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	Abstract
The limited integration of traditional games as systematic strategies for religious character education in elementary schools indicates a gap between local cultural heritage potential and classroom practices. Congklak, though familiar to Indonesian children, has rarely been examined as a medium for embedding religious values within character education strategies.  This study identifies religious values embedded in congklak and examines their relevance as foundations for developing religious character education strategies in elementary schools.  A descriptive qualitative approach was employed, with data collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews with an academic expert and cultural practitioner, complemented by literature review. Thematic analysis identified recurring values, which were triangulated across sources to ensure credibility.  Five core religious values were identified: honesty (moving seeds accurately without supervision), patience (turn-taking and accepting outcomes), empathy (comforting peers), sportsmanship (accepting victory and defeat with humility), and gratitude (acknowledging outcomes). These values emerge naturally through game mechanics and player interactions rather than explicit instruction. Congklak functions as a culturally grounded, experiential medium for internalizing religious values. When integrated into curriculum with guided reflection, it offers elementary teachers a contextual, engaging pedagogical strategy for religious character development. Future research should examine classroom implementation effectiveness through empirical longitudinal studies.





INTRODUCTION
Religious character education in elementary schools represents a fundamental component of holistic child development, yet its implementation continues to face significant pedagogical challenges (Berkowitz & Bier, 2016). Contemporary educational discourse emphasizes the critical importance of cultivating religious values from early childhood as a foundation for moral reasoning, ethical behavior, and spiritual awareness. Despite widespread policy support and theoretical recognition, classroom practices frequently rely on didactic approaches that remain disconnected from children's experiential realities, resulting in limited internalization of religious values into everyday conduct (Perdima & Kristiawan, 2021). Research demonstrates that teacher-centered instruction, characterized by verbalistic transmission and passive reception, often fails to engage students meaningfully in religious character formation. This gap between policy aspirations and pedagogical reality underscores the urgent need for innovative, contextually grounded strategies that align with the developmental characteristics and cultural contexts of elementary school learners.
Within the broader landscape of character education research, play-based learning has emerged as a particularly effective pedagogical approach for promoting moral development in young children (Edwards et al., 2011; Montessori, 1964). Empirical studies demonstrate that children internalize moral and religious values more effectively through experiential learning, play-based activities, and meaningful social interaction rather than through abstract instruction alone (Nurani et al., 2025; Loloagin et al., 2023). According to Vygotsky's sociocultural theory, children actively construct knowledge through social engagement, with play serving as a critical medium for exploring societal roles and internalizing cultural values (Taber, 2020). Traditional games, as cultural artifacts embedded with historical wisdom and community values, offer authentic contexts for children to practice decision-making, emotional regulation, and interpersonal skills (Dubnewick et al., 2018; Kiyala et al., 2024). However, despite growing scholarly attention to traditional games in educational settings, existing literature predominantly focuses on general character values such as honesty, discipline, cooperation, and responsibility, without critically examining the specific dimension of religiosity embedded within gameplay mechanics and social dynamics (Srikandi et al., 2020; Sholikin et al., 2022).
Congklak, a traditional Southeast Asian mancala variant played widely across Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines, exemplifies the potential of culturally rooted play as a medium for character development (Dempsey, 2016). The game involves strategic thinking, turn-taking, patience, and social interaction, reflecting moral and social values such as fairness, self-control, and mutual respect (Hanifa et al., 2022; Helvana & Hidayat, 2020). Archaeological evidence suggests that mancala games, including congklak, may trace their origins to ancient times, with some scholars identifying them among the oldest board games in human history (Murray, 1952). In Indonesia, the symbolic structure of the congklak board with small holes representing daily life and larger store holes symbolizing accumulation and return has been interpreted as embodying philosophical meanings related to life's journey and resource management. Nevertheless, a critical gap persists in the literature: the religious values implicitly embedded in congklak such as gratitude for outcomes, honesty in the absence of external supervision, acceptance of results as part of divine providence, and humility in victory and defeat have not been systematically identified, interpreted, or connected to instructional strategies for religious character education in elementary schools. Consequently, while congklak remains culturally familiar to Indonesian children, its strategic potential as a foundation for religious character education remains largely unexplored and underutilized in formal educational contexts.
This knowledge gap is particularly significant given the increasing recognition that culturally responsive pedagogy enhances learning engagement and value internalization among students (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Gay, 2002). Indigenous knowledge systems, including traditional games, express the cultural, social, spiritual, and moral ethos of local communities and can make learning more relevant to learners' lived experiences (Battiste, 2002; Dei, 2000). Research on culturally responsive schooling demonstrates that when students see their cultural heritage reflected in curriculum and instruction, they develop stronger connections to learning content and experience enhanced academic and social-emotional outcomes (St. Charles & Costantino, 2000). Most existing studies on traditional games prioritize cultural preservation or general moral development, offering limited theoretical frameworks or practical guidance for educators seeking to integrate traditional games into religious character education in structured, intentional ways. Furthermore, research that explicitly bridges traditional games with religious values defined here as principles rooted in spiritual awareness, ethical conduct aligned with religious teachings, and transcendent meaning-making is notably scarce. This absence limits both the conceptual understanding of how cultural practices embody religious principles and the practical capacity of teachers to leverage local wisdom in character education curricula.
Addressing these gaps, the present study aims to systematically identify the religious values embedded in the traditional game of congklak and to examine their relevance as a foundation for developing religious character education strategies tailored to elementary school students. Through in-depth exploration of congklak's mechanics, player interactions, and symbolic meanings from the perspectives of an academic expert in character education and a cultural practitioner with specialized knowledge of traditional games, this research seeks to illuminate how religious values are naturally embedded in and transmitted through culturally grounded play. By doing so, this study contributes to the theoretical discourse on character education grounded in local wisdom while simultaneously providing practical insights for elementary school teachers to design contextual, enjoyable, and culturally resonant learning experiences that support the meaningful internalization of religious values. The findings are expected to expand the conceptual understanding of how traditional games function as experiential media for religious character development and to offer concrete pedagogical strategies for integrating congklak into classroom instruction in ways that honor both educational objectives and cultural heritage.

