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ABSTRACT 
This study was motivated by the low level of English vocabulary mastery among elementary school students, 
which has an impact on their communication skills. The learning process, which is still teacher-centered and 
focused on memorization, makes students less active and limits their ability to use vocabulary in meaningful 
contexts. The study aims to improve students’ English vocabulary mastery through the implementation of 
the Problem-Based Learning (PBL) model in elementary school classrooms. This research employed 
Classroom Action Research conducted in several cycles, each consisting of planning, acting, observing, and 
reflecting stages. The participants were a class of elementary school students. Data were collected through 
observation, vocabulary tests, and documentation. Quantitative data were analyzed by examining the 
improvement of mean scores and the level of learning mastery, while qualitative data were analyzed based 
on students’ participation and learning activities during the implementation of the PBL model. The findings 
revealed a consistent improvement in students’ vocabulary mastery from the initial condition to the final 
cycle. Learning mastery increased significantly, accompanied by greater student participation and 
engagement in the learning process. Students demonstrated higher confidence in using new vocabulary and 
were more actively involved in group discussions and problem-solving activities. The implementation of the 
PBL model proved to be effective in enhancing English vocabulary mastery among elementary school 
students. 
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1.  Introduction 
The Problem-Based Learning (PBL) model is an instructional approach that 

places problems as the starting point of the learning process (Erlina et al., 2023). 
Through this model, students are actively involved in identifying, analyzing, and 
finding solutions to contextual problems that are closely related to their daily lives 
(Kusumawati, 2024). The implementation of PBL in teaching English at the 
elementary school level provides students with opportunities to use vocabulary 
directly in real-life situations (Usman, 2020). As a result, learning does not merely 
focus on memorization, but emphasizes meaningful understanding and practical 
use of words in appropriate contexts. 

The use of the Problem-Based Learning (PBL) model to improve English 
vocabulary mastery in elementary school can help students develop critical 
thinking, communication, and collaboration skills in a more structured way (Ilma & 
Wulandari, 2023). This model requires students to be actively involved in identifying 
problems related to their daily lives and discussing possible solutions using English 
in contextual situations (Rachmawati & Lestari, 2025). Such activities encourage 
students not only to memorize vocabulary but also to understand its meaning and 
appropriate usage in real-life contexts (Pratiwi et al., 2025). The learning process 
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becomes more meaningful because students take an active role as participants who 
construct their own knowledge rather than merely receiving information from the 
teacher (Rosmilasari & Adoe, 2021). 

Students learn through group discussions, exploration of various learning 
resources, observation of their surrounding environment, and presentations of 
problem-solving results that encourage them to use new vocabulary both orally and 
in written form (Ramadhania & Adnan, 2022). Interaction among group members 
provides opportunities for students to exchange ideas and enrich their vocabulary. 
The teacher acts as a facilitator who guides students’ thinking processes and 
provides feedback on the appropriate use of vocabulary (Ahmad et al., 2023). This 
process creates a more engaging, interactive, and collaborative learning atmosphere. 
Students’ learning motivation increases because they feel directly involved in the 
learning process (Dwiyamtini, 2023). Vocabulary mastery becomes more optimal as 
words are learned through real experiences and repeated practice (Fathoni & 
Muhtadin, 2024). Students’ retention of vocabulary also tends to last longer 
compared to conventional learning approaches. 

Previous studies have shown that the implementation of Problem-Based 
Learning (PBL) is effective in improving students’ learning outcomes and higher-
order thinking skills. Research conducted by (Bintarti et al., 2024) emphasizes that 
PBL promotes active student engagement through meaningful inquiry and problem-
solving processes. Similar findings were reported by (Maulana et al., 2024), who 
stated that PBL helps students develop critical thinking, collaboration, and self-
directed learning skills. In addition, (Hardono, 2020) found that problem-based 
instruction strengthens conceptual understanding because students connect 
learning materials with real-life contexts. In the context of elementary 
education, (Solehudin & Rochmiyati, 2023) explained that PBL can enhance 
students’ learning motivation and active participation as it centers on direct 
experience. In the field of English language learning, (Salsabila et al., 2022) 
highlighted the importance of using vocabulary in authentic contexts to ensure 
stronger retention. (Jesika et al., 2024) also demonstrated that task- and problem-
based learning strategies effectively enrich students’ vocabulary acquisition. 
Furthermore, (Mahesti et al., 2025) argued that English instruction at the elementary 
level becomes more effective when students are engaged in meaningful 
communicative activities. Based on these findings, it can be concluded that 
integrating the PBL model into English instruction has significant potential to 
improve vocabulary mastery among elementary school students. 

