as the implementer of learning activities, students as the primary 
actors in learning activities, and the principal as the curriculum policy maker at the 
school level. 

Data collection was conducted using several techniques: first, participant 
observation to directly watch student activity during thematic social studies learning; 
second, semi-structured interviews with teachers and students to explore their 
perceptions regarding the implementation and effectiveness of the thematic approach; 
and third, documentation, including photographs of learning activities, lesson plans, and 
relevant student activity notes. The primary instrument in this research was the 
researcher herself, equipped with observation guidelines, interview guidelines, and 
documentation formats. The instruments were developed based on indicators of student 
activity, including participation in discussions, courage to ask and answer questions, 
ability to work in groups, and independence in completing assignments. 

The data obtained were analyzed qualitatively and interactively through three main 
stages: data reduction, which simplifies the raw data according to the research focus; 
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data presentation, in the form of narratives, informant quotes, and tables of student 
activities; and drawing conclusions based on consistent patterns and findings in the field. 
To ensure data validity, triangulation techniques were used, including source 
triangulation by comparing data from teachers, students, and the principal, and technical 
triangulation by combining the results of observations, interviews, and documentation. 

 
 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Results 

Initial observations of social studies learning in fifth grade at YP HKBP 
Pematangsiantar Private Elementary School revealed that the learning process was still 
conventional and did not utilize a thematic approach. Teachers tended to use lectures 
and textbooks as primary sources, without linking the material to students' concrete 
experiences. Learning was one-way and teacher-centered, while students appeared 
passive and less engaged. The majority of students showed no interest in asking 
questions, were reluctant to answer teacher questions, and demonstrated low 
participation in group discussions. Student learning activity was still very limited, so the 
objectives of social studies learning as a means of developing social understanding and 
interaction skills were not optimally achieved. Implementing a more contextual and 
enjoyable learning approach, like a thematic approach, is necessary in light of this 
situation. The percentage of student activity before the thematic approach is presented 
in Table 1 below. 

Table 1. Percentage of Student Activity 

No 
Student Activity 

Indicators 
Before 

Thematic 
After Thematic 

Description of 
Changes 

1 
Asking questions to 

the teacher 
26.2% (17 
students) 

69.2% (45 
students) 

Significant increase 

2 Answering questions 
35.4% (23 
students) 

75.4% (49 
students) 

Significant increase 

3 
Actively participating 
in group discussions 

23.1% (15 
students) 

81.5% (53 
students) 

Dramatic increase 
 Average activity 28.2% 75.3% Up 47.1% points 
 
Before the thematic approach was implemented, most students were less active in 

social studies lessons. Dependence on teachers, minimal learning stimulus, and a lack 
of varied methods made classes less interactive. Therefore, the thematic approach 
became the chosen alternative to create a more contextual learning environment and 
increase student engagement. 

After the thematic approach was implemented in fifth-grade social studies at the YP 
HKBP Pematangsiantar Private Elementary School, there was a significant increase in 
student engagement. Lessons were designed around themes relevant to students' daily 
lives, such as "The Surrounding Environment," "Economic Activities," and "Social Life 
in Society." Teachers linked social studies material to students' concrete experiences, 
using visual learning media, group activities, and structured discussion and question-
and-answer methods. Students were not merely passive listeners but actively involved 
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in developing concept maps, creating thematic posters, conducting group presentations, 
and completing mini-project-based assignments. 

Indicators of learning engagement, such as asking questions, participating in 
discussions, and answering questions, demonstrate this increase in student engagement. 
With the teacher acting as a facilitator rather than the sole source of knowledge, the 
classroom atmosphere has become more dynamic and communicative. This encourages 
students to be more confident and bold in expressing their opinions. Furthermore, 
student interaction has improved, as evidenced by their collaborative efforts in 
completing group assignments. Teachers also reported that students were more focused 
and enthusiastic and exhibited a heightened sense of curiosity when the material was 
presented in an integrated manner. 

Observations indicate that the thematic approach significantly impacts student 
learning engagement. Learning connected to real life, delivered in a fun and 
participatory manner, stimulates students to become more engaged in the social studies 
learning process. Therefore, the thematic approach is worthy of continued 
implementation to create active, contextual, and meaningful social studies learning at 
the elementary school level. 

The implementation of the thematic approach in social studies learning in grade V of 
the YP HKBP Pematangsiantar Private Elementary School is carried out through lesson 
planning and implementation that integrates several core competencies under one 
central theme. Teachers develop a thematic Lesson Implementation Plan based on the 
theme "Social Life Around Us," which includes social studies material such as economic 
activities, the roles of economic actors, social values, and societal structures. The lesson 
is conducted in three sessions. Each session begins with students exploring their prior 
knowledge through questions and answers and contextual images, followed by core 
activities in the form of group discussions, visual media observations, and presentations 
of discussion results. Teachers prepare thematic teaching materials in the form of 
worksheets, short videos, and concept maps relevant to the learning theme. 

