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ABSTRACT

This sf§glly aims to optimize Project-Based Learning (PBL) as a pedagogical approach to enhance
social awareness among senior high school students. The research is grounded in the increasing
need for education systems to promote not only academic achievement but also the development
of civic responsibility, empathy, and ethical sensitivity. Emploving a library research method, this
study systematically analyzed recent literature from the past five years, focusing on PBL practices
in diverse educational settings. The data were collected through thematic content analysis of
scholarly articles, which were reviewed and categorized to identify key components and outcomes
of PBL related to social awareness. Findings reveal that while PBL has consistently improved
student skills in empathy, collaboration, and responsibility, outcomes such as civic fgpwledge
and ethical sensitivity remain inconsistently addressed across implementations. A key novelty of
this research lies in its development of a conceptual framework that integrates community-based
tasks, structured student reflection, teacher facilitation, and school culture as interrelated
variables that influence social-awareness development. Furthermore, the study contributes
contextually by examining these elements within the Indonesian high school context, providing
geographical and cultural diversity to existing PBL literature. The conclusion highlights that
PBL, when purposefully designed and supported institutionally, can serve as an effective tool for
fostering socially responsible learners. This research provides both theoretical and practical
insights for educators, policvmakers, and curriculum developers interested in leveraging PBL to
meet global education goals related to citizenship and social competence.

Keywords: Project-based learning, social awareness, high school education, empathy
development, civic engagement

INTRODUCTION

Project-based learning (PBL) is grounded in constructivist and
socio-constructivist theories, which posit that learners build knowledge actively through
engaging with me:n'ngful tasks and social interaction. According to a systematic review,
PBL is defined as a student-centred, inquiry-based approach where learners design and
execute projects addressing authentic, real-world challenges (Sanchez-Garcia &
Reyes-de-Cozar, 2025). This mode of instruction encourages collaboration, critical
thinking, and self-regulation, which align with 21st-century competencies required for
socially responsible citizens. When students participate in projects embedded in
community or societal contexts, they are more likely to connect academic content with
civic and social responsibility. For instance, a study with high school students
participating in a PBL programme found improvements in self-direction, role awareness,
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and self-belief, suggesting PBL’s capacity to foster personal and social agency
(Grundmeyer etal., 2022). In addition, PBL’s emphasis on authentic problems supports
deeper engagement and relevance, which are important for cultivating students’
awareness of social issues. The structure of PBL planning, monitoring, producing,
evaluating—mirrors social problem-solving processes, thereby providing a scaffold for
learners to act with social intention and moral purpose. Thus, theoretically, PBL offers a
robust mechanism not only for academic learning but also for nurturing social awareness
by linking student action with community and societal concerns.

Social awareness the recognition of others’ perspectives, societal issues, and the
responsibility to act for the common good is an essential competency in modern education
aimed at forming socially aware learners. Educational research emphasises that schools
should move beyond mere academic achievement to foster values of empathy, social
concern and civic engagement. In this light, PBL becomes a particularly relevant
pedagogical strategy: when students engage in projects that address environmental,
community, or ethical issues, they can develop awareness of broader social problems and
their potential role as change-agena A quasi-experimental study involving Indonesian
high-school students found that a Project-Based Hybrid Learning model significantly
enhanced critical environmental awareness across sub-indicators, including ethics of
environment and behaviour (Rizal etal., 2023). Moreover, another study found that
implementing PBL in religious education contexts fostered empathy, teamwork,
kindness, honesty, and tolerance key dimensions of social awareness (Mazumi et al.,
2025). These findings suggest that PBL can serve as a pedagogical bridge between
content learning and social-ethical learning. From the theoretical perspective of social
constructivism and service-learning, learners develop their understanding in social
contexts and through responsible action, which PBL facilitates. Therefore, integrating
PBL in senior high school settings holds promise for optimising not just academic
outcomes but also the cultivation of socially aware, responsible students.

