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Abstract

This study aims to develop an ecosystem model of Islamic character development by
examining how integrated religious strategies operate within a rural Indonesian
madrasah. It specifically investigates how affective role modeling, Islamic-based
reinforcement, and contextual value integration interact to shape students’ moral
and spiritual formation. The study addresses a gap in the existing literature, which
often treats religious programs as isolated activities rather than as interconnected
institutional systems. A qualitative single case study design was employed at MTs
Diponegoro Japah in Blora Regency, Central Java. Data were collected through
prolonged school observations, semi-structured interviews with seven key
informants, and document analysis of institutional records. Thematic analysis was
conducted to identify patterns across data sources, supported by triangulation and
member checking to ensure credibility and trustworthiness. The findings indicate
that Islamic character development functions as a dynamic ecosystem composed of
three mutually reinforcing pillars: affective teacher-student relationships, structured
but gradually internalized reward mechanisms, and the integration of moral values
into authentic daily contexts. These strategies collectively foster sustained behavioral
improvement despite socio-economic and infrastructural constraints. The novelty of
this study lies in conceptualizing religious character education as an institutional
ecosystem rather than a set of discrete programs. The study contributes theoretically
by refining models of Islamic character formation and practically by offering context-
sensitive guidance for rural madrasahs seeking sustainable and adaptive character
education strategies.

Keywords: Islamic character development; ecosystem model; integrated religious
strategies; rural madrasah; qualitative case study.

Introduction

Islamic character development constitutes a fundamental pillar of
Islamic education, aiming to form insan kaffah, individuals who are not only
intellectually competent but also morally upright and spiritually committed
(Rohim, 2023). In the Indonesian context, the challenges of modernity and
globalization have generated value disorientation among young people,
thereby reinforcing the crucial role of Islamic educational institutions,
particularly madrasahs, in cultivating character grounded in religious values
(Elva & Murhayati, 2025). Without systematic and contextual strategies for
character development, the inculcation of religious values risks becoming
merely ritualistic, lacking transformative impact on students’ personalities.
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Contemporary challenges in Islamic character formation have
intensified with the rapid expansion of digital technology, which has reshaped
adolescents’ patterns of interaction and socialization. Rohim (2023) found that
a significant proportion of madrasah students in Central Java experience
dissonance between religious values taught at school and their everyday
practices in digital spaces. This phenomenon highlights the urgency of
developing religious strategies that are not only normative but also adaptive
to the psychosocial realities of the younger generation.

International scholarship on character education emphasizes that
effective character formation must be constructed as an integrated system
within the educational environment rather than as isolated programs. Lickona
(1991) argues that character education becomes effective when moral values
are consistently embedded within the curriculum, school culture, and daily
routines. Similarly, Berkowitz and Bier (2005) stress the importance of a
systemic approach that connects curricular structures, social practices, and
value habituation across the school ecosystem. These perspectives suggest
that character formation strategies should be contextual, sustainable, and
integrated throughout all aspects of school life, particularly within faith-based
institutions such as madrasahs.

Religious strategies as instruments of Islamic character development
should therefore be designed holistically by integrating cognitive
understanding, affective internalization, and behavioral manifestation.
Fadlilah (2023) found that madrasahs implementing such integrative
approaches demonstrate significant improvements in students’ moral
indicators, including honesty, responsibility, and social empathy. However,
most previous studies continue to conceptualize religious strategies as
discrete programs, such as Qur’anic memorization or congregational prayer,
without analyzing them as interconnected systems that collectively shape
holistic character formation (Hasanah, 2024).

Recent empirical studies demonstrate that the effectiveness of religious
strategies varies according to geographical and socio-cultural contexts. For
example, Aida (2024) reported that urban madrasahs utilize digital technology
as a medium for religious engagement and value reinforcement. In contrast,
Ritonga, Effendi, and Prasetyo (2024) found that teacher exemplification plays
a dominant role in rural madrasahs in fostering value internalization. These
findings indicate that no universal strategy can be applied uniformly across
contexts; rather, the effectiveness of religious strategies depends heavily on
local characteristics, including students’ socio-economic backgrounds,
infrastructural conditions, and institutional commitment (Sanjaya, 2020).

