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ABSTRACT
Reading literacy achievement among Indonesian elementary students remains critically low, with
notable disparities between Elementary Schools (SD) and Madrasah Ibtidaiyah (MI). This issue is
structurally embedded within Indonesia's dual education system. Existing studies have largely
examined reading literacy in general, with limited attention to comparative analysis between SD
and MI using international benchmarks. This study aims to critically examine the inferred literacy
gap between SD and MI based on the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)
framework, using a qualitative approach through a systematic literature review of thirty
scholarly sources published between 2011 and 2026. The findings indicate that both SD and MI
students demonstrate significant weaknesses in higher-order reading comprehension processes,
particularly in inferencing, interpretation, and evaluation. This gap is more pronounced in MI due
to five structural factors: reading teacher shortage, resource allocation disparity, dual-
curriculum burden, lower socioeconomic background of students, and cognitive complexity from
Arabic-medium instruction. Drawing on educational equity theory and Bourdieu's framework of
cultural and institutional capital, this study concludes that bridging the SD–MI literacy gap
requires differentiated yet integrated policy responses, including the development of MI-specific
literacy programs, targeted teacher training, and the systematic inclusion of MI in future national
and international literacy assessments.

Keywords: reading literacy, PIRLS, Elementary School, Madrasah Ibtidaiyah, literacy gap,
Indonesia

INTRODUCTION
Indonesia faces a reading literacy crisis: despite increasing participation in

primary education, many fourth-grade students are still unable to comprehend texts
according to international standards. The 2021 PIRLS results placed Indonesia at the
bottom with a score of 388, well below the international average of 500. [1]Furthermore,
the low literacy rate of children in Indonesia is multidimensional and cannot be addressed
with a single policy [2]. The situation is further complicated by the fact that Indonesia has
two parallel primary education systems (SD and MI) without adequate mechanisms to
equalize literacy quality. Consequently, the success of a literacy culture in SD is not
necessarily achieved in MI, which has a different institutional context [3].

Previous research on reading literacy at the elementary school level in Indonesia
shows a number of common patterns. Studies on the implementation of the School
Literacy Movement (GLS) in building a reading culture in elementary schools and studies
on reading literacy movements in elementary schools tend to focus on elementary schools
without comparing them with Islamic elementary schools [4], [5]. Meanwhile, research on
literacy in Islamic elementary schools has been conducted separately, but has not used the
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study framework as a reference standard. Efforts
to develop [6], [7] PIRLS -based teaching materials for fourth-grade elementary school
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students have also not involved Islamic elementary schools in their research design [8] .
Bibliometric analysis for the period 2013–2023 shows that reading literacy studies focus
more on elementary schools, while Islamic elementary schools are still rarely discussed in
an international comparative context [9]. A major weakness of previous studies is the lack
of critical comparisons between elementary schools and Islamic elementary schools based
on the PIRLS standards, resulting in a significant research gap: no studies have directly
compared elementary schools and Islamic elementary schools using the PIRLS framework.
Epistemologically, the lack of representative PIRLS data for Islamic elementary schools is a
methodological challenge that must be recognized from the outset. Therefore, this paper
does not claim direct empirical comparison, but rather proposes inferences about gaps
constructed through a synthesis of structural indicators, partial studies, and theoretical
frameworks. This approach is more academically honest and also opens up space for
further research based on primary data.

This paper aims to fill this gap by critically analyzing the reading literacy gap
between elementary and Islamic elementary schools in Indonesia using the PIRLS
standards. To achieve this goal, three research questions are formulated: (1) what is the
reading literacy profile of elementary and Islamic elementary school students when
measured using the PIRLS framework; (2) what structural and pedagogical factors cause
the literacy gap between the two institutions; and (3) how can literacy policies be
reconstructed to bridge this gap systematically and fairly.