One of the major issues identified in recent studies is the inconsistent and partial
implementation of the Project-Based Learning (PBL) model in secondary schools, which
hampers its capacity to meaningfully foster students’ social awareness. For instance,
research indicates that although PBL has been shown to enhance students’ concern for
community and environment, the depth of that effect is often limited by factors such as
inadequate teacher preparation, lack of time, and insufficient alignment with
social-education objectives (Putrietal., 2025). Additionally, studies reveal that students’
initial dependency on structured guidance and the challenge of managing authentic
community-based tasks reduce the potential for autonomous social action and reflection
(Fauzi etal., 2025). Another problem arises from the school contexts themselves: many
schools adopt PBL as a pedagogical novelty rather than embedding it in a broader culture
of social responsibility, which limits the extension of project outcomes into real-world
civic engagement (Rizal etal., 2025). Moreover, the assessment systems remain heavily
academic-oriented, so the social-awareness dimension tends to be overlooked or treated
as a side-effect rather than an explicit learning outcome (Nisa & Yuliawati, 2024).
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Together, these issues highlight a gap between the theoretical potential of PBL to promote
social awareness and its practical implementation in senior high school settings,
suggesting the need for deliberate design, support structures, and alignment with
social-ethical goals if PBL is to truly cultivate socially aware students.

Despite growing interest in Project-Based Learning (PBL) within secondary
education, relatively few studies specifically examine how PBL interventions foster
social awareness (awareness of others, social responsibility, civic engagement) among
senior high school students much of the literature focuses on academic achievement,
critical thinking or collaboration. For example, a meta-analysis of PBL studies found
moderate gains in thinking and affective attitudes but noted that the domain of social
awareness (e.g., civic or community-oriented behaviours) remains under-explored.
Moreover, many of the existing PBL studies in senior high schools concentrate on STEM
disciplines or cognitive outcomes rather than explicitly measuring students’ development
of empathy, social responsibility or action for the common good. A systematic review
indicates that although PBL has been adapted across varied contexts, the interpersonal /
social competences dimension receives less direct attention. Additionally, there is a lack
of empirical research in culturally diverse or non-Western settings addressing PBL’s role
in cultivating social awareness among adolescents, which limits generalisability of
findings across contexts. For example, one recent study in Indonesia focused on
environmental awareness but did not comprehensively examine broader social awareness
constructs like civic engagement. The gap thus lies in the limited scope of
social-awareness measures, limited geographic/cultural diversity of studies, and an
emphasis on cognitive rather than socio-ethical outcomes in PBL research at senior high
school level.

Furthermore, there is a methodological gap in the literature: many PBL studies
rely on short-term interventions, pre-/post-test academic measures and lack longitudinal
follow-up to assess sustained changes in students’ social awareness or behaviour. The
meta-analysis highlighted experimental periods of 9-18 weeks are common, but whether
such durations suffice to embed enduring social awareness is unclear. Also, few studies
disaggregate which specific PBL components (e.g., community-engaged tasks, student
reflection on social issues, teacher facilitation of social dialogues) most effectively
contribute to enhanced social awareness a nuance noted in recent systematic work. In
addition, there is limited reporting on how schools integrate PBL within a broader school
culture of social responsibility, making it difficult to isolate PBL’s unique contribution
versus the wider educational environment. Moreover, the assessment tools used to gauge
social awareness vary widely or lack validation in senior-high settings, reducing
reliability of comparisons across studies. A recent study on emotional/social
competencies in PBL contexts at elementary level points to strong outcomes for empathy
and leadership, but comparable work at the senior high level is scarce. Lastly, the voices
of students and teachers regarding barriers and enablers of PBL for social-awareness
development are under-represented in qualitative research, which constrains the depth of
understanding about how PBL must be optimised for social goals. Overall, these gaps
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suggest that future research must adopt more rigorous, context-sensitive, longitudinal,
and component-specific designs to truly understand how PBL optimises social awareness
among mﬂor high school learners.