Further research underscores the importance of teacher competence in
supporting character education. Hofsawati and Fauzi (2025) argue that
teachers’ social competence, including communication skills, empathy, and
exemplary conduct, significantly influences students’ character development,
particularly within inclusive and adaptive learning environments. This
perspective reinforces the idea that character formation extends beyond
structured programs and is deeply shaped by educators’ professional and
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relational capacities. Recent work by Fauzi et al., (2024) further highlights the
importance of cultivating a religious culture within Islamic Religious
Education learning. Their study demonstrates that integrating religious values
into everyday classroom practices strengthens students’ internalization of
Islamic character. These findings support the argument that religious
strategies should be embedded within the broader educational culture and
institutional ecosystem rather than treated as supplementary activities.

Despite the growing body of research on religious strategies, several
significant gaps remain in the literature. First, most studies focus on a single
type of religious strategy without examining the synergy among multiple
strategies within an integrated educational system. Second, empirical
research on rural madrasahs, particularly those located in agrarian regions
such as Blora Regency, remains limited. Third, few studies have explored the
operational mechanisms through which religious strategies are
simultaneously implemented to foster sustainable Islamic character
development among early adolescents.

This study was conducted at MTs Swasta Diponegoro Japah in Blora
Regency, a private rural madrasah established in 1996 and located in an
agrarian community where the majority of residents work as farmers. The
madrasah presents a unique case in integrating religious values with local
socio-cultural contexts. With a relatively small student population, the
institution faces typical rural challenges, including limited digital
infrastructure and diverse parental economic backgrounds.

The novelty of this study lies in three key contributions. First, it
conceptualizes religious strategies not as isolated programs but as an
integrated ecosystem that mutually reinforces Islamic character formation.
Second, it offers contextual insights from a rural madrasah setting that
remains underrepresented in Indonesian Islamic education literature. Third,
it reveals the operational mechanisms through which religious strategies are
planned, implemented, and evaluated in practice. The findings are expected
to enrich theoretical discourse on Islamic character education by providing a
grounded ecosystem model derived from rural educational realities, while also
offering practical recommendations for similar madrasahs facing comparable
contextual challenges.

Based on these identified gaps and empirical needs, this study aims to
identify the religious strategies employed in Islamic character development at
MTs Diponegoro Japah, analyze the mechanisms of integration among these
strategies, and explore the challenges and institutional responses in
implementing religious strategies within a rural context. Using a qualitative
case study approach supported by triangulated data from observation, in-
depth interviews, and document analysis, this research seeks to develop an
ecosystem model of Islamic character development that is contextual,
adaptive, and sustainable.
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Method

This study employed a qualitative approach using a single case study
design. A case study design is particularly appropriate for investigating
complex social phenomena within their real-life context, especially when the
boundaries between the phenomenon and context are intertwined (Yin, 2018,
2023). The purpose of this design was to explore in depth how integrated
religious strategies operate as an ecosystem in shaping Islamic character
within a rural madrasah setting. The case of MTs Diponegoro Japah was
selected as a critical and revelatory case because it demonstrated a
documented decline in student disciplinary violations over a three-year period
and implemented religious strategies in an integrated rather than fragmented
manner. According to Yin (2023), a single case design is justified when the
case offers unique conceptual insight that may refine or extend theoretical
understanding. This approach also aligns with qualitative inquiry traditions
that emphasize contextual interpretation and holistic understanding (Creswell
& Poth, 2023; Stake, 1995).