This study makes three scientific contributions. First, it addresses the comparative
gap between elementary and Islamic primary schools (SD-MI) in literacy studies based on
the PIRLS framework. Second, it offers an inferential approach as a valid methodological
alternative under conditions of limited representative data. Third, it shifts the unit of
analysis from individual student abilities to structural inequalities in the educational
ecosystem. Thus, this study positions literacy not merely as a pedagogical issue but as a
matter of educational equity that requires evidence-based policy responses.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Reading Literacy: Definition and Conceptual Framework

Reading comprehension is a construct formed through the dynamic interaction
between text, reader, and context, so it cannot be simplified into a single competency [10].
Reading literacy at the elementary school level needs to be understood within the
framework of students' cognitive development, where the ability to infer and integrate
information is a key indicator of literacy maturity [11] . This perspective is also extended
to the digital context by emphasizing the importance of teachers mastering adaptive
reading teaching strategies for both digital and print texts [10] . The Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study framework accommodates this understanding by
measuring two main dimensions: the purpose of reading (for literary experience and to
obtain information) and four comprehension processes: focus and retrieval of explicit
information, direct inference, interpretation and integration of ideas, and evaluation and
criticism of text content.

PIRLS as a Global Literacy Measurement Standard and the Indonesian Context
Findings indicate that PIRLS scores have a strong correlation with students'

academic achievement at subsequent levels of education, and therefore can be considered
a long-term predictor of educational quality (Grammatikopoulou, 2026). Multilevel
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analysis of the 2021 PIRLS data also indicates that school factors, such as the availability of
reading materials and teacher competence, contribute significantly to variations in student
literacy outcomes [12] . However, the presence of strong infrastructure does not
automatically guarantee high results, as weaknesses in pedagogical management can
actually correlate with low literacy performance [13]. Furthermore, a shortage of reading
teachers has been a global trend in the past two decades, according to PIRLS data, with the
most significant impact felt in developing countries [14] . In the Indonesian context, the
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study framework has proven relevant for
measuring the literacy of fourth-grade elementary school students, although it has never
been used comparatively to analyze MI students [1]. Table 1 presents a comparison of the
institutional profiles of SD and MI, while Table 2 summarizes Indonesia's position in
international reading literacy assessments.

Table 1. Comparison of Institutional Profiles of Elementary Schools and Islamic
Elementary Schools in Indonesia

Comparative Aspects Elementary School (SD) Elementary Madrasah (MI)

Number of institutions
(2022/2023) 148,975 units 26,503 units

Percentage of
public/private 87.29% of the country 93.54% Private

Supervisory authority
Ministry of Education, Culture,
Research and Technology Ministry of Religion

Students (2023/2024) ±24.04 million students ±5.4 million students

Curriculum load Independent Curriculum (general)
Ministry of Religion

Curriculum + general (dual)

GLS Access Full & structured Partial & uneven

Representation of
PIRLS Indonesia

Be the main sample Not included as a sample

Notes:[15], [16], [17]

Table 1 shows a systemic disparity between elementary schools (SD) and Islamic
elementary schools (MI), which has the potential to impact the quality of reading literacy
in Indonesia. Quantitatively, SD dominates both in terms of the number of institutions and
students, and is supported by its predominantly state-owned institutional status under the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology. This allows it to have stronger
access to policies, including the relatively structured implementation of the Independent
Curriculum and the School Literacy Movement (GLS). In contrast, MI, which are mostly
private under the Ministry of Religious Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia, face the
complexity of a dual curriculum burden (religious and general) and unequal access to
literacy programs. This disparity is not only administrative but also impacts exposure to
international standards, with SD being Indonesia's primary representative in the Progress
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), while MI has not been directly involved.
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This condition indicates that national literacy achievement as measured by PIRLS has the
potential to not fully reflect the reality of all basic education units, while also highlighting
the gap in opportunities to strengthen reading literacy between the two types of
institutions.

Table 2. Indonesia's Position in the International Reading Literacy Assessment

Cycle/Year Instrument
Indonesia's

Score
International
Average Rank/Total

2021 PIRLS (Gr. 4) 388 500 43 / 43

2022 PISA (15 years) 359 476 70/80

2023 (AN)

AKM Literacy
(Elementary/Islamic

Elementary School Class
V)

< 50% of
students
achieve KM

- -

Source: [17], [18], [19]

KM = Minimum Competency.

Table 2 shows that Indonesia's reading literacy remains low in both international
and national assessments. In the 2021 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
(PIRLS), Indonesia scored 388, well below the international average of 500, and ranked
last (43rd out of 43 countries). This reflects the weak ability of elementary school students
to understand and process information from texts. This is in line with the results of the
2022 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), where Indonesia scored
only 359 compared to the global average of 476, ranking 70th out of 80 countries,
indicating that literacy problems persist into higher education. Meanwhile, the results of
the National Assessment through the AKM (Academic Competency Test) conducted by the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology (Kemendikbud) show that less
than 50% of elementary school students achieve the Minimum Competency. Overall, these
data indicate that low reading literacy in Indonesia is systemic and ongoing, requiring
comprehensive improvement efforts based on international standards.