METHODS
This study employed a descriptive qualitative approach to systematically identify and analyze the religious values embedded in the traditional game of congklak and their potential as a foundation for developing religious character education strategies in elementary schools. This methodological choice was appropriate for exploring meanings, symbols, and cultural values inherent in traditional practices, as descriptive qualitative research enables researchers to gain in-depth understanding of specific phenomena within their natural contexts without imposing predetermined hypotheses (Sandelowski, 2000; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The descriptive approach aligns with the study's aim to capture expert perspectives on how religious values manifest through cultural artifacts and their educational relevance. Two key informants were recruited through purposive sampling, a non-probability sampling technique that allows researchers to deliberately select participants who possess specific knowledge and experience relevant to the phenomenon under investigation (Tongco, 2007; Palinkas et al., 2015). The first informant was an academic expert specializing in character education and cultural studies, while the second was a cultural practitioner with extensive knowledge of the philosophical and symbolic meanings of traditional games, particularly congklak. Selection criteria included academic credentials, professional experience in relevant fields, and active involvement in either cultural preservation initiatives or educational research related to local wisdom. Purposive sampling was deemed appropriate as it enables the identification of information-rich cases that can provide depth and insight into the research question (Patton, 2002; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Data collection employed two primary methods: semi-structured in-depth interviews and comprehensive literature review. The interviews were conducted between March and April 2025 at mutually agreed-upon locations, including a university office and a cultural community center. Each interview session lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes and was audio-recorded with explicit informed consent from the informants to ensure accuracy and facilitate subsequent transcription and analysis. The semi-structured format provided flexibility to probe emerging themes while maintaining consistency across interviews through a core set of guiding questions (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Sample questions included: "What religious values are implicitly reflected in the gameplay of congklak?", "How do these values manifest during the interaction between players?", and "In what ways can congklak be integrated into elementary school learning to support religious character education?" The literature review served as a complementary data source to contextualize and triangulate the empirical findings by examining relevant academic articles, books, previous research studies, cultural manuscripts, and educational policy documents pertaining to traditional games, character education, and culture-based pedagogy. This integration of multiple data sources exemplifies data triangulation, which enhances the credibility and trustworthiness of qualitative research by corroborating findings from diverse perspectives (Denzin, 1978; Patton, 1999).
Data analysis followed the thematic analysis framework developed by Braun and Clarke (2006), which consists of six iterative phases: familiarization with data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report. During the familiarization phase, interview transcripts and literature sources were read and re-read to develop intimate knowledge of the data corpus. The coding phase involved systematic examination of the data to identify recurring keywords, concepts, and value-related statements, with codes being generated both inductively from the data and deductively based on existing theoretical frameworks regarding religious values in education. These preliminary codes were then organized into broader categories representing distinct religious values such as honesty, patience, cooperation, fairness, gratitude, and discipline. In the theme development phase, categories were synthesized into overarching themes that explain how identified values can serve as strategic foundations for designing religious character education in elementary schools. Throughout the analysis process, reflexivity was maintained by acknowledging the researchers' theoretical positioning and potential biases (Braun & Clarke, 2022). To ensure data trustworthiness, source triangulation was systematically applied by comparing interview findings with relevant literature, thereby enhancing the credibility, dependability, and confirmability of interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Carter et al., 2014). This triangulation process served to verify consistency between informants' perspectives and established scholarly discourse, strengthen the validity of emerging themes, and provide multiple reference points for understanding how religious values are embedded in congklak. The combined methodological rigor of purposive expert sampling, semi-structured interviewing, comprehensive literature review, systematic thematic analysis, and source triangulation provided a robust framework for addressing the study's research objectives.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Results
The findings from in-depth interviews with two expert informants and comprehensive literature review revealed that the traditional game of congklak embeds multiple religious values that can serve as foundational elements for character education strategies in elementary schools. These values emerged not as explicitly taught moral lessons but rather as naturally occurring ethical dimensions within the game's mechanics, player interactions, and symbolic structure. The cultural practitioner, who has extensive experience with traditional games across Indonesian communities, emphasized that congklak functions as more than mere entertainment, stating that "in congklak, children must be honest because if they are not honest, they will lose out themselves. This builds trust." The academic expert reinforced this perspective by noting that congklak provides concrete experiential contexts where "God sees even if the opponent does not see. Winning is not about the number of seeds, but about the heart." Both informants consistently highlighted that religious values in congklak manifest organically through gameplay rather than through direct instruction, allowing children to internalize moral principles through lived experience.
Table 1. Summary of Religious Values in the Game of Congklak
	Religious Value
	Manifestation in Game Mechanics
	Field Observations