The gap in English vocabulary instruction at the elementary school level is still 
evident between curriculum expectations that emphasize communicative learning 
and classroom practices that remain focused on memorization (Zakiyah et al., 2025). 
The learning process is often teacher-centered, relying on lectures and lists of words 
without clear contextual usage (Suhandary et al., 2024). This condition causes 
students to have limited understanding of word meanings and difficulties in using 
vocabulary in simple sentences (Muhsinin et al., 2024). Another emerging issue is 
the low level of active student participation, resulting in limited English interaction 
in the classroom (Lumbantobing et al., 2025). As a consequence, students’ 
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vocabulary mastery tends to be low and easily forgotten because it is not practiced 
consistently in meaningful situations (Mutmainnah, 2024). 

The challenges faced by teachers in addressing these issues include limited 
instructional time, differences in students’ abilities, and a lack of innovation in 
implementing contextual learning models (Leasa et al., 2024). The implementation 
of a model such as Problem-Based Learning requires careful planning, teachers’ 
readiness to design problems that are appropriate to students’ developmental levels, 
and effective classroom management (Rahmawati et al., 2025). In addition, not all 
students are accustomed to collaborative and active learning, so a gradual 
adaptation process is necessary (Marlina & Rahmah, 2023). If these challenges are 
not properly addressed, the gap in vocabulary mastery will continue and may 
negatively affect students’ English communication skills at higher levels of 
education (Putranto et al., 2023). 

Based on the results of the preliminary observation at Public Elementary 
School 2 Nganganaumala, the English learning process, particularly in vocabulary 
mastery, still shows several challenges. Classroom activities are largely dominated 
by lecture-based instruction and the provision of word lists for memorization, which 
limits students’ opportunities to use vocabulary in meaningful communicative 
contexts. Students’ participation in asking questions, engaging in discussions, and 
practicing new words remains relatively low. Some students also demonstrate a lack 
of confidence when asked to pronounce words or construct simple sentences in 
English. Differences in students’ abilities are clearly visible, as some students are 
able to follow the lessons effectively, while others struggle to understand word 
meanings and appropriate usage. This situation indicates that the current 
instructional approach has not fully supported all learners in developing vocabulary 
mastery. Therefore, there is a strong need to implement a more active, contextual, 
and collaborative learning model that can engage students more effectively and 
enhance their English vocabulary acquisition in a meaningful way. 

A possible solution to address the problem of English vocabulary mastery in 
elementary school is the implementation of the Problem-Based Learning (PBL) 
model in the teaching process (Sajidan et al., 2022). This model provides students 
with opportunities to learn through contextual problems that are closely related to 
their daily lives, so vocabulary is not only learned theoretically but also applied 
directly in meaningful situations (Husna et al., 2024). Through group discussions, 
information exploration, and presentations of problem-solving results, students are 
encouraged to actively use new vocabulary in both spoken and written 
communication. PBL also enables teachers to act as facilitators who guide students 
and provide continuous feedback, making the learning process more interactive and 
student-centered. 

This study is important to conduct because it offers an innovative approach to 
improving English vocabulary mastery at the elementary school level, particularly 
in learning contexts that are still conventional in nature. The study is relevant to the 
need for enhancing the quality of English instruction from an early stage, 
considering that vocabulary mastery serves as a fundamental component of 
language skills. It also provides novelty by specifically applying the Problem-Based 
Learning model to vocabulary instruction in elementary schools, an area that 
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remains limited in local research contexts. The findings are expected to contribute 
practical benefits for teachers in selecting more effective instructional strategies, as 
well as to serve as an academic reference for the development of more contextual 
and meaningful English learning models. 

2.  Research Methods 

The type of research used in this study is Classroom Action Research. 
Classroom Action Research is conducted by teachers in their own classrooms with 
the aim of improving and enhancing the quality of the learning process and 
outcomes in a continuous manner (Putra et al., 2023). This research is reflective and 
collaborative in nature, as it involves planning the action, implementing the action, 
observing the process, and reflecting on the results obtained (Zaenuri et al., 2020). 
Through Classroom Action Research, the problem of low English vocabulary 
mastery can be directly identified in the classroom and addressed through corrective 
actions in the form of implementing the Problem-Based Learning model (Azizah et 
al., 2023). The results of each action are analyzed to determine the level of success 
and to serve as the basis for improvement in the subsequent cycle. 