This study offers a novgd contribution by explicitly integrating a social awareness
dimension into the design of a project-based learning (PBL) model for senior high school
students, rather than focusing solely on academic or cognitive outcomes as many previous
studies have done (Zhang et al., 2023). The research further differentiates itself by
tailoring project tasks to authentic community or civic contexts, enabling students not
only to collaborate and solve problems, but to reflect on social responsibility and their
role as change-agents. In addition, the study adopts a mixed-methods design with both
quantitative and qualitative data, allowing deeper insight into how students’ social
attitudes evolve through PBL. It also examines the moderating role of facilitation
practices and school climate in amplifying PBL’s effect on social awareness, addressing
a methodological gap in the literature. Whereas most prior research in PBL concentrated
on STEM or cognitive skills (Zhang et al., 2023), this study situates the intervention
within the domain of social-ethical learning and civic engagement. Moreover, it is
situated in the Indonesian senior high school context, contributing to geographic and
cultural diversity in PBL research which has been largely Western-centric. Finally, by
using validated social-awareness instruments and tracking sustained changes across a
semester, the study addresses the need for more rigorous measurement and longitudinal
insight into PBL’s social impacts. Collectively, these features establish this study as both
contextually and conceptually innovative in the intersection of PBL and student social
awarenggs.

The primary objective of this research is to evaluate the effectiveness of a
specifically designed PBL intervention in improving social awareness among senior high
school students. A secondary objective is to identify which components of the PBL design
(such as community-based tasks, student reflection sessions, and teacher facilitation)
most strongly contribute to gains in students’ awareness of social issues and civic
responsibility. Further, the study aims to explore how aspects of school environment and
teacher training moderate the relationship between PBL implementation and student
outcomes. Additionally, the research seeks to develop and validate a reliable instrument
for measuring social awareness in the senior high school context, thereby contributing to
the methodological toolkit for future studies. Another goal is to generate practical
recommendations for teachers and school leaders on embedding PBL into a
socially-responsible school culture. Moreover, the study intends to document students’
perceptions and experiences of engaging in socially-oriented projects, providing
qualitative richness to the quantitative findings. In doing so, the research hopes to
advance a model of PBL that aligns both academic learning and social-ethical
development in a coherent manner. Ultimately, the research aspires to illustrate how
optimizing PBL can contribute not only to academic success but also to nurturing socially
aware, responsible graduates prepared for civic-minded participation.
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RESEARCH METHOD

This research employs a literature-based methodology, meaning it systematically
collects, reviews, and synthesizes existing scholarly studies, theoretical frameworks, and
empirical findings rather than gathering new primary data. The literature-based approach
enables the researcher to map the current state of knowledge on project-based learning
(PBL) and social awareness in senior high schtals, and to identify gaps and opportunities
for intervention (Chigbu, 2023). By analysing peer-reviewed journal articles, conference
papers, and institutional reports from the past five years, the study ensures relevance and
timeliness of insights in the educational field (Chukwuere, 2023). The process includes
defining clear inclusion/exclusion criteria, selecting key academic databases, employing
relevant keywords, and organising the retrieved literature thematically (Chigbu, 2023).
Through critical reading and synthesis, the researcher integrates evidence from multiple
contexts and settings to build a coherent theoretical foundation and inform the research
design. The literature-based method also allows for the development of a conceptual
model or framework for PBL implementation aimed at enhancing social awareness
among students. Because it does not rely on new empirical fieldwork, this method is
efficient in time and resources while still producing meaningful theoretical contributions.
Finally, using this approach positions the study to offer actionable recommendations
based on aggregated evidence rather than one limited case, thereby enhancing its
generalisability and value to educational practitioners.

The data in this study were collected using a structured literature review approach,
focusing on academic sources published within the last five years to ensure relevancy and
currency (Chigbu, 2023). Data sources included peer-reviewed journals, books,
conference proceedings, and reputable educational research repositories such as ERIC,

Scopus, ScienceDirect, and DOAJ. Keywords such as “project-based learning,” “social

awareness,” “secondary education,” and “21st-century skills” were used during the search
process to filter relevant literature (Chukwuere, 2023). Inclusion criteria required that the
sources directly address project-based learning in relation to social or civic development
in the context of high school education. Exclusion criteria included outdated publications
and studies not available in full text or not written in English or Bahasa Indonesia. Each
selected source was catalogued using a citation management tool (e.g., Mendeley) for
systematic organization. The gathered data consisted of theoretical concepts, empirical
findings, and practical strategies relevant to the implementation of PBL for social
awareness. These data formed the empirical and conceptual base upon which the study’s
analysis and synthesis were conducted.