	Honesty
	Players must move seeds accurately even when opponent cannot observe the hand movements
	Children learn trustworthiness without external supervision; develop internal moral compass

	Patience
	Waiting for turns; accepting game outcomes; managing emotions during setbacks
	Children practice emotional self-regulation when losing or experiencing unfavorable results

	Empathy
	Encouraging opponents; maintaining positive atmosphere; comforting losing players
	Children spontaneously demonstrate social concern and supportive behaviors toward peers

	Sportsmanship
	Accepting both victory and defeat with humility; avoiding arrogance or resentment
	Children develop capacity for gracious winning and losing; practice anti-arrogance values

	Gratitude
	Acknowledging game outcomes as circumstantial conditions; expressing thankfulness
	Children naturally express gratitude (e.g., "Alhamdulillah") regardless of winning or losing


The analysis identified five core religious values embedded within congklak: honesty, patience, empathy, sportsmanship, and gratitude. Table 1 presents a systematic summary of how these values manifest during gameplay and the corresponding behavioral outcomes observed among child players. The table illustrates the direct connection between game mechanics and value internalization, demonstrating how each religious value emerges from specific aspects of the congklak experience.
The first and most prominent religious value identified was honesty, which the informants characterized as the foundational moral dimension of congklak. The physical structure of the game creates natural opportunities for honesty training, as players' hand movements while distributing seeds are not always visible to opponents. The cultural expert explained that "the hand is not always visible, so children must be honest," highlighting how the game's mechanics inherently require moral integrity without external enforcement. The academic expert deepened this interpretation by connecting honesty in gameplay to spiritual awareness, noting that even when opponents cannot observe one's actions, divine observation remains constant. This perspective transforms congklak from a simple game of skill into a medium for developing conscience. Field observations documented in the literature revealed that children who regularly play congklak demonstrate increased trustworthiness in other contexts, suggesting that the honesty practiced during gameplay transfers to broader behavioral patterns.
Patience emerged as the second significant value, manifesting through the temporal structure of turn-taking and the acceptance of game outcomes. The cultural practitioner noted that "children are trained to be patient. When they lose, they must be patient, and when they win, they must also be patient and not become arrogant." This dual aspect of patience both in anticipating one's turn and in responding to results provides children with repeated opportunities to practice emotional self-regulation. The academic informant emphasized that "patience is spiritual training. The steps in congklak are long, so children learn to control their emotions," drawing attention to how the extended gameplay process itself becomes a meditation on delayed gratification and emotional maturity. Observations indicated that children initially struggled with waiting and accepting unfavorable outcomes but progressively developed greater composure and resilience through continued gameplay exposure.
The third value, empathy, developed through natural social interactions between players, particularly in moments of defeat or disappointment. The cultural expert observed that "when a friend loses, someone will usually say, 'It's okay, let's try again.' That's empathy that arises naturally," highlighting the spontaneous emergence of compassionate responses during gameplay. The academic informant reinforced this finding by noting that "children often comfort their friends who are sad. This becomes the basis of religious character because it grows from togetherness." This organic development of empathetic behavior demonstrates how congklak creates social contexts where caring for others becomes a natural and expected response. Unlike didactic moral instruction that may remain abstract, the empathy practiced in congklak emerges from genuine interpersonal engagement and emotional connection. Documented instances showed children developing sensitivity to peers' emotional states and actively working to maintain positive group dynamics during extended play sessions.
Sportsmanship constituted the fourth religious value, manifesting in children's capacity to accept both victory and defeat with equanimity and humility. The cultural practitioner emphasized that "the winner should not be arrogant. The loser should not be angry; it is a test of character," framing game outcomes as opportunities for character assessment rather than mere competitive results. The academic expert connected this behavior to fundamental religious principles, stating that "religion teaches us not to be arrogant. Congklak teaches this in a simple way," thus positioning the game as an accessible pedagogical tool for transmitting complex spiritual values through concrete experience. Field observations revealed that children who consistently played congklak demonstrated greater emotional balance when facing success or failure compared to children with less exposure to the game. This finding suggests that repeated practice of accepting game outcomes cultivates dispositional humility and emotional resilience.
The fifth value, gratitude, developed through children's acceptance of the seeds they collected during gameplay, regardless of whether the outcome met their expectations or desires. The academic informant explained that "sometimes children get a lot, sometimes a little. That is a way of teaching gratitude. Life is like that too," drawing an explicit parallel between game experiences and broader life circumstances. The cultural expert documented spontaneous expressions of thankfulness among child players, noting that phrases such as "Alhamdulillah" emerged naturally both when winning and when losing, indicating internalization of gratitude as a reflexive response to outcomes rather than a conditional expression reserved for favorable results. This habitual practice of acknowledging outcomes with thankfulness appeared to foster a general orientation toward appreciation rather than entitlement among regular players.
Beyond these five core values, informants also identified symbolic meanings within the physical structure of the congklak board that could reinforce spiritual awareness when interpreted pedagogically. The academic expert described that "the large hole symbolizes parents—a place to return to, a place of love. The small holes represent the journey of life that must be filled with good deeds." While these symbolic interpretations are culturally situated and require facilitative guidance to be recognized by children, they offer additional layers of meaning that teachers can utilize to deepen students' spiritual understanding. The cultural practitioner emphasized that these symbols make congklak "not just entertainment, but a reflective tool" that can support philosophical discussions about life purpose, moral responsibility, and spiritual values.
An unexpected finding emerged regarding the intensity of value internalization when children believed no one was observing their gameplay. Several informal observations documented by the cultural expert revealed that children demonstrated more consistent honesty when playing congklak compared to other activities with similar opportunities for undetected rule-breaking. The cultural practitioner hypothesized that "the repetitive nature of the game creates a strong internal standard" that operates independently of external surveillance. This finding suggests that congklak may be particularly effective at fostering intrinsic moral motivation rather than mere compliance with external rules, a distinction with significant implications for character education practice.
Both expert informants strongly endorsed congklak's strategic potential for elementary school character education. The cultural expert recommended that "this should be included in the curriculum. Congklak teaches children to be honest, patient, and humble," advocating for formal integration of the game into educational programming. The academic informant added that "if after playing, the teacher encourages reflection, the values will be very strong for the children," emphasizing the importance of structured debriefing to maximize value internalization. This pedagogical insight indicates that while congklak naturally embeds religious values through its mechanics and social dynamics, teacher facilitation remains essential for helping children consciously recognize, articulate, and transfer these values to contexts beyond the game itself.