The research site was MTs Swasta Diponegoro Japah, located in Japah
District, Blora Regency, Central Java, Indonesia. The madrasah was
established in 1996 under the Ministry of Religious Affairs. The selection of
this site was based on three criteria: first, official school documentation
indicated a substantial reduction in disciplinary reports between 2023 and
2025; second, the institution implemented religious strategies in an
interconnected manner rather than as isolated programs; and third, the
madrasah represented a rural agrarian context characterized by limited digital
infrastructure and diverse parental socio-economic backgrounds. Fieldwork
was conducted over twenty-one consecutive days in January 2026 to ensure
prolonged engagement, which enhances credibility in qualitative research
(Nowell et al., 2021). Observations were carried out during regular school
hours from 07:00 to 13:30 in order to capture religious practices and
interactions in their natural setting.

Participants were selected using purposive sampling to ensure the
inclusion of information-rich cases relevant to the research objectives (Patton,
2015). Inclusion criteria included individuals who held strategic roles in
planning or implementing religious strategies, students actively involved in
religious activities for at least one semester, and parents who observed
behavioral changes at home. Seven key informants participated in the study:
one principal, two teacher supervisors, two eighth-grade students, and two
parents. In addition to interviews, non-reactive observation involved the entire
student population of Grades VII to IX, totaling 240 students, during daily
religious activities. This broader observational approach enabled triangulation
between individual accounts and collective behavioral patterns. Snowball
sampling was subsequently used to identify students who demonstrated
significant character transformation based on teacher recommendations. Data
collection continued until thematic saturation was achieved, defined as the
point at which additional data no longer generated new codes or analytical
insights (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).
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Data were collected through methodological triangulation consisting of
participant observation, semi-structured in-depth interviews, and document
analysis (Denzin, 2012). Fifteen structured observation sessions were
conducted across five school days, focusing on ritual discipline, affective
teacher-student interaction, and spontaneous moral responses in authentic
situations. Semi-structured interviews included eight guiding questions
exploring implementation mechanisms, evaluation procedures, perceived
challenges, and concrete examples of behavioral change. All interviews were
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Documentary analysis included
annual work plans, religious discipline regulations, reward archives,
attendance records, and monthly evaluation reports. Instrument validity was
strengthened through expert review involving two Islamic education scholars
and one senior madrasah practitioner to ensure content relevance and clarity.

Data analysis followed a reflexive thematic analysis framework as
outlined by Braun and Clarke (2022). The process involved familiarization with
the data, systematic generation of initial codes, construction of themes, review
and refinement of thematic categories, and interpretative synthesis. Coding
was conducted manually and iteratively. The initial phase produced twenty-
seven preliminary codes, which were then organized into nine subcategories
during axial coding. Through selective coding, three core themes were
developed representing the ecosystem of religious strategies. Pattern matching
techniques were used to compare findings across interviews, observations,
and documents in order to strengthen internal validity (Yin, 2023).

Although the study was qualitative in orientation, documented
reductions in disciplinary violations were used as contextual evidence rather
than as inferential statistical claims. These data were derived from official
school records covering the 2023-2025 period and were analyzed descriptively
to contextualize qualitative interpretations. The study did not aim to establish
causal relationships but rather to explain processes and meanings embedded
within the institutional ecosystem.

Trustworthiness was ensured through the criteria of credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Nowell et al., 2021).
Credibility was enhanced through prolonged engagement, data triangulation,
and member checking with two key informants. Transferability was supported
through thick description of the institutional context and participant
characteristics. = Dependability @ was  maintained by documenting
methodological decisions in an audit trail. Confirmability was strengthened
through researcher reflexivity. The researcher maintained a reflective journal
to critically examine positionality, including prior experience in Islamic
educational settings, and to mitigate potential interpretive bias. Such
transparency aligns with contemporary qualitative standards (Creswell &
Poth, 2023).

Ethical considerations were implemented in accordance with the
principles of respect for persons, beneficence, and justice (Creswell & Poth,
2023). Written informed consent was obtained from all participants, including
parental consent for student participants. Participants were informed of their
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right to withdraw at any time without consequence. Confidentiality was
ensured through anonymized coding and secure storage of research data.
Formal research permission was obtained from the head of MTs Diponegoro
Japah and the local Office of the Ministry of Religious Affairs in Blora Regency
prior to data collection.