Reading Literacy Profile in Indonesian Elementary Schools
The School Literacy Movement (GLS) plays a role in encouraging the formation of a

reading culture in elementary schools through various activities such as reading for 15
minutes before class, providing reading corners, and holding literacy festivals [4] .
However, inconsistent implementation [20]of the GLS and the lack of strengthening teacher
competencies have resulted in suboptimal literacy outcomes for elementary school students.
Literacy gaps are also clearly visible between regions, with students in rural areas
showing the lowest literacy levels compared to students in urban and suburban areas [21].
Furthermore, schools' potential to support literacy development has not been optimally
utilized because existing policies are still programmatic and have not been systematically
integrated into the curriculum. The success of [22] GLS implementation is also largely
determined by the commitment of school principals and teachers, the level of which varies
significantly between educational units [23] . It's worth noting that a number of studies
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have actually demonstrated the limitations of GLS: these programs are often
programmatic in nature without systematic curricular integration [22] , and their success
depends heavily on the commitment of individual principals [23] . Even in elementary
schools, higher-level literacy achievements such as inference and evaluation remain a
dominant weakness [20] . These findings are important for comparison with MI, where
structural barriers are more severe but the literature remains very limited.

Reading Literacy Profile in Elementary Madrasahs
The literacy skills of elementary school (MI) students are generally still at the level

of literal understanding, with significant weaknesses in the inferential and critical aspects
[6]. The implementation of literacy programs in MI also faces complex challenges, such as
the high burden of religious curriculum and limited relevant and contextual reading
materials [7] . In addition, literacy improvement strategies in rural elementary/MI
environments still tend to use conventional approaches that are not aligned with the
demands of 21st-century literacy competencies [24] . Supporting and inhibiting factors in
the implementation of the School Literacy Movement (GLS), such as limited financial
support and school management, are also found to apply in the MI context [25] . More
broadly, low child literacy in Indonesia is understood as a qualitative phenomenon rooted
in systemic problems, not solely the result of individual failure [2].

Factors Determining the Literacy Gap
Cross-country analysis based on PIRLS and TIMSS data shows that socioeconomic

background and teacher quality are key predictors in explaining disparities in student
literacy [26]. Furthermore, bilingualism also influences reading performance, particularly
in educational contexts involving more than one language, such as the use of Arabic as a
religious language in Islamic elementary schools [27] . Studies on reading literacy in
Indonesian schools abroad reveal that literacy practices and challenges are strongly
influenced by the context and socio-cultural ecosystem in which the institution is located
[28] . On the other hand, reading interventions, both analog and digital, have been shown
to have a significant impact on improving elementary school students' literacy,
underscoring the importance of designing targeted interventions [29] . From a theoretical
perspective, this gap can be explained through Bourdieu's concept of cultural and
institutional capital. Elementary schools, as institutions under the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Research, and Technology, have greater access to institutional capital in the form
of national literacy policies, standardized teaching materials, and structured GLS programs.
Islamic elementary schools, on the other hand, operate two curricula simultaneously with
more limited resources, a condition that structurally weakens the accumulation of
students' cultural literacy capital. Thus, the literacy gap between elementary and Islamic
elementary schools is not merely a matter of resource distribution, but rather reflects the
inequality of cultural and institutional capital that is reproduced systemically [26].

Table 3. Comparison of Reading Literacy Scores of ASEAN Countries

No. Country PISA 2022 PIRLS 2021 Basic Education System

1 Singapore 543 587 Integrated, one ministry

2 Brunei Darussalam 429 - Integrated

3 Malaysia 388 528 Integrated, SJKC/SJKT
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4 Thailand 379 - Integrated

5 Indonesia 359 388 Dual (SD + MI)

6 Philippines 347 - Integrated
Source: [18], [19][18](-) sign = not participating in PIRLS 2021.

Table 3 shows that Indonesia's position in reading literacy still lags behind other
ASEAN countries, both based on the results of the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) 2022 and the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS).
2021. Countries like Singapore occupy the top spot with scores far exceeding the average,
followed by Malaysia and Brunei Darussalam, which also performed better than Indonesia.
Interestingly, most of these high-performing countries implement an integrated basic
education system under a single ministry, allowing for more consistent and integrated
literacy policies, curricula, and implementation. In contrast, Indonesia has a fragmented
(dual system) between elementary and Islamic elementary schools (SD) that potentially
leads to differences in management, curriculum, and access to literacy programs. This
indicates that in addition to pedagogical factors, the institutional structure of education
also contributes to national literacy achievements. Therefore, reforms aimed at policy
integration and equitable distribution of literacy programs are crucial to improving
Indonesia's competitiveness at the regional level.