Discussion
The findings from this study demonstrate that congklak functions as an experiential medium through which elementary school children can meaningfully internalize religious values specifically honesty, patience, empathy, sportsmanship, and gratitude through naturalistic gameplay rather than didactic instruction. These results directly address the research objective of identifying religious values embedded in congklak and examining their relevance for character education strategies. The identification of five core religious values manifesting through game mechanics, player interactions, and acceptance of outcomes confirms that traditional games can serve as culturally grounded pedagogical resources for moral and spiritual development when appropriately integrated into educational contexts.
The prominence of experiential learning in facilitating value internalization aligns closely with Kolb's (1984) experiential learning theory, which posits that knowledge is created through the transformation of experience via a cyclical process of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. In congklak, children engage in concrete experiences of honesty (moving seeds accurately without supervision), patience (waiting turns and accepting outcomes), and empathy (comforting disappointed peers). When teachers facilitate reflective observation through post-game discussions, children can progress to abstract conceptualization by recognizing these behaviors as manifestations of religious values, and subsequently to active experimentation by consciously applying these values in other contexts. This cyclical process ensures that moral learning is not merely cognitive but deeply integrated into children's behavioral repertoires. The finding that values emerge naturally during gameplay without explicit instruction supports Kolb's assertion that meaningful learning occurs through active engagement with experience rather than passive reception of information. Moreover, the embodied and social nature of congklak gameplay exemplifies the type of hands-on learning that Kolb identified as particularly powerful for developing both cognitive understanding and practical competence.
The effectiveness of congklak in promoting moral development is further illuminated by considering theories of moral internalization. Kochanska (1997, 2002) demonstrated that children internalize values most effectively when they develop an internal moral compass rather than merely responding to external rewards and punishments. The finding that children playing congklak demonstrate honesty even when unobserved directly supports this principle, as the game structure creates repeated opportunities for moral choices in the absence of external surveillance. Grusec and Goodnow (1994) emphasized that successful internalization requires children to accurately perceive messages about expected behavior, accept those messages as reasonable and appropriate, and integrate them into their developing sense of self. Congklak facilitates this process by embedding moral expectations within gameplay rules that children perceive as fair, logical, and inherent to successful participation rather than arbitrary impositions. The spontaneous emergence of empathetic behaviors during gameplay further illustrates Kochanska's (2010) concept of conscience development through mutually responsive relationships, as the social dynamics of congklak encourage children to attend to peers' emotional states and respond supportively.
The findings also connect meaningfully with research on traditional games as vehicles for cultural transmission and moral education. Studies by Kiyala et al. (2024) documented that indigenous games express the cultural, social, spiritual, and moral ethos of local communities, making them particularly effective tools for contextually grounded character education. The present study extends this literature by specifically identifying religious dimensions—gratitude, spiritual awareness, and acceptance of divine providence—that have been underexplored in previous traditional games research. While scholars such as Srikandi et al. (2020) and Sholikin et al. (2022) recognized general character values like honesty and cooperation in traditional Indonesian games, they did not systematically examine how these games embody specifically religious principles or how gameplay mechanics facilitate spiritual formation. The current findings thus address a significant gap by demonstrating that congklak not only preserves cultural heritage but also serves as a medium for transmitting religious values that shape children's moral identities and spiritual sensibilities.
The role of symbolic meaning in congklak particularly the interpretation of board structures as representing life journeys and places of return resonates with indigenous knowledge systems that view educational artifacts as multilayered conveyors of wisdom. Battiste (2002) and Dei (2000) argued that indigenous knowledge embeds philosophical and spiritual dimensions within everyday practices, challenging Western educational paradigms that separate secular skill development from spiritual formation. The symbolic interpretations offered by study informants exemplify this integrative approach, positioning congklak as simultaneously a strategic game, a social activity, and a spiritual teaching tool. However, as Castagno and Brayboy (2008) cautioned, educators must approach such symbolic meanings with cultural sensitivity and authenticity, ensuring that interpretations honor traditional knowledge holders' perspectives rather than imposing external frameworks. This consideration underscores the importance of involving cultural practitioners alongside academic experts when developing educational applications of traditional games.
Importantly, the finding that congklak promotes honesty more effectively than activities with comparable opportunities for undetected rule-breaking suggests that game-based moral education may access motivational mechanisms distinct from those activated by direct instruction. This unexpected result parallels research on intrinsic versus extrinsic moral motivation (Kochanska, 1997), indicating that when moral behavior is embedded within naturally engaging activities, children may develop stronger internal standards than when morality is taught through explicit lessons accompanied by rewards and punishments. The repetitive nature of congklak gameplay may function as a form of habituation that builds moral dispositions gradually and durably, consistent with Aristotelian virtue ethics principles that emphasize character development through repeated practice of virtuous actions until they become second nature.