Results and Discussion
Results
Contextual Profile of MTs Diponegoro Japah

MTs Diponegoro Japah operates within a rural agrarian environment in
Blora Regency, Central Java, where socio-economic structures strongly shape
students’ daily realities. Based on institutional documentation and
triangulated interviews, approximately 87 percent of students originate from
farming households, with an average monthly family income equivalent to
Rp1.8 million. This economic background significantly influences educational
access, digital literacy, and extracurricular participation. Limited household
income affects students’ access to smartphones, stable internet connectivity,
and digital learning platforms. Only 40 percent of students reported having
reliable internet access at home, highlighting the structural digital divide that
frames religious and educational practices within the institution.

The cultural environment further shapes the character formation
process. The local value of nguri-nguri, meaning mutual care and collective
preservation, remains deeply embedded in social interactions. Students grow
up in tightly connected communities where social monitoring and relational
accountability are prevalent. This communal structure provides fertile ground
for relational moral development but simultaneously creates pressure for
conformity and reputation management. Therefore, the ecosystem of religious
strategies implemented at the madrasah operates within an already morally
textured social environment.

Institutionally, the madrasah employs 12 permanent teachers, six of
whom possess pesantren educational backgrounds. This combination of
formal academic training and traditional Islamic education creates a hybrid
pedagogical culture that integrates formal curriculum with lived religious
practice. Religious infrastructure remains modest, including a prayer hall
measuring 8 x 12 meters and a library containing 350 books, of which 60
percent are Islamic texts. Classrooms lack air conditioning and advanced
technological equipment. Despite these infrastructural constraints, official
documentation demonstrates a 75 percent decline in disciplinary violations
between 2023 and 2025. While these figures are descriptive rather than
inferential, they provide contextual evidence suggesting that institutional
practices may be associated with behavioral improvement.

The rural setting, economic limitation, communal culture, and modest
facilities collectively shape the environmental ecology within which religious
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character formation takes place. These contextual elements are not peripheral
but constitutive components of the institutional ecosystem.

Table 1. Profile of Research Informants

Code Role Age Educational Years of Selection Criteria
Background Service
KPM-01 Principal 52  Bachelor in 18 years  Strategic planner of
Islamic religious programs
Education
GBK-02 Counselor 38 Master in 10 years  Responsible for
Islamic behavioral evaluation
Counseling
PRH-03 Rohis 30 Pesantren S years Daily religious activity
Supervisor graduate coordinator
PRH-04 Rohis 28 Bachelor in 4 years Daily religious activity
Supervisor Islamic coordinator
Education
S-07 Student 14  Farmer’s child 2 years Demonstrated
significant behavioral
improvement
S-15 Student 14  Trader’s child 1.5 years Represented major
behavioral
transformation
OT-09 Parent 45  Junior - Observed behavioral
secondary change at home
education

The range of informants ensured representation across institutional
authority, pedagogical implementation, student lived experience, and parental
observation. This triangulation enabled examination of religious strategies
from both structural and experiential perspectives. The inclusion of students
who demonstrated significant transformation allowed analysis of processual
change rather than static compliance.

Three Integrated Religious Strategies

Thematic analysis revealed three interrelated strategies forming an
integrated ecosystem rather than isolated programs. Each strategy functions
independently but gains strength through interaction with the others.

Table 2. Religious Strategies and Their Operational Manifestations

Core Operational Indicators Frequency Empirical

Strategy Evidence

Affective Role = No physical punishment; Daily “I embrace the

Modeling advice delivered with student first before
empathy; teachers pray advising.” (GBK-02)

among students
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Islamic-Based Religious internet Monthly 28 students
Reward vouchers; recognition received structured
System certificates; priority recognition
religious roles
Contextual Moral teaching during Spontaneous Reflection after
Value real conflicts; agricultural and structured dhuhr prayer
Integration metaphors; daily observed
reflection sessions consistently

Affective Role Modeling

Affective role modeling emerged as the foundational layer of the
institutional ecosystem. Teachers consistently avoided coercive discipline and
instead practiced relational engagement characterized by empathy, proximity,
and emotional regulation. Rather than imposing authority through fear,
teachers exercised moral influence through compassionate presence.
Observations confirmed that teachers joined students during congregational
prayer in non-hierarchical positioning, reducing symbolic distance between
authority and learner.

