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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of storytelling in teaching Islamic concepts on
academic engagement and academic achievement among ninth-grade middle school students
in Irag. This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a
control group. The study population comprised ninth-grade students attending secondary
schools in Kirkuk Governorate during the 2025-2026 academic year. Forty students were
selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control
groups, with 20 students in each group. The experimental group received Islamic concepts
instruction through structured storytelling in ten 60-minute sessions, whereas the control group
received conventional instruction. Data were collected using the 33-item Student Engagement
Instrument developed by Appleton et al. and a researcher-developed 35-item multiple-choice
Islamic concepts achievement test. Following assessment of the statistical assumptions, the
data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and univariate
analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs). The MANCOVA results indicated a statistically
significant overall group effect on the combined dependent variables of academic engagement
and academic achievement after controlling for pretest scores (Wilks’ A=.42, F(2,35)=29.18,
p=-001, n?>=.68). Subsequent ANCOV As showed that storytelling-based instruction produced
significantly greater academic engagement (F(1,37)=22.68, p<.001, 1>=.38) and academic
achievement (F(1,37)=18.22, p<.001, n?=.33) than conventional instruction. Comparisons of
adjusted means also indicated significant differences in favor of the experimental group for
both outcomes. Storytelling appears to be an effective active and meaning-oriented
instructional strategy for enhancing both academic engagement and achievement in Islamic
education. Integrating structured narratives with guided questioning, discussion, reflection, and
interactive learning activities may therefore provide a useful complementary approach to
conventional instruction in middle school Islamic education.

Keywords: Storytelling, Islamic Concepts Instruction, Academic Engagement, Academic
Achievement, Middle School Students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Contemporary education increasingly emphasizes instructional approaches that move beyond the passive
transmission of information and position learners as active participants in constructing, interpreting, and
applying knowledge. Teaching methods can substantially influence students’ attention, motivation,
engagement, and academic performance, particularly when instructional activities provide opportunities for
interaction, reflection, and meaningful processing of content (Peymanfar, 2026; Roehe et al., 2024; Xiong,
2025). This issue is particularly important in Islamic education because teaching Islamic concepts is not
limited to the acquisition of factual knowledge; it also involves understanding religious principles, interpreting
moral meanings, developing values, and connecting religious teachings with everyday behaviors and decisions.
Accordingly, the effectiveness of Islamic education depends partly on the extent to which instructional
methods transform abstract religious concepts into meaningful learning experiences that encourage students to
think, discuss, interpret, and participate actively (Hamadameen & Mohammed, 2021; Siregar et al., 2026).
Academic engagement represents one of the most important indicators of effective learning. It is a
multidimensional construct involving behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal involvement in
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educational activities (Alrashidi et al., 2016; Perkmann et al., 2021). Engaged students do more than attend
classes; they invest cognitive effort, interact with learning materials, respond to instructional activities,
communicate with teachers and peers, and demonstrate sustained involvement in the learning process.
Evidence indicates that teaching style and the organization of learning activities can affect student engagement
directly and indirectly through motivational processes (Xiong, 2025). Moreover, active instructional
environments characterized by discussion, collaboration, problem solving, and opportunities for meaningful
interaction tend to facilitate greater engagement and knowledge acquisition (Bond, 2020; Sartania et al.,
2022). These considerations are particularly relevant to Islamic education, where conventional teacher-
centered instruction may provide insufficient opportunities for students to explore the practical and ethical
implications of religious concepts.

Academic achievement is another central indicator of instructional effectiveness and reflects the extent to
which students acquire, understand, retain, and apply expected learning outcomes. Achievement is influenced
by multiple factors, including instructional quality, student engagement, motivation, and the extent to which
teaching methods facilitate meaningful cognitive processing (Costa et al., 2024; Mahmoodi et al., 2025).
Systematic reviews and meta-analytic evidence have demonstrated that active instructional approaches can
improve academic performance compared with predominantly passive forms of instruction, particularly when
students are provided with structured opportunities to interact with content and apply what they have learned
(Kapur et al., 2022; Li et al., 2025; Strelan et al., 2020; van Alten et al., 2019). Within Islamic education,
studies have similarly indicated that alternative and interactive teaching programs can enhance students’
achievement and intellectual involvement (Abdullah, 2022; Obaid & Mhawes, 2022).