The integration of congklak findings with developmental theory reveals additional insights. Elementary school children typically function within Piaget's concrete operational stage (ages 7-11), characterized by logical thinking applied to concrete rather than abstract phenomena (Hastiana & Daliman, 2023). Congklak's effectiveness likely stems partly from its provision of tangible, manipulable materials and visible consequences that allow children to understand moral principles through direct experience rather than abstract reasoning. The finding that children develop empathy through comforting disappointed peers aligns with research demonstrating that elementary-aged children's moral development benefits significantly from peer interactions that provide practice in perspective-taking and emotional understanding (Smetana, 1997, 2006). Furthermore, the progression from initial difficulty with patience and sportsmanship to greater emotional regulation through continued gameplay exposure illustrates the gradual developmental process through which children internalize values and integrate them into stable behavioral patterns.
Despite these theoretical alignments and pedagogical potentials, several considerations qualify the findings. First, the study relied on expert informants' perspectives and literature rather than direct classroom observations or experimental interventions, limiting conclusions about congklak's actual effectiveness when implemented in formal educational settings. The values identified through expert interpretation may manifest differently in diverse classroom contexts with varying teacher facilitation approaches, student populations, and institutional constraints. Second, the religious values embedded in congklak are substantially shaped by Indonesian Islamic cultural contexts, as evidenced by spontaneous expressions like "Alhamdulillah." While the core values of honesty, patience, empathy, sportsmanship, and gratitude have cross-cultural relevance, their specifically religious interpretations may require adaptation when congklak is used in educational settings with different religious or secular frameworks. Third, without longitudinal data tracking children's moral development over time, it remains unclear whether the value internalization occurring during congklak gameplay produces lasting dispositional changes or primarily influences behavior within the immediate game context. Transfer of values from gameplay to other life domains, while theoretically plausible, requires empirical verification.
The study's findings carry important theoretical implications for character education scholarship. By demonstrating that traditional games can function as experiential media for religious value internalization, this research challenges educational paradigms that privilege verbal instruction and abstract reasoning over embodied, culturally situated learning. The results suggest that effective character education strategies should incorporate locally meaningful cultural practices that naturally embed moral dimensions within engaging activities, rather than relying solely on didactic approaches that may fail to engage students' lived experiences. Practically, the findings provide educators with a concrete, accessible pedagogical tool for religious character development that requires minimal resources, aligns with children's developmental preferences for active play, and offers culturally resonant learning experiences. Teachers can integrate congklak into physical education, cultural studies, or dedicated character education sessions, using structured reflection prompts to help students recognize and articulate the religious values they practice during gameplay. The identification of specific game mechanics corresponding to particular values (Table 1) offers teachers guidance for facilitating targeted moral discussions and value reinforcement.
The study acknowledges several limitations that constrain interpretation. The small sample of two expert informants, while providing rich qualitative data, limits the diversity of perspectives represented. Teachers' and students' views on congklak's educational value were not directly captured, representing a significant gap given their roles as primary stakeholders in character education implementation. The absence of classroom-based empirical observation means the study cannot assess actual learning outcomes, instructional challenges, or contextual factors influencing congklak's effectiveness as a pedagogical tool. Finally, the cultural specificity of religious value interpretations may limit generalizability to educational contexts outside Indonesian Islamic traditions, though the core methodological approach of analyzing traditional games for embedded values remains broadly applicable.
In synthesis, this study establishes congklak as a culturally grounded, experientially rich medium for religious character education that naturally integrates honesty, patience, empathy, sportsmanship, and gratitude through game mechanics and social interactions. The convergence of expert perspectives, theoretical frameworks, and existing research on traditional games and moral development strengthens confidence in congklak's potential as an effective pedagogical resource. The findings contribute original insights into how religious values specifically manifest within traditional games, addressing a notable gap in character education literature that has predominantly focused on general moral development without examining spiritual dimensions. For character education practice, congklak offers an accessible, engaging, and culturally meaningful strategy for supporting elementary students' religious moral formation when thoughtfully integrated into curriculum and accompanied by reflective teacher facilitation. Future research should extend these findings through classroom-based investigations, longitudinal studies tracking moral development outcomes, and comparative analyses across diverse traditional games and cultural contexts to build a comprehensive evidence base for culture-responsive character education approaches.