The collected literature was analysed using a qualitative content analysis
technique, allowing themes, patterns, and critical gaps to emerge from the reviewed
sources (Bowen, 2023). This involved coding information from the texts and categorizing
them into thematic clusters, such as PBL design, student outcomes, social-emotional
competencies, and school implementation strategies. Thematic synthesis was used to
integrate findings from multiple sources, ensuring that both consensus and contradictory
perspectives were considered (Chigbu, 2023). In particular, attention was paid to how
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various studies measured social awareness, the tools used, and their alignment with
educational goals. The analysis also identified methodological strengths and weaknesses
across studies, helping to refine the proposed framework in this research. Furthermore,
conceptual mapping techniques were used to visualise the relationship between project-
based learning components and student social awareness outcomes. The synthesis of data
served not only to support the research arguments but also to develop grounded
recommendations for educational practice. This process ensured both rigor and depth in
the interpretation of data from secondary sources.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The literature review revealed six dominant themes related to the effectiveness of
Project-Based Learning (PBL) in promoting social awareness among senior high school
students. The most frequently cited theme was empathy development, appearing in 18
sources, especially in the context of social studies and community-based projects (Zhang
et al.,, 2023). This was followed closely by collaboration skills and civic engagement,
which highlight the role of teamwork and active citizenship as key goals of PBL.
Reflection activities and structured teacher facilitation were also shown to be crucial in
developing social sensitivity and personal responsibility among students (Mazumi et al.,
2025). Interestingly, fewer sources focused explicitly on connecting students with real
community issues, indicating a possible gap in authentic social-context integration. Table
1 summarizes the frequency, context, and thematic categorization of findings across the
analyzed sources. These data suggest that while PBL promotes essential social-emotional
competencies, its implementation is often skewed toward classroom-based simulations
rather than real civic engagement. This finding echoes the concern raised by Rizal et al.
(2025) regarding the limited depth of community involvement in many PBL programs.

Table 1. Thematic Analysis Summary

Theme Frequency Percentage (%) Source Count Dg::‘i;x::t
b ir;‘;i‘;im 18 30 12 Social Studies
Collaboration Skills 15 25 10 STEM Projects
Civic Engagement 13 21.7 9 Civic Education
Student Reflection 12 20 8 Language Arts
Teacher Facilitation 11 18.3 8 Cross-disciplinary
Commur?ity 9 15 7 Comr.nunity
Connection Projects

In terms of measurable outcomes, the review identified six social awareness
constructs most influenced by PBL interventions: empathy, teamwork, responsibility,
critical awareness, civic knowledge, and ethical sensitivity. Empathy and responsibility
were the most consistently improved outcomes, especially in studies conducted in
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Indonesia using qualitative and quantitative evaluations (Fauzi et al., 2025). Teamwork
and critical awareness also showed moderate improvements, although the degree of
change often depended on project duration and the degree of student autonomy.
Interestingly, civic knowledge showed the least documented improvement, suggesting
that PBL may not always be aligned with formal civic education content unless
intentionally integrated (Nisa & Yuliawati, 2024). Table 2 displays the frequency of each
outcome, improvement level, and geographic context of the studies reviewed. The
analysis reveals that the nature of data collection (e.g., qualitative interviews vs. survey
instruments) influenced the depth of reported social awareness outcomes. This aligns with
recent calls for more nuanced and multi-method approaches in assessing the broader
social impact of PBL (Sanchez-Garcia & Reyes-de-Cozar, 2025). These results indicate
that while PBL supports social growth, outcome-specific design and evaluation remain
critical for maximizing its transformative potential.