Pedagogical Innovation and Prospects for Literacy Development
A systematic review shows that integrating Reading Workshop with Self-Regulated

Learning is effective in improving elementary school students' reading literacy because it
encourages independence and the use of active reading strategies [30] . Furthermore, a
three-level meta-analysis of studies from 2000–2025 found that the Dialogic Reading
approach had a moderate positive effect on improving children's reading literacy [31]. The
Reading Guide method has also been shown to measurably improve elementary school
students' literacy skills [32]. Furthermore, teacher adaptation to the processes and topics
within the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study framework requires systematic
training, not just introduction through the curriculum [33] . The use of PIRLS-based
teaching materials has also been shown to be effective in improving the literacy of fourth-
grade elementary school students and has great potential for further development in the
MI context [8] . Overall, these findings provide an empirical basis for formulating
contextual literacy interventions for elementary schools and MI in Indonesia.

METHOD
This study uses a qualitative approach with the Systematic Literature Review (SLR)

method to analyze the reading literacy gap between Elementary Schools (SD) and
Madrasah Ibtidaiyah (MI) in Indonesia based on the PIRLS framework. SLR was chosen
because it allows for comprehensive and systematic problem mapping without requiring
new primary data collection, particularly in the study of child literacy in Indonesia [2]. The
flowchart illustrates the systematic process of the Systematic Literature Review (SLR)
method used in this study. It begins with a comprehensive literature search across major
databases (Scopus, Google Scholar, ERIC, and Sinta), followed by screening based on
inclusion criteria and full-text assessment. Selected studies are then categorized into three
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clusters Elementary School (SD), Islamic Elementary School (MI), and international
perspectives. These clusters undergo thematic and critical analysis, culminating in a
synthesis and conclusion that infer the literacy gap between SD and MI within the PIRLS
framework.

Picture 1. Flowchart of the research process

Comparative Unit of Analysis and Justification

The units of analysis in this study are elementary schools (SD) and Islamic
elementary schools (MI), two basic educational institutions operating in parallel but
within different institutional ecosystems. A bibliometric study of the 2013–2023 period
indicates that the comparison between these two types of institutions remains an
understudied research gap [9] , thus making this comparative study highly academically
significant. Methodologically, it should be emphasized that this study generates inferences
about gaps, not direct empirical comparisons. The absence of representative PIRLS data
for MI is not merely a technical limitation but rather an epistemological condition that
must be explicitly acknowledged. Therefore, the comparative argument in this study is
constructed through triangulation of structural indicators, partial studies of MI, and a
theoretical framework, rather than causal claims based on primary data.

Data Sources and Selection Criteria

The data sources consisted of 30 scientific references published between 2011 and
2026. The search was conducted in the Scopus database, Google Scholar, ERIC, and the
Sinta-accredited national journal repository using a combination of keywords in
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Indonesian and English, including: “reading literacy”, “reading literacy”, “PIRLS”,
“Elementary School”, “Madrasah Ibtidaiyah”, and “literacy gap”. Source selection was
based on four inclusion criteria: (1) direct relevance to reading literacy at the elementary
school level; (2) use of a clear theoretical or empirical framework; (3) publication in an
indexed journal or proceedings; and (4) focus on the Indonesian context or a relevant
international comparative perspective. Sources that did not meet any of these criteria
were excluded from the analysis. Of the 30 sources analyzed, the distribution was as
follows: 18 sources focused on SD or general literacy, 8 sources focused on MI or
madrasah literacy, and 4 sources took an international perspective or global PIRLS. This
distribution both reflects and confirms the study's main finding: MI is systematically
underrepresented in the international standards-based literacy literature. Table 5
presents a summary of the source distribution.