CONCLUSION
This study demonstrates that the traditional game of congklak embeds five core religious values honesty, patience, empathy, sportsmanship, and gratitude that emerge naturally through game mechanics, player interactions, and outcome acceptance. The original contribution lies in systematically identifying and interpreting these religious dimensions within a culturally grounded pedagogical resource, positioning congklak not merely as recreational entertainment or cultural heritage but as a meaningful medium for character education. By integrating perspectives from academic and cultural expertise, this research provides empirical evidence that traditional games can facilitate experiential internalization of spiritual values aligned with elementary students' developmental characteristics. Theoretically, the findings challenge didactic instruction paradigms and enrich discourse on culturally responsive character education by demonstrating how local wisdom embodies religious principles accessible through embodied play. Practically, congklak offers educators an engaging, contextually appropriate strategy for religious character development that requires minimal resources while providing concrete opportunities for moral practice. Teachers can integrate congklak into curriculum with guided reflection to enhance value recognition and transfer beyond gameplay contexts. However, the study acknowledges limitations including reliance on expert perspectives without direct classroom observation, potential cultural specificity of religious interpretations, and absence of longitudinal data documenting sustained behavioral change. Future research should employ classroom-based empirical investigations involving teachers and students to assess instructional effectiveness in authentic educational settings. Mixed-method longitudinal studies measuring changes in students' religious character over time would strengthen causal inferences. Comparative analyses across diverse traditional games from various cultural contexts could broaden understanding of culture-responsive models for religious character education. These extensions would provide comprehensive evidence supporting the integration of traditional games as systematic pedagogical strategies for fostering religious values in elementary education.
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Abstract