This relational closeness fostered psychological safety. Students
expressed greater willingness to admit mistakes and seek guidance. The
absence of punitive confrontation reduced defensive behavior and facilitated
moral openness. The affective climate appeared to function as a precondition
for subsequent reinforcement and contextualization strategies.

Islamic-Based Reward System

The reward system operated as structured behavioral reinforcement.
Religious internet vouchers, recognition certificates, and opportunities for
religious leadership roles were systematically distributed based on
participation and discipline. Importantly, internet vouchers were restricted to
Islamic content, transforming digital exposure into curated religious
engagement.

Teachers reported that initial tangible rewards increased student
participation. Over time, tangible incentives were gradually replaced by
symbolic recognition and social responsibility. This gradual transition
indicated intentional scaffolding rather than permanent extrinsic dependency.
Documentation showed increased congregational participation following
implementation of structured recognition.

Contextual Value Integration

The third strategy involved embedding moral instruction into authentic
daily experiences. Conflicts over ablution facilities became lessons in fairness.
Waiting in line was reframed as practice in patience. Agricultural metaphors
connected theological concepts to lived rural realities. Reflection sessions
following midday prayer allowed collective evaluation of daily behavior.
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This strategy transformed abstract moral vocabulary into experiential
understanding. Students did not merely memorize definitions of justice or
patience; they enacted and reflected upon them in real situations.

Institutional Challenges and Adaptive Responses

Table 3. Challenges and Institutional Responses

Challenge Field Institutional Observed
Manifestation Response Outcome

Digital 32% phone use Restricted phone 65% decrease

distraction during morning access during in misuse
dhikr religious hours

Rationalization of Excuses for Affective dialogue; 89% attendance

absence avoiding prayer proximity of ablution consistency

facilities
Infrastructure Prayer hall capacity Staggered prayer No reported
limitation insufficient schedule inter-class
conflict

Institutional adaptation demonstrated flexibility within structural
limitations. Rather than eliminating technology, administrators regulated its
temporal use. Rather than punishing absence, teachers engaged in dialogical
inquiry. Rather than perceiving infrastructure shortage as failure, they
reorganized scheduling. These responses reflect adaptive governance within a
constrained ecosystem.

Discussion
Affective Role Modeling and Relational Moral Authority

The affective dimension of teacher-student interaction represents a
significant contribution to Islamic character formation theory. Attachment
theory suggests that emotional security forms the basis for norm
internalization (Bowlby, 1988). Empirical educational research demonstrates
that positive teacher-student relationships predict student engagement and
moral behavior (Roorda et al., 2011).

Within this rural context, moral authority is constructed relationally
rather than bureaucratically. Unlike Mahmud (2022), who identified
dominance of cognitive instruction, this study reveals embodied relational
modeling. The teacher becomes a living exemplar whose authority derives from
compassion rather than coercion.

This finding challenges dichotomous interpretations separating
spiritual affect from normative law. Instead, affective presence becomes the
medium through which normative principles are internalized.
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Reward System and Motivational Internalization

The reward system illustrates transitional motivational development.
Self-determination theory differentiates between external regulation and
integrated internalization (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When rewards are
contextualized meaningfully and gradually reduced, extrinsic motivation may
transform into intrinsic commitment.

The fading structure aligns with reinforcement theory (Skinner, 1953)
while avoiding dependency. Furthermore, expectancy-value theory
emphasizes that motivation increases when rewards align with personal
relevance (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). In this agrarian setting, practical internet
credit holds tangible value.

Thus, the reward system functions as pedagogical scaffolding rather
than commodification, addressing concerns raised by Rohim (2023) regarding
instrumentalization of religious practice.

Contextual Integration and Situated Religious Learning

The integration of values within lived contexts reflects situated learning
theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Moral knowledge emerges through participation
in social practice rather than abstract transmission. Experiential learning
theory further supports the sequence of experience, reflection,
conceptualization, and application (Kolb, 1984).