The teacher's strategy in implementing thematic learning focuses on linking social 
studies material to students' everyday experiences. For example, when discussing the 
topic of economic actors, the teacher asks students to identify their parents' roles in local 
economic activities such as trading, farming, or being employees. Learning activities 
take place not only in the classroom but also involve observations of the school and 
home environment. This encourages students to connect social concepts in social studies 
to the realities around them. The teacher also facilitates reflection and feedback at the 
end of the activity, where students are invited to write about new things they have 
learned. This approach increases student enthusiasm because they feel the subject matter 
is relevant to their lives and not merely theoretical. 

After implementing the thematic approach in social studies learning, there was a 
significant change in student engagement in fifth-grade students at YP HKBP 
Pematangsiantar Private Elementary School. Student engagement was measured using 
four main indicators: courage to ask questions, ability to answer questions, participation 
in group discussions, and independence in completing assignments. Based on 
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observations, students who previously tended to be passive began to show enthusiasm 
and active involvement in the learning process. In terms of asking questions, students 
became more confident in asking teachers and classmates about material they didn't 
understand. The number of students who dared to answer questions also increased, 
indicated by active engagement in question-and-answer sessions. Group discussions 
intensified, resulting in a more equitable distribution of roles among students. 
Meanwhile, in independent assignments, students demonstrated increased independence 
in understanding and completing instructions without relying too much on teacher 
assistance. 

A comparison between conditions before and after the implementation of the 
thematic approach showed that this approach was effective in increasing student 
engagement. Before the intervention, most students appeared passive, with low levels 
of participation in discussions and a lack of courage to ask questions. However, after 
two cycles of thematic learning, we observed consistent improvements in all four 
indicators. Observation data showed that the percentage of students actively asking 
questions increased from 26.2% to 69.2%, students actively answering questions 
increased from 35.4% to 75.4%, and active participation in group discussions jumped 
from 23.1% to 81.5%. Student independence in completing assignments also increased, 
with more than 70% of students able to complete them without direct teacher 
intervention. This demonstrates that thematic learning creates a more engaging learning 
environment and encourages the development of active, confident, and collaborative 
attitudes in students. 

Documentary evidence collected during the research process supports the 
observational findings that the thematic approach has a positive impact on student 
engagement. Photos of activities show a more lively classroom atmosphere, with 
students actively discussing in groups, posting work on the board, and expressing 
opinions in front of the class. Documentation in the form of Lesson Implementation 
Plans shows that teachers have developed a theme-based learning flow that integrates 
basic social studies competencies with contextual and engaging activities. Furthermore, 
teacher reflection notes indicate a significant change in student engagement during the 
learning process, with students understanding the material more quickly and 
participating more actively in each session. Student reflections collected through 
feedback sheets indicate that they enjoy learning social studies more because the 
material feels close to their daily lives and is presented through fun activities. 

In-depth interviews also provided a broader picture of the impact of the thematic 
approach. A fifth-grade teacher stated that this approach made learning more focused 
and varied, preventing students from getting bored easily. Teachers found it easier to 
build two-way interactions because students became more responsive, asked more 
questions, and actively engaged in discussions. One teacher stated, "Children who used 
to be quiet are now starting to be more courageous in answering questions and 
discussing things because they feel they understand what is being said better." 
Meanwhile, students expressed that they enjoyed learning activities that encouraged 
them to think, collaborate, and present their findings. They felt that thematic learning 
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was unlike "regular lessons," where they simply listened to the teacher talk. The 
principal also demonstrated his support by allocating additional time for the 
development of thematic lesson plans and giving teachers space to innovate in their 
teaching. He stated that implementing the thematic approach is an important step in 
improving the quality of the teaching and learning process, particularly in developing 
active character and self-confidence in students from an early age. 

 
Discussion 

The findings of this study indicate a strong correlation between the implementation 
of the thematic approach in social studies learning and increased student engagement in 
fifth-grade students at YP HKBP Pematangsiantar Private Elementary School. The 
purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which a thematic approach can 
enhance student engagement in the learning process. Based on observations, 
documentation, and interviews, it can be concluded that the thematic approach has a 
significant positive impact on increasing student engagement cognitively, affectively, 
and socially. This approach helps students understand social studies material in a context 
more relevant to their lives, making it easier for them to actively participate and feel a 
sense of ownership in the learning process. 

Indicators of student engagement significantly improved after the thematic approach 
was implemented. First, the questioning indicator showed improvements as students 
became more curious and felt more confident in asking questions. Second, the question-
answering indicator also improved, indicated by students' enthusiasm in responding to 
questions from the teacher and their group mates. Third, group discussions became more 
effective as students demonstrated a willingness to collaborate, divide tasks, and engage 
in dialogue with one another. Fourth, independence in completing assignments was 
evident in students' ability to complete instructions and project assignments 
independently without relying entirely on teacher direction. All these indicators show 
that the thematic approach impacts material understanding and shapes students into 
more confident, communicative, and collaborative active learners, in keeping with the 
characteristics of 21st-century learning (Sundari et al., 2023; Harahap & Basri, 2024). 
Thus, we have empirically achieved the research objectives, providing a basis for 
recommendations on learning practices in elementary schools. 