Storytelling represents a potentially valuable active-learning strategy for addressing these educational needs.
Narratives organize information into meaningful sequences involving characters, events, problems, decisions,
and consequences, thereby allowing learners to process abstract information within understandable contexts.
Story-based instruction can promote attention, imagination, emotional involvement, interpretation, and
retention, while also encouraging learners to connect new material with prior knowledge and personal
experience (Sarica, 2023; Soares, 2023). From a constructivist perspective, learning becomes deeper when
students actively construct meaning through experience, interaction, interpretation, and reflection rather than
merely receiving information (Fathi, 2019; McLeod, 2019). Storytelling is compatible with this perspective
because it creates opportunities for students to interpret events, evaluate behaviors, anticipate consequences,
and relate instructional concepts to realistic situations.

Storytelling may be particularly appropriate for Islamic education because stories, narratives of prophets, moral
situations, and accounts of human choices have historically been important means of communicating religious
and ethical principles. Educational narratives can make abstract concepts such as guidance, trust in God,
responsibility, honesty, patience, and moral accountability more concrete and understandable (Mirmehdipour
et al.,, 2024; Odhaib, 2017). Studies have also demonstrated the educational potential of storytelling for
promoting communication, participation, and learning performance (Megayanti & Anwar, 2024;
Ramadhania & Kristiantari, 2021). More recent evidence suggests that storytelling in Islamic religious
education can facilitate students’ understanding and create a more active learning process (Nugroho et al.,
2026). Nevertheless, empirical evidence directly examining the effects of structured storytelling on both
academic engagement and academic achievement among Iragi middle school students remains limited.
Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of storytelling in teaching Islamic concepts
on academic engagement and academic achievement among ninth-grade students in Irag.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with an experimental and a control
group. The study population consisted of ninth-grade students attending secondary schools in Kirkuk
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Governorate, lrag, during the 2025-2026 academic year. Initially, 60 students were considered through
convenience sampling, and following coordination with school authorities and informed consent procedures,
40 eligible students were selected as the final sample. Participants were randomly assigned to two groups of
20 students each. The experimental group received Islamic concepts instruction through structured storytelling,
whereas the control group continued to receive conventional classroom instruction. Both groups completed
pretest and posttest assessments of academic engagement and academic achievement.

Academic engagement was assessed using the 33-item Student Engagement Instrument. The instrument
evaluates six dimensions: teacher support, peer support, control and relevance, future aspirations and goals,
cognitive engagement, and psychological-emotional engagement. Items are rated on a five-point Likert scale,
with higher scores representing greater academic engagement. Internal consistency in the present study was
satisfactory, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.91.

Academic achievement was measured using a researcher-developed 35-item multiple-choice test covering
seven areas of Islamic education: the Holy Qur’an and interpretation, Islamic beliefs, Islamic jurisprudence,
the Prophet’s biography, Islamic ethics, stories of the prophets, and educational and social themes. The items
assessed knowledge, comprehension, and application. Each correct response received one point, yielding a
possible score ranging from 0 to 35. Content validity was assessed by 10 specialists and teachers from relevant
educational and assessment disciplines, and items failing to meet the required criteria were revised or removed.
Reliability assessed using KR-20 was 0.74.

The intervention comprised ten 60-minute sessions conducted during regular classroom hours. The
instructional content was equivalent in the experimental and control groups, but the mode of delivery differed.
In the experimental group, Islamic concepts were presented through structured narratives accompanied by
guided questioning, classroom discussion, interpretation, role-play, practical application, and reflective
assignments. Sessions addressed Qur’anic guidance, monotheism and divine attributes, belief in prophets and
revealed books, resurrection and responsibility, purification, prayer, fasting and zakat, the Prophet’s biography,
Islamic ethics, stories of the prophets, and social education. The control group received conventional
instruction covering the same curricular content.

Before inferential analyses, assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances, equality of covariance
matrices, and homogeneity of regression slopes were examined using the Shapiro—Wilk test, Levene’s test,
Box’s M test, and the pretest-by-group interaction. Multivariate analysis of covariance was then employed to
assess the overall intervention effect on the combined dependent variables while controlling for baseline
scores. Subsequent univariate analyses of covariance examined each outcome separately, and adjusted group
means were compared using Bonferroni comparisons. Statistical significance was evaluated at the 0.05 level.
Findings

Descriptive results indicated a more pronounced improvement in the experimental group than in the control
group. Mean academic engagement in the experimental group increased from 62.40 at pretest to 68.20 at
posttest, whereas the corresponding mean in the control group changed only from 63.13 to 63.93. Academic
achievement in the experimental group increased from 21.87 to 24.95, while the control group showed a slight
change from 22.63 at pretest to 22.40 at posttest.