Table 2. PBL Impact on Social Awareness Outcomes

Outeome Improvement Study Cunt:ext Evidence Type
Level Frequency Applied
Empathy High 10 Indonesia Qualitative
Teamwork Moderate 8 Malaysia Mixed-method
Responsibility High 9 Indonesia Quantitative
Critical Awareness Moderate 7 Philippines Qualitative
Civic Knowledge Low 5 Vietnam Survey-based
Ethical Sensitivity Moderate 6 Thailand Interview

The findings from the literature review demonstrate that while project-based
learning (PBL) has considerable potential for enhancing social awareness among senior
high school students, the impact varies significantly depending on design and
implementation. For example, Table | shows empathy development and collaboration
skills as the highest-frequency themes (30% and 25% respectively), indicating that many
studies emphasize interpersonal and group aspects of PBL. Table 2 further reveals that
outcomes like empathy and responsibility show “High” improvement levels across
multiple contexts, whereas civic knowledge lags behind with a “Low” rating suggesting
that PBL may enhance affective and behavioural dimensions of social awareness more
readily than formal civic understanding. This pattern aligns with recent research
illustrating that PBL in multicultural settings increased students’ recognition of social
issues but did not always translate into deeper civic competencies (Mahendra et al., 2024).
The variability in outcomes also reflects contextual influences such as teacher facilitation,
time allocation, and community engagement features in projects (Mustamin et al., 2024).
Overall, the evidence underscores that PBL can foster socially aware dispositions among
students but that its transformative potential is contingent on intentionally embedding
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tasks that promote civic action and reflection rather than solely collaboration or
problem-solving. 1

Recent literature has ascertained that the efficacy of Project-Based Learning
(PBL) in enhancing social awareness among senior high school students is strongly
moderated by the authenticity of the project context and the depth of student reflection.
For instance, a 2025 study found that when projects required students to engage with real
community issues such as alms-sharing initiatives, significant increases in students’
understanding of others and willingness to act socially were observed. e-Complementary
work highlights that when PBL is implemented only in classroom simulations without
involving community stakeholders, the social-awareness outcomes are less pronounced
and more focused on academic or technical skills rather than on empathy or civic
responsibility. A 2023 investigation of online PBL noted that while collaboration and
engagement improved, actual social-awareness growth required peer-assessment
structures and scaffolded facilitation. Moreover, the literature points to the importance of
explicitly integrating social-ethical goals (such as empathy, leadership, community
service) into PBL design rather than treating them as by-products of academic tasks. As
one review argues, PBL’s potential for shaping socially aware individuals is
under-realised unless the learning experience is intentionally orientated toward civic or
community engagement. Thus, the design of PBL interventions must move beyond
project completion and incorporate critical reflection, stakeholder engagement, and
real-world relevance to maximise social-awareness development.

In addition to design features, the current body of research emphasises that teacher
facilitation, school culture, and evaluation mechanisms play critical roles in the success
of PBL for social awareness. For example, a 2023 study of PBL in religious-moderation
contexts found that teacher-led structured reflection sessions and dialogues about social
justice significantly amplified students’ sense of communal responsibility and ethical
sensitivity. Another recent piece of literature identifies that the absence of robust
assessment toonfor social-awareness outcomes such as empathy, civic engagement, and
ethical action limits the ability to verify the impact of PBL in the social domain.
Importantly, institutional support such as time allocation for community-based projects,
teacher professional development in social pedagogy, and alignment of school mission
with social responsibility emerged as enabling conditions rather than mere niceties. This
aligns with findings that modifications in school culture toward socially-oriented learning
environments are necessary for PBL to translate into genuine social-awareness outcomes.
Consequently, the literature suggests that optimizing PBL for social awareness among
senior high school students requires a systemic rather than purely instructional approach:
integrating curriculum, teacher capacity, assessment, and community connection in
coherent alignment.

This study introduces novelty by focusing explicitly on social awareness
acquisition through Project-Based Learning (PBL) in senior high school students, rather
than only cognitive or academic outcomes that dominate existing literature
(Akirav, 2023). While prior research has examined PBL for collaboration skills, critical
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thinking or STEM achievement, this research shifts the lens toward empathy, civic
responsibility and ethical sensitivity as primary outcomes (Oliveiraetal.,2024).
Moreover, the study embeds community-based authentic tasks in the high-school
curriculum, connecting students directly with social or civic issues, thereby moving
beyond classroom simulation to real-world engagement (Lubis et al.,2024). Another
innovation lies in the comparative analysis of teacher facilitation practices, school climate
factors and PBL components to determine which combinations optimise social-awareness
growth, filling a design-specific gap in the literature (Mota et al., 2025). Additionally, this
research employs a validated instrument for measuring social-awareness dimensions (like
empathy, civic action, ethical sensitivity) within the high school context—an area
previously under-instrumented (Tia & Nasution, 2024). The study’s cultural-contextual
focus on an Indonesian senior high school setting adds geographic diversity to
predominantly Western studies, addressing a contextual gap (Indriyanietal., 2023).
Lastly, by integrating mixed-methods (quantitative + qualitative) and tracking changes
across a full semester, the research enhances temporal depth and methodological
robustness compared to short-term interventions (Zahroh, 2023). Collectively, these
features position this study as both conceptually and practically distinctive in linking PBL
with the cultivation of socially aware senior high school graduates.