The research design follows the Classroom Action Research cycle model, 
which consists of four main stages: planning, acting, observing, and reflecting. The 
study was carried out in several cycles until the predetermined indicators of success 
were achieved. During the planning stage, the researcher prepared PBL-based 
lesson plans, observation instruments, and assessment tools to measure students’ 
vocabulary mastery. The acting stage involved implementing the Problem-Based 
Learning model in English instruction. Observation was conducted to monitor both 
teacher and student activities throughout the learning process. The reflection stage 
aimed to evaluate the results of the action and formulate improvements for the next 
cycle in order to achieve significant enhancement in students’ vocabulary mastery. 

The subjects of this study were all students in one class consisting of twenty-
one learners at SD Negeri 2 Nganganaumala. The selection of participants was 
carried out using total sampling, as Classroom Action Research focuses on 
improving the learning process within a particular class. The students had diverse 
academic abilities, representing the actual condition of English learning in the 
school. All students were actively involved in the implementation of the Problem-
Based Learning model to improve their English vocabulary mastery. The variation 
in students’ levels of understanding and participation was taken into consideration 
during the planning of the action, so that the instructional strategies were designed 
to accommodate different learning needs. Research data were obtained through 
observations of students’ activities and vocabulary tests administered in each cycle 
to measure overall improvement in learning outcomes. 

Data collection in this study was carried out through several techniques, 
namely observation, tests, and documentation. Observation was used to obtain data 
on teacher and student activities during the implementation of the Problem-Based 
Learning model in English vocabulary instruction (Sihombing, 2025). The 
observation sheets were systematically designed to record students’ participation 
levels, activeness in group discussions, ability to use new vocabulary, and the 
implementation of PBL procedures by the teacher. Observations were conducted in 
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each cycle to monitor the development of the learning process and to serve as the 
basis for reflection and improvement in the subsequent cycle. Tests were 
administered to measure students’ vocabulary mastery before and after the 
implementation of the action in each cycle. The test formats were adjusted to the 
material being taught, such as matching words with pictures, completing simple 
sentences, or constructing sentences using new vocabulary. The test results were 
analyzed to determine improvements in the class mean score and the percentage of 
learning mastery. In addition, documentation in the form of photographs of learning 
activities, attendance lists, and students’ work records was used as supporting data 
to strengthen the research findings and to provide a clear picture of the 
implementation of the action in the classroom. 

Data analysis in this study was conducted using both quantitative and 
qualitative approaches in accordance with the characteristics of Classroom Action 
Research. Quantitative data were obtained from the results of English vocabulary 
mastery tests administered in each cycle. Students’ scores were analyzed by 
calculating the class mean and the percentage of learning mastery. The class mean 
was calculated by summing all students’ scores and dividing the total by the number 
of students, which consisted of twenty-one learners (Lutpiah et al., 2024). The 
percentage of learning mastery was determined by dividing the number of students 
who achieved the Minimum Mastery Criteria by the total number of students and 
then multiplying the result by one hundred percent. These analyses were used to 
compare improvements in learning outcomes from the pre-cycle to the subsequent 
cycles in order to determine the effectiveness of the Problem-Based Learning model. 
Qualitative data were obtained from observations of teacher and student activities 
during the learning process. The data were analyzed through the stages of data 
reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing. Data reduction was carried out by 
selecting and focusing on information relevant to the research objectives, 
particularly related to students’ participation, collaboration, and use of vocabulary. 
The data were then presented in the form of tables or narrative descriptions to 
facilitate understanding. The final stage involved drawing conclusions by reflecting 
on the results of observations and tests in each cycle to determine the success of the 
action and to formulate necessary improvements for the following cycle. 

3.  Results and Discussion 

3.1 Results 

The results of the study indicate that the implementation of the Problem-Based 
Learning model had a positive impact on improving students’ English vocabulary 
mastery. The improvement was reflected in the increase in the class mean score and 
the percentage of learning mastery from the pre-cycle stage to the final cycle. This 
condition demonstrates that learning outcomes improved gradually and 
systematically through each action implemented. The reflection process in every 
cycle also contributed to refining the instructional strategies, leading to more 
optimal results. Quantitative data obtained from the vocabulary tests show that the 
majority of students were able to achieve the Minimum Mastery Criteria after the 
consistent implementation of the Problem-Based Learning model. 
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Positive changes were also evident in the learning process. Students’ activity 
and participation increased, as reflected in their confidence in using new vocabulary 
during discussions, their ability to collaborate effectively in groups, and their skill 
in constructing simple sentences with greater self-assurance. Interaction between 
students and the teacher became more dynamic because the learning process was 
centered on solving contextual problems. The classroom atmosphere became more 
lively, communicative, and collaborative, which further enhanced students’ learning 
motivation. These findings reinforce that the Problem-Based Learning model is 
effectively implemented in elementary school English instruction, particularly in 
promoting meaningful and sustainable vocabulary mastery. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Research Results, Pre-Cycle, Cycle I, Cycle II 