Table 5. Distribution of Literature Sources based on Study Focus

Study Focus Number of Sources Year Range

Elementary school focus / general
literacy

18 2014–2026

MI focus / madrasa literacy 8 2011–2026

International perspective / PIRLS
global

4 2011–2026

Total 30 2011–2026

Note: Compiled by the author based on the results of the SLR selection.

Analysis Procedure

The analysis process was conducted through four stages. First, identification and
selection of sources based on the inclusion criteria above. Second, thematic mapping by
grouping sources into three main clusters: (a) PIRLS-based elementary school literacy
profiles, (b) MI literacy profiles and their inhibiting factors, and (c) literacy policies and
interventions. Third, a critical analysis of the findings, methodology, and limitations of
each source using a critical content analysis approach. Fourth, a cross-source synthesis to
build a critical narrative that answers the three research questions. The validity of the
analysis was maintained through triangulation between sources, namely comparing
findings from various sources to ensure consistency of arguments before drawing
conclusions [30].

RESULTS
Elementary School Reading Literacy Profile Based on PIRLS Standards

The synthesis of literature focused on Elementary Schools (SD) reveals a consistent
pattern of limited higher-order reading comprehension among Indonesian fourth-grade students.
Indonesia scored 388 in the 2021 PIRLS assessment, ranking last among 43 participating
countries and falling well below the international average of 500 [1]. This outcome is
corroborated by a study developing PIRLS-based teaching materials, which found that fourth-
grade students experienced significant difficulties with inferential and evaluative
comprehension tasks [8]. More broadly, the reviewed sources indicate that elementary school
students' reading skills remain concentrated at the level of explicit information retrieval, with
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limited proficiency in interpretation and integration of ideas [20]. Structural constraints further
compound this profile. Inconsistent implementation of the School Literacy Movement (Gerakan
Literasi Sekolah/GLS) and insufficient teacher competency development were identified across
multiple sources as key inhibiting factors [4], [23]. The success of GLS programs was found to
be heavily dependent on the commitment of individual school principals and teachers, resulting
in significant variation across educational units [23]. Moreover, literacy gaps are geographically
pronounced, with students in rural areas demonstrating the lowest achievement compared to
their urban and suburban counterparts [21]. A critical finding from the literature is that even in
SD—where institutional support is comparatively stronger—higher-order literacy skills such as
inference and evaluation remain dominant weaknesses [20], [22].

Table 4 below maps the alignment between the PIRLS framework and Indonesia's National
Assessment (Asesmen Nasional/AKM), confirming that while conceptual overlap exists, MI has
never been included as a disaggregated sample in either system.

Table 4. Comparison of the Dimensions of the PIRLS Framework and the Indonesian
National Assessment Framework (AKM)

Dimensions PIRLS Framework AKM Framework (AN)

Reading Purpose (1) Literary experience; (2)
Information Fiction text & information text

Understanding
Process

(1) Focus & retrieval; (2) Direct
inference; (3) Interpretation &
integration; (4) Evaluation & criticism

(1) Finding information; (2)
Interpreting & integrating; (3)
Evaluating & reflecting

Ability Level Advanced (625+), High (550+),
Intermediate (475+), Low (400+)

Proficient, Proficient, Basic, Needs
Special Intervention

Target
Population Grade IV (~10 years old) Grade V Elementary/Islamic

Elementary School or equivalent

MI Coverage Not included in the Indonesian sample Included (data not disaggregated by
institution type)

Source: [17], [19]

MI Reading Literacy Profile Based on PIRLS Indicators

The eight sources focused on MI literacy consistently indicate that reading practices in
Islamic elementary schools remain at the level of ritualistic and religious text engagement,
which is not fully aligned with the functional literacy competencies measured by the PIRLS
framework [6]. Literacy programs in MI tend to prioritize reading quantity over reading
comprehension depth, with limited integration of inferential and critical reading strategies [7].
The implementation of GLS in MI is frequently ceremonial rather than substantive, impeded by
budget constraints, limited access to diverse and contextually relevant reading materials, and
teachers' insufficient understanding of literacy strategies benchmarked against international
standards [25]. It is methodologically important to affirm that all findings pertaining to MI in
this study are inferential in nature. Since MI has never been included as a representative sample
in PIRLS assessments in Indonesia [1], [9], none of the reviewed sources directly measure MI
literacy using PIRLS instruments. Instead, this study triangulates partial empirical findings,
structural indicators, and theoretical frameworks to construct a reasoned inference about the MI
literacy profile. The absence of PIRLS-based MI data is not treated merely as a technical gap; it
is itself a substantive finding reflecting the epistemic marginalization of MI within national and
international literacy measurement systems [9].
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Structural Factors Contributing to the Literacy Gap