The results of this study align with various educational theories that underlie the 
importance of active, contextual, and meaningful learning (Zajda, 2021). In general, the 
thematic approach applied to social studies learning aligns with the principles of 
thematic learning as outlined by the Ministry of Education and Culture, which integrates 
various core competencies into a single theme relevant to students' lives. This enables 
students to understand the interrelationships between concepts, resulting in more holistic 
and less fragmented learning. Increased student engagement in asking, answering, 
discussing, and completing assignments independently demonstrates that the thematic 
approach encourages student engagement at every stage of learning. 

Theoretically, these findings are also supported by David Ausubel's theory of 
meaningful learning, which emphasizes the importance of linking new information to 
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students' existing cognitive structures (Bryce & Blown, 2024). Within a thematic 
context, students more easily understand social studies material because it is directly 
connected to their everyday experiences and environment. Furthermore, this approach 
is also relevant to Lev Vygotsky's social constructivism, which states that knowledge is 
constructed through social interaction and collaborative activities (Nino, 2023). 
Through group discussions and collaborative work on thematic assignments, students 
not only receive information but also construct meaning through dialogue and shared 
reflection. Furthermore, Li et al. (2022) theory of active engagement, which states that 
student activeness can be seen from physical, mental, and emotional participation, was 
also evident in this study. Students were not only involved verbally but also affectively 
and socially in learning activities. Thus, a thematic approach not only brings the material 
closer to students' lives but also encourages students to become active subjects in 
constructing holistic knowledge (Huong et al., 2018). 

The findings of this study align with various previous studies that confirm the 
effectiveness of the thematic approach in increasing student engagement in learning. 
Ghunu et al. (2022) stated that implementing thematic learning in elementary schools 
can improve critical thinking skills, creativity, and student engagement in the learning 
process. Research by Putri et al. (2023) also revealed that students are more enthusiastic 
and active in learning when the material is presented in a thematic format that relates to 
their daily lives. Both studies support this finding, showing a significant increase in 
student engagement indicators such as asking questions, answering questions, 
discussing questions, and independence in completing assignments after the 
implementation of the thematic approach. Furthermore, research by Suwartini (2022) 
and Sholihah (2025) shows that contextual and collaborative learning models can 
increase student active participation in social studies learning. 

However, this study is unique in its implementation context at the YP HKBP 
Pematangsiantar Private Elementary School. One notable aspect was the initial 
limitations on student engagement, with over 70% of students exhibiting a passive 
attitude in social studies learning before the thematic approach was implemented. 
Another unique aspect lies in the teacher's strategy, which creatively links learning 
themes to students' local realities, such as parents' economic activities, social customs 
in the surrounding environment, and students' experiences within the church 
community. The cultural and social context of this religious-based private school 
provides a unique nuance in the implementation of thematic learning, which actually 
strengthens the value of connectedness between students and the learning material. 
Therefore, in addition to corroborating the findings of previous studies, this research 
also adds insight into the flexibility and adaptability of the thematic approach in the 
context of elementary schools with their unique socio-cultural backgrounds. 

The results of this study have important implications for learning practices in 
elementary schools, particularly in social studies. The application of a thematic 
approach that integrates material with students' concrete experiences has been proven to 
increase their activeness and engagement in the learning process. Therefore, it is crucial 
for teachers to design contextual and interactive learning so that students do not merely 
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passively receive information but are also able to connect the subject matter to their 
daily lives. Learning that is one-way and does not touch on students' realities tends to 
be boring and reduces learning motivation, while contextual learning actually 
encourages students to think critically, communicate, and work together. 

As a recommendation, teachers need to develop lesson plans and social studies 
learning materials using a creative and flexible thematic approach. Teachers are advised 
to use local themes close to students' lives, such as social activities in the community, 
local culture, and family economic activities, so that students can more easily construct 
meaning from each lesson. Furthermore, teachers should use various methods such as 
group discussions, mini-project presentations, concept mapping, and role-playing 
simulations to increase student participation. The use of visual and concrete learning 
media will also strengthen the absorption of the material. These implications indicate 
that learning social studies in elementary schools requires not only conceptual 
understanding but also strategies that can develop active, critical, and collaborative 
character from an early age. 

 
 

4. CONCLUSION 

Building upon research conducted at YP HKBP Pematangsiantar Private Elementary 
School, it can be concluded that the implementation of a thematic approach in social studies 
learning has proven effective in increasing student engagement. This improvement is evident 
in various indicators, such as the courage to ask and answer questions, participation in group 
discussions, and independence when completing assignments. The thematic approach, which 
links learning materials to students' real-life experiences, encourages active engagement 
across cognitive, affective, and social dimensions. Previous research reinforces this finding, 
which aligns with Ausubel's theory of meaningful learning, Vygotsky's social 
constructivism, and Hindarto's theory of active engagement. The uniqueness of the school's 
local context and teachers' strategies in adapting themes to students' realities also contribute 
positively to the effectiveness of this approach. 

As a recommendation, the thematic approach can be used as a relevant and applicable 
learning strategy to improve the quality of social studies learning in elementary schools and 
serves as an important recommendation for teachers in designing more contextual, 
interactive, and meaningful learning. 
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