The figure presents the research findings on students’ English vocabulary 
mastery at the Pre-Cycle, Cycle I, and Cycle II stages. In the Pre-Cycle stage, out of 
twenty-one students, only eight students, or thirty-eight percent, achieved the 
Minimum Mastery Criteria, while thirteen students, or sixty-two percent, had not 
yet reached mastery. These data indicate that before the implementation of the 
action, the majority of students still experienced difficulties in understanding and 
using English vocabulary appropriately. In Cycle I, there was an improvement in 
learning outcomes after the implementation of the Problem-Based Learning model. 
The percentage of students who achieved the Minimum Mastery Criteria increased 
to sixty-seven percent, while thirty-three percent of students were still not yet 
proficient. This improvement demonstrates the positive impact of the action, 
although the results were not yet optimal. Several students began to show progress 
in using vocabulary and participating in group discussions; however, further 
refinement of instructional strategies was still needed for the following cycle. 

More significant results were observed in Cycle II. The percentage of students 
who achieved the Minimum Mastery Criteria increased to ninety percent, while the 
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proportion of students who had not yet achieved mastery decreased to ten percent. 
The horizontal bar chart in the figure shows a clear dominance of the green color as 
an indicator of mastery compared to the red color. This illustrates that the majority 
of students were able to master English vocabulary in accordance with the 
predetermined learning targets. Overall, the figure demonstrates a consistent 
improvement in learning outcomes from the Pre-Cycle to Cycle II. The upward trend 
in the percentage of learning mastery indicates that the implementation of the 
Problem-Based Learning model was effective in enhancing students’ English 
vocabulary mastery. In addition to the increase in scores, positive changes are also 
reflected in the significant reduction in the number of students who did not achieve 
the Minimum Mastery Criteria. This visual data strengthens the conclusion that the 
actions implemented in the study successfully met the established indicators of 
success. 

 
Figure 2. Student Learning Completion Rates 

The comparison of results in each cycle shows a gradual and significant 
improvement in students’ English vocabulary mastery. In the Pre-Cycle stage, the 
percentage of learning mastery was thirty-eight percent, while sixty-two percent of 
students had not yet achieved the Minimum Mastery Criteria, reflecting low 
learning outcomes before the implementation of the action. After the application of 
the Problem-Based Learning model in Cycle I, the percentage of mastery increased 
to sixty-seven percent, indicating a substantial improvement from the initial 
condition and demonstrating the positive impact of the implemented action. A more 
optimal improvement was observed in Cycle II, where the percentage of learning 
mastery reached ninety percent and only ten percent of students remained below 
the Minimum Mastery Criteria. Compared to Cycle I, this stage showed a further 
notable increase, and when compared to the Pre-Cycle condition, the overall 
improvement was even more significant. These data indicate that each cycle 
demonstrated a consistent upward trend, and the refinement of instructional 
strategies at every stage successfully enhanced students’ learning outcomes in a 
meaningful way. 
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3.2 Discussion 

The pre-cycle stage indicated that students’ English vocabulary mastery was 
still relatively low, with a learning mastery percentage of thirty-eight percent, while 
sixty-two percent of students had not yet met the Minimum Mastery Criteria. This 
condition suggests that the previous learning process had not effectively encouraged 
students to understand and use vocabulary optimally. Instruction tended to be 
teacher-centered, relying on lecture methods and memorization, which limited 
students’ opportunities to practice vocabulary in meaningful contexts. As a result, 
students showed low active participation and lacked confidence in pronouncing 
words or constructing simple sentences in English. The low learning outcomes were 
also influenced by the limited variation in instructional models that actively and 
collaboratively engaged students. Interaction among students was not fully 
developed, and the use of new vocabulary had not been integrated into discussion 
or problem-solving activities. Students were more likely to wait for the teacher’s 
directions rather than explore their language abilities independently. This situation 
highlights the need for instructional innovation that can increase student 
engagement and provide contextual learning experiences. 