The cross-source thematic analysis identified five interconnected structural factors that
collectively explain the inferred literacy gap between SD and MI:

1. Teacher shortage: A global two-decade trend of reading teacher shortages
disproportionately affects institutions with limited recruitment capacity, particularly MI
in rural areas [14].

2. Resource allocation disparity: Given that the vast majority of MI are privately
operated under the Ministry of Religious Affairs, they face systemic financial
constraints in providing quality and diverse reading materials [25].

3. Dual curriculum burden: MI is required to implement both the general national
curriculum and the Ministry of Religion's religious curriculum simultaneously, leaving
limited instructional time for strengthening functional literacy [7].

4. Socioeconomic background: The average socioeconomic background of MI students
tends to be lower than that of students attending urban public SD, a variable identified
in international PIRLS and TIMSS analyses as a key predictor of literacy outcomes [26].

5. Bilingualism and cognitive complexity: The use of Arabic as a religious instructional
language in MI introduces additional cognitive load that may affect students' reading
performance in Indonesian, the language used in PIRLS and AKM assessments [27].

From a theoretical standpoint, these five factors can be interpreted through Bourdieu's
framework of cultural and institutional capital. SD, as institutions structurally closer to the
mainstream of state education policy, accumulate greater institutional capital through access to
GLS, standardized curricula, and representation in PIRLS. MI, by contrast, occupies a
structurally disadvantaged position within the Indonesian education hierarchy, with limited
access to such capital not due to individual choices but as a consequence of systemic
institutional arrangements [26].

Absence of Comparative Data as a Substantive Finding
A finding that emerged consistently across all three literature clusters is the systematic

exclusion of MI from national and international literacy measurement systems. A bibliometric
analysis of literacy studies from 2013 to 2023 confirms that comparative SD–MI research
remains a critically understudied area in the literature [9]. MI has never served as a
representative sample in PIRLS Indonesia, and the AKM data is not disaggregated by school
type in a manner that enables direct SD–MI comparison [1], [17]. This absence of data is treated
in the present study not as a limitation to be minimized, but as a finding in its own right. It
reflects and reproduces the epistemic marginalization of MI within education research and
policy, and constitutes a structural barrier to evidence-based literacy reform. Future research
must address this gap through primary data collection and longitudinal designs that include MI
as an equal unit of analysis alongside SD [9].

DISCUSSION
Interpretation: Inequality as a Product of Systems, Not Individual Capabilities

The findings above indicate that the literacy gap between elementary and Islamic
elementary schools stems from structural inequalities within the educational ecosystem,
not from differences in students' inherent abilities. Effective literacy culture management
in elementary schools cannot automatically be transferred to Islamic elementary schools
because the two operate within fundamentally different institutional contexts (Marmoah
et al., 2022) . From an educational equity perspective, this condition reflects the legacy of
unresolved systemic dualism: formal equality between elementary schools and Islamic
elementary schools masks real disparities in the quality of their literacy ecosystems. From
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Bourdieu's theoretical perspective, the SD–MI dualism is not simply a variation of
administrative institutions but has the potential to reproduce systemic literacy inequities.
Elementary schools, as institutions closer to the mainstream of state policy, have greater
access to institutional capital: GLS programs, standardized curricula, and representation in
international assessments. Islamic elementary schools, on the other hand, experience a
deficit in cultural-institutional capital that is not caused by individual choices, but by their
structural position within the hierarchy of the Indonesian education system. This
condition emphasizes that literacy reform is not only technical-pedagogical in nature, but
must also address the root of the structural problem: should this dualism be maintained,
or is it time to integrate it more systemically for the sake of national literacy justice?

Comparison with International Findings
Most ASEAN countries with higher PIRLS outcomes implement an integrated

primary education system under a single ministry. This allows for consistency in literacy
policies, curricula,’ and programs nationwide. In contrast, the fragmentation of the
elementary and Islamic primary school (SD-MI) system in Indonesia correlates with the
inconsistent literacy implementation documented in this study. School factors, including
the availability of reading materials and teacher competency, significantly contribute to
variations in literacy outcomes in the multilevel analysis of the 2021 PIRLS data [12].