The agricultural metaphor exemplifies culturally responsive pedagogy
(Gay, 2018). By linking spiritual growth to farming cycles, teachers align
theological abstraction with rural epistemology. This localization enhances
comprehension and ownership. Unlike linear models of moral instruction
(Fadlilah, 2023), the ecosystem model revealed here is recursive and
contextually embedded.

The Ecosystem Model of Islamic Character Development

Synthesizing findings, the ecosystem model comprises three
interdependent pillars: relational affective foundation, structured
reinforcement, and contextual integration. These elements interact
dynamically, each reinforcing the others.

This systemic perspective aligns with character education research
emphasizing institutional coherence (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005) while
contributing context-specific refinement grounded in rural Islamic schooling.
Rather than viewing religious programs as discrete interventions, the
ecosystem model conceptualizes character formation as an interactive moral
environment.

This study offers conceptual novelty by framing religious strategies not
as isolated programs but as an interconnected ecosystem that collectively
shapes students’ Islamic character. Previous research on character education
in madrasahs has often focused on individual practices, such as
congregational prayer, Qur’anic memorization, or moral habituation, without
examining how these practices interact within a coherent institutional system.
The findings of this study demonstrate that affective teacher role modeling,
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Islamic-based reward mechanisms, and contextual integration of values do
not operate in a linear sequence; rather, they reinforce one another within an
ongoing and dynamic process. The novelty of this research lies in its ecological
perspective, which situates Islamic character development within the interplay
of interpersonal relationships, institutional structures, and the socio-cultural
realities of a rural setting.

In terms of contribution, this study enriches the discourse on Islamic
education by proposing a contextual and operational model applicable to rural
madrasahs. The ecosystem model developed in this research extends
theoretical understanding of how cognitive, affective, and behavioral
dimensions of character education can be integrated in practice. At the same
time, it offers practical insight into how religious strategies can be
implemented systematically within real institutional constraints. The study
demonstrates that effective character formation depends not merely on
doctrinal instruction, but on adaptive strategies aligned with students’ socio-
economic backgrounds and local cultural contexts. Consequently, the
contribution of this research lies both in its theoretical refinement and in its
practical relevance for policy and management in Islamic educational
institutions seeking sustainable character development.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Islamic character development in a rural
madrasah context is most effectively understood as an interconnected
ecosystem rather than as a collection of isolated religious programs. The case
of MTs Diponegoro Japah reveals that affective teacher role modeling,
structured Islamic-based reinforcement, and contextual integration of values
operate in dynamic interaction. Affective relationships create psychological
safety for moral internalization, reinforcement mechanisms scaffold
behavioral consistency, and contextualized moral reflection bridges abstract
religious teachings with lived experience. Together, these components form a
coherent ecosystem that supports sustainable character formation within
structural and socio-economic constraints typical of rural educational
settings.

The proposed Ecosystem Model of Islamic Character Development
contributes theoretically by reframing religious strategies as relational,
motivational, and contextual processes that function simultaneously rather
than sequentially. This model challenges reductionist approaches that treat
character education as merely cognitive instruction or ritual compliance.
Instead, it highlights the importance of institutional coherence, cultural
responsiveness, and adaptive leadership in shaping moral development. The
findings suggest that Islamic character formation is strengthened when
religious values are embedded within daily practice, reinforced through
meaningful recognition, and modeled through compassionate authority.
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Practically, this study offers actionable insight for madrasah leaders
and educators, particularly in rural contexts. It underscores the importance
of prioritizing affective engagement over punitive discipline, designing
culturally and economically relevant reinforcement systems, and utilizing
everyday situations as opportunities for moral learning. While grounded in a
single case, the ecosystem framework provides a transferable conceptual lens
for other Islamic educational institutions seeking context-sensitive and
sustainable approaches to character development. Future research may
expand this model through comparative or longitudinal studies to further
refine its theoretical robustness and broader applicability.
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