All assumptions required for covariance analysis were satisfied. The Shapiro—Wilk tests were nonsignificant
for academic engagement (W=0.865, p=0.448) and academic achievement (W=0.823, p=0.507). Levene’s tests
were also nonsignificant for academic engagement (F=2.341, p=0.078) and academic achievement (F=1.871,
p=0.079). Box’s M test supported equality of covariance matrices (M=5.682, p=0.143), and the pretest-by-
group interaction was nonsignificant (F=2.421, p=0.128), supporting homogeneity of regression slopes.

The multivariate analysis of covariance demonstrated a significant overall effect of group membership on the
combined outcomes after controlling for pretest scores (Wilks’ A=0.42, F(2,35)=29.18, p=0.001, 1>=0.68).
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Thus, the storytelling-based instructional program produced a substantial multivariate effect on academic
engagement and achievement.

Univariate analyses showed that the group effect on academic engagement was statistically significant after
controlling for baseline scores, F(1,37)=22.68, p<0.001, n?>=0.38. The adjusted mean for academic engagement
was 68.31 in the experimental group and 63.82 in the control group, representing an adjusted difference of
4.49 points (p=0.001). A significant intervention effect was also observed for academic achievement,
F(1,37)=18.22, p<0.001, n?=0.33. The adjusted achievement mean was 24.76 for the experimental group and
22.54 for the control group, corresponding to a significant adjusted difference of 2.22 points (p=0.009). The
effect size was somewhat larger for academic engagement than for academic achievement.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that storytelling-based instruction was effective in improving both academic
engagement and academic achievement among ninth-grade students learning Islamic concepts. The significant
multivariate effect indicates that the intervention influenced the broader learning experience rather than
producing an isolated change in a single educational outcome. Students who received storytelling-based
instruction demonstrated greater involvement in learning and higher achievement after baseline differences
had been statistically controlled.

The stronger effect on academic engagement may be explained by the interactive nature of the intervention.
Students were not merely exposed to stories; they were required to interpret situations, respond to guided
questions, discuss moral and religious meanings, participate in role-playing activities, and connect narratives
with practical situations. Such activities changed the student’s role from passive recipient to active interpreter
and participant. The narrative structure may also have stimulated curiosity, attention, anticipation, and
emotional involvement, all of which are central components of sustained engagement.

The improvement in academic achievement can be understood in terms of the meaningful organization of
information. Narrative structures connect concepts through events, causes, decisions, and consequences,
allowing students to understand relationships among instructional ideas rather than memorizing separate facts.
Presenting religious concepts within concrete situations may have reduced the abstractness of the material and
supported comprehension and recall. In addition, the discussion and reflective activities following each story
likely provided opportunities to rehearse, elaborate, and apply newly acquired knowledge.

The relatively greater effect on engagement than achievement suggests that storytelling may initially influence
proximal learning processes such as attention, motivation, cognitive involvement, and classroom participation,
which subsequently contribute to improvements in measurable academic performance. Achievement changes
may require repeated exposure and longer periods of consolidation, whereas changes in participation and
engagement can emerge more immediately when instructional conditions become more interactive.

The study nevertheless has several limitations. The sample was relatively small and was drawn from a specific
educational context in Kirkuk, which limits the generalizability of the findings to other grades, schools, or
regions. The intervention was evaluated only over a short period, and no follow-up assessment was conducted
to determine whether improvements persisted over time. Furthermore, the storytelling condition incorporated
several complementary activities, including guided questioning, group discussion, role-play, and reflection;
therefore, the observed effects should be interpreted as the effectiveness of the overall storytelling-based
instructional package rather than storytelling in isolation.

Future studies should replicate the intervention with larger and more diverse samples and across different
regions and educational levels. Longitudinal designs with follow-up assessments are recommended to examine
the durability of improvements in engagement and achievement. Comparative investigations could also
examine storytelling against other active-learning strategies such as cooperative learning, problem-based
learning, flipped instruction, and digital storytelling. Future research may additionally investigate potential
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mediating mechanisms, including motivation, academic self-efficacy, interest, emotional engagement, and
cognitive processing.

From a practical perspective, the findings support the integration of structured storytelling into Islamic
education as a complementary instructional strategy. Teachers can select narratives that correspond directly to
curricular objectives and combine them with guided questions, discussion, reflection, role-play, and practical
application. Teacher-training programs may also include instructional storytelling skills, particularly the
selection of appropriate narratives, classroom narration techniques, questioning strategies, and methods for
transforming stories into active learning tasks. Overall, structured storytelling appears to provide a feasible
and educationally meaningful approach for increasing students’ engagement with Islamic concepts and
improving their academic achievement.
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