Implications for Academic Trajectory
PIRLS scores have been shown to be a valid predictor of academic achievement in

secondary school [34] , meaning that MI students who do not build a strong literacy
foundation in fourth grade are at risk of facing cumulative obstacles in junior high school.
This risk is not evenly distributed: female students from low-income families in rural areas
are the most vulnerable group, bearing the multiple effects of gender, socioeconomic, and
geographic differences [26].

Potential Interventions
A wealth of empirical evidence suggests that targeted interventions can yield

significant improvements. The Dialogic Reading approach has consistently produced
moderate positive effects across contexts [31] . Integrating Reading Workshops with Self-
Regulated Learning has proven effective in elementary schools and has the potential to be
adapted for MI [30] . However, literacy challenges are highly contextual; solutions for MI
cannot simply adopt models that work in elementary schools [28].

Policy Recommendations
From the synthesis of findings, four policy recommendations can be formulated

with clear implementers and policy levels:

1. The Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology together with the
Ministry of Religious Affairs need to integrate MI into the national PIRLS assessment
framework with accurate data sorting, as a policy step at the national level [9].

2. The Ministry of Religion needs to develop a madrasah version of GLS based on the
integration of Islamic texts and informational texts, as a ministerial-level policy that
takes into account the unique structural barriers of MI [25].

3. The Ministry of Religion's Education and Teacher Development Institute (LP2TK)
needs to strengthen the capacity of MI literacy teachers through systematic training in
active reading and metacognitive strategies at the school level [30].
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4. MI curriculum teams at the school and ministry levels need to develop PIRLS-based
contextual reading materials that integrate quality Islamic texts as relevant reading
sources for MI students [8].

Limitations of the Study
This study has several limitations. First, the lack of PIRLS-based primary

comparative data between elementary and Islamic primary schools limits the ability to
generate strong causal claims [1] . Second, the study only includes sources in Indonesian
and English. Third, the study does not account for regional variations in MI conditions,
despite the significant literacy gap between regions [21] . Further research based on
primary data and a longitudinal design measuring PIRLS-based literacy competencies in
representative samples of elementary and Islamic primary school students across various
provinces in Indonesia is needed.

CONCLUSION
This study aimed to critically examine the inferred reading literacy gap between

Elementary Schools (SD) and Madrasah Ibtidaiyah (MI) in Indonesia based on the PIRLS
framework. Three conclusions are drawn in correspondence with the research objectives.

First, the reading literacy profile of SD students consistently shows proficiency in
explicit information retrieval but significant weakness in higher-order comprehension
processes, particularly inferencing, interpretation, and evaluation. For MI, a direct PIRLS-
based profile cannot be constructed due to its systematic exclusion from Indonesia's PIRLS
sample. Based on inferential triangulation of partial studies and structural indicators, MI
students demonstrate limited alignment with functional literacy competencies as defined
by the PIRLS cognitive domains.

Second, the literacy gap between SD and MI is driven by five interrelated structural
factors: reading teacher shortage, resource allocation disparity, the dual curriculum
burden in MI, lower average socioeconomic background of MI students, and cognitive
complexity introduced by Arabic-medium religious instruction. These factors operate
systemically and reflect an inequality of cultural and institutional capital between the two
institution types, rather than differences in students' inherent abilities.

Third, bridging this gap requires differentiated yet integrated policy responses. SD
needs deeper curricular integration of higher-order literacy skills beyond the current
programmatic GLS model. MI requires a dedicated literacy program that incorporates
Islamic texts as reading sources, targeted teacher training in PIRLS-aligned strategies, and
contextually relevant teaching materials. At the systemic level, MI must be included as a
representative sample in future national and international literacy assessments so that
policy is built on evidence reflecting the full landscape of Indonesian basic education.

This study contributes by filling the comparative SD–MI gap in PIRLS-based
literacy research, validating an inferential approach as a methodologically transparent
alternative under conditions of absent representative data, and repositioning literacy as a
matter of structural educational equity. Future research should prioritize longitudinal
primary data collection involving representative samples of both SD and MI across regions
to enable truly evidence-based and equity-oriented policy.
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