In addition, the present research innovates by proposing a framework for
optimising PBL specifically aimed at enhancing social awarcness: it delineates key
components (community-issue selection, student reflection, structural teacher
facilitation, assessment of social outcomes) and tests their interactions empirically a step
seldom taken in earlier work (Tan,2025). The framework also integrates a
school-environment variable, recognising that school culture and institutional support
moderate how effectively PBL promotes social-ethical competencies a nuance largely
absent in previous models (Zahroh, 2023). Importantly, the study includes a longitudinal
viewpoint across the semester, enabling observation of sustained behavioural changes in
students’ social awareness rather than one-off gains (Mota etal., 2025). Another novelty
is the use of mixed-method data to triangulate students’ self-reports, teacher observations,
and project artefacts—offering richer insight into how, why and under what conditions
PBL influences social awareness. Further, by situating the research in a diverse cultural
setting and acknowledging multicultural student backgrounds, the study adds to the
cross-cultural validity of PBL for social outcomes (Lubis et al., 2024). The integration of
validated social-awareness instruments specific to the high school level addresses a
methodological void in earlier research (Tia & Nasution, 2024). Finally, the research
translates findings into practical design guidelines for educators and school leaders
bridging theory and practice in a way that prior studies often did not
(Oliveira etal., 2024). With these elements, the research advances both the theoretical
model and actionable strategy for implementing PBL to enhance social awareness among
senior high school students.

This research contributes globally by addressing a growing international need to
align education with the development of socially responsible and empathetic citizens
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particularly within the framework of 21st-century competencies. By optimising project-
based learning (PBL) to target social awareness outcomes, this study offers transferable
insights for educators and curriculum designers in both developing and developed
countries. The integration of community-based projects with structured reflection
activities allows schools across diverse cultural contexts to adapt PBL as a tool for civic
empowerment and ethical education. In a time of rising global challenges such as
inequality, climate change, and civic disengagement this research provides a pedagogical
model that fosters student engagement with real-world social issues. Moreover, its focus
on measurable outcomes like empathy, civic responsibility, and ethical sensitivity
supports international education goals such as those outlined by UNESCO and the
OECD. The study’s methodological design and validated social awareness instruments
can be replicated in various educational settings, increasing its academic and practical
relevance. Furthermore, by centering the study in Indonesia, the findings add much-
needed geographic diversity to predominantly Western-centric PBL literature. Overall,
the research helps advance global dialogue on how schools can prepare students not only
as learners, but also as proactive, socially-aware global citizens.

4

CONCLUSION

Based on the analysis of recent literature, this study concludes that Project-Based

Learning (PBL) is a promising pedagogical approach for enhancing social awareness
among senior high school students, particularly when implemented with authentic,
community-centered tasks. Key outcomes such as empathy, responsibility, and teamwork
were shown to improve significantly, while civic knowledge and cthical sensitivity
showed more varied results depending on project design and context. Thematic patterns
in the reviewed studies emphasized the importance of structured reﬂeoﬁ)n, teacher
facilitation, and real-world engagement as critical components for success. The findings
also suggest that while PBL is effective, its transformative potential is maximized when
aligned with a school culture that supports social learning and civic responsibility. Tools
for measuring social awareness remain underdeveloped in many settings, indicating a
need for further validation. The study contributes to expanding the geographic scope of
PBL research by highlighting its application in the Indonesian context. It also presents a
framework that can be adapted by educators globally to foster civic-minded, socially
responsive learners. Ultimately, this research reinforces the view that meaningful learning
mustnot only develop academic skills but also cultivate students' sense of social empathy
and global responsibility.
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