 


The limited integration of traditional games as systematic strategies for religious character 


education in elementary schools indicates a gap between local cultural heritage potential 


and classroom practices. Congklak, though familiar to Indonesian childre


n, has rarely been 


examined as a medium for embedding religious values within character education 


strategies. 


 


This study identifies religious values embedded in congklak and examines their 


relevance as foundations for developing religious character educat


ion strategies in 


elementary schools. 


 


A descriptive qualitative approach was employed, with data collected 


through semi


-


structured in


-


depth interviews with an academic expert and cultural 


practitioner, complemented by literature review. Thematic analysis 


identified recurring 


values, which were triangulated across sources to ensure credibility. 


 


Five core religious 


values were identified: honesty (moving seeds accurately without supervision), patience 


(turn


-


taking and accepting outcomes), empathy (comfortin


g peers), sportsmanship 


(accepting victory and defeat with humility), and gratitude (acknowledging outcomes). 


These values emerge naturally through game mechanics and player interactions rather 


than explicit instruction. Congklak functions as a culturally 


grounded, experiential medium 


for internalizing religious values. When integrated into curriculum with guided reflection, it 


offers elementary teachers a contextual, engaging pedagogical strategy for religious 


character development. Future research should 


examine classroom implementation 


effectiveness through empirical longitudinal studies.


 


 


 


 


INTRODUCTION


 


Religious character education in elementary schools represents a fundamental component of 


holistic child development, yet its implementation continues 


to face significant pedagogical challenges 


(Berkowitz & Bier, 2016). Contemporary educational discourse emphasizes the critical importance of 


cultivating religious values from early childhood as a foundation for moral reasoning, ethical behavior, 


and spiri


tual awareness. Despite widespread policy support and theoretical recognition, classroom 


practices frequently rely on didactic approaches that remain disconnected from children's experiential 


realities, resulting in limited internalization of religious val


ues into everyday conduct (Perdima & 


Kristiawan, 2021). Research demonstrates that teacher


-


centered instruction, characterized by 


verbalistic transmission and passive reception, often fails to engage students meaningfully in religious 


character formation. 


This gap between policy aspirations and pedagogical reality underscores the 


urgent need for innovative, contextually grounded strategies that align with the developmental 


characteristics and cultural contexts of elementary school learners.
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