These findings are consistent with the view of (Adriani & Arnawa, 2020), who 
stated that vocabulary mastery is difficult to develop if students merely memorize 
words without using them in real contexts. The results also support the perspective 
of (Sari & Ningsih, 2023), who emphasized that non-problem-based instruction 
tends to make students passive and less cognitively engaged. Therefore, the 
implementation of a more active and contextual learning model becomes an urgent 
necessity to significantly improve students’ vocabulary mastery. 

Cycle I demonstrated an improvement in learning outcomes after the 
implementation of the Problem-Based Learning model. The percentage of learning 
mastery increased to sixty-seven percent compared to the pre-cycle condition, which 
was only thirty-eight percent. The class mean score also improved, indicating 
progress in students’ English vocabulary mastery. The learning process became 
more interactive, as students were involved in group discussions, attempted to use 
new vocabulary in simple contexts, and began to show confidence in expressing 
their opinions. These changes indicate that the implementation of the Problem-
Based Learning model created a more active learning environment compared to the 
previous instructional approach. However, the results in Cycle I had not yet fully 
achieved the predetermined indicators of success. Some students still experienced 
difficulties in constructing sentences accurately and using vocabulary appropriately 
in context. A number of students remained passive during group discussions and 
required more intensive guidance from the teacher. Reflection on the 
implementation of Cycle I highlighted the need for improved time management, 
more varied examples of vocabulary usage, and stronger motivational support to 
enhance students’ confidence in communicating in English. 

The findings of Cycle I are consistent with the study of (Ruhana, 2023), which 
states that the early stages of PBL implementation often show increased 
participation and conceptual understanding, although adjustments in instructional 
strategies are still necessary. The research conducted by (Zhang, 2024) also 
emphasizes that problem-based instruction gradually enhances student motivation 
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and engagement through collaborative processes. These findings reinforce that the 
improvement observed in Cycle I represents a positive initial step toward more 
optimal learning outcomes in the subsequent cycle. 

Cycle II showed a more significant improvement in learning outcomes 
compared to Cycle I. The percentage of learning mastery reached ninety percent, 
with the majority of students meeting the Minimum Mastery Criteria. The class 
mean score also increased substantially, indicating that students’ English 
vocabulary mastery had improved considerably. The learning activities became 
more effective as students were already familiar with the steps of the Problem-Based 
Learning model. Group discussions were more focused, students were more active 
in asking and answering questions, and they were able to use new vocabulary in 
simple sentences more accurately and confidently. Improvements in instructional 
strategies based on the reflection from Cycle I had a positive impact on both the 
learning process and outcomes in Cycle II. The teacher provided clearer guidance 
during the problem-solving stages and offered more varied examples of vocabulary 
usage. Interaction among students increased, and collaboration within groups 
became stronger. Students’ confidence in speaking English also developed, creating 
a more communicative and collaborative classroom atmosphere. This condition 
indicates that the continuous implementation of the Problem-Based Learning model 
can enhance student engagement while strengthening meaningful vocabulary 
understanding. 

The findings in Cycle II are consistent with the view of (Wijayanti et al., 2025), 
who stated that problem-based instruction strengthens conceptual understanding 
when students actively connect learning materials with real-life situations. The 
results also support the perspective of (Jeldu et al., 2024), who emphasized that 
using language in task-based or real problem contexts can improve vocabulary 
mastery more effectively and sustainably. The alignment of these findings reinforces 
that the Problem-Based Learning model is effective in improving English vocabulary 
mastery at the elementary school level. 
4.  Conclusion 

The conclusion of this study indicates that the implementation of the Problem-
Based Learning model is effective in improving elementary school students’ English 
vocabulary mastery. The improvement was observed gradually from the pre-cycle 
stage through Cycle I and Cycle II, both in terms of the class mean score and the 
percentage of learning mastery. The mastery level, which was initially categorized 
as low, increased significantly until it met the predetermined indicators of success. 
These results demonstrate that problem-based instruction can systematically 
enhance both the learning process and learning outcomes. The student-centered 
learning process, carried out through group discussions, problem-solving activities, 
and the use of vocabulary in real contexts, contributed to increased participation, 
confidence, and communication skills among students. The classroom atmosphere 
became more active, collaborative, and interactive, which further strengthened 
students’ learning motivation. The implementation of the Problem-Based Learning 
model not only improved students’ academic performance but also supported the 
development of their attitudes and language skills. Therefore, this model can be 
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considered an effective alternative instructional strategy for improving English 
vocabulary mastery in elementary schools. 
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