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ABSTRACT

Purpose - This study aims to analyse the implementation of HOTS-based learning and its impact
on improving cognitive learning outcomes in Indonesian language subjects for eighth-grade
students at SMP Negeri 8 Sampang. The study is motivated by the low cognitive achievement of
students, which is primarily influenced by conventional learning approaches centred on
memorisation, despite the Merdeka Curriculum's emphasis on Higher Order Thinking Skills
(HOTS).

Methodology - The research uses the Classroom Action Research (CAR) model by Kemmis and
McTaggart, conducted over two cycles. The sample consists of 32 eighth-grade students. Data
were collected using cognitive learning achievement tests, observation sheets, and field notes.
Quantitative data were analysed through average score calculations and completion rates, while
qualitative data were analysed descriptively to complement the results.

Findings - The study found a significant improvement in students' cognitive achievement. The
average score increased from 62.50 in the pre-test to 80.31 in cycle II, and the mastery percentage
rose from 31.25% to 87.50%. These results demonstrate that HOTS-based learning strategies
effectively enhance cognitive outcomes and foster critical, analytical, and creative thinking skills.

Novelty - The research contributes original insights into the effectiveness of HOTS-based
learning in the context of Indonesian language education, particularly in junior high school
settings.

Significance - This study is beneficial for educators, curriculum developers, and policymakers
seeking to improve cognitive learning outcomes by incorporating HOTS in educational strategies.

Keywords: Action research; Cognitive learning outcomes; HOTS; Indonesian language
learning; Junior high school.
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1. Introduction

Indonesian national education has an important mandate in preparing the younger
generation to face the increasingly complex challenges of the 21st century (Aktas &
Karaca, 2022; Lamo et al.,, 2023; Victoriia & Iryna, 2020). Law of the Republic of
Indonesia Number 20 of 2003 concerning the National Education System (Sisdiknas)
emphasises that education aims to develop the potential of students to become people
who are faithful, pious, knowledgeable, skilled, creative, and independent, as well as
democratic and responsible citizens. In this context, mastery of higher-order thinking
skills (HOTS) is a non-negotiable requirement.

HOTS includes analytical, evaluative, and creative skills that serve as important
tools for students to face globalisation, technological developments, and the rapid flow
of information (Islamiyah et al., 2024; Kania et al., 2024; Suhaeni, 2022; Wibawa et al.,
2025). According to Facione (2020), critical thinking is the ability to make reflective and
rational judgments about information or situations encountered. This ability does not
come instantly, but must be trained systematically in the learning process from primary
to secondary education.

Indonesian language learning has a strategic role in fostering critical thinking
skills (Azeera et al., 2024; Faridayanti et al., 2025; Firdaus, 2023). Indonesian is not
only taught as a means of communication, but also as a vehicle for thinking and critical
reasoning. Wulandari (2022) emphasises that effective Indonesian language learning
should be able to hone the ability to understand, interpret, evaluate, and convey ideas
logically and argumentatively. Thus, Indonesian language learning should not stop at
memorisation activities but should be directed towards the development of higher-order
thinking skills.

Cognitive learning outcomes are a key aspect that reflects students' ability to
understand, remember, analyse, evaluate, and create based on the knowledge they have
acquired (Alshaiji & Al-Saeed, 2021; Ioannou & Makridou, 2018; Mondal et al., 2025).
Bloom, in his taxonomy, emphasises that the cognitive domain is at the core of the
educational process because it determines the extent to which learners can internalise
and apply the concepts they have learned (Alamsyah & Merdeka, 2023; Dias, 2024;
Imawan & Ismail, 2023; Kania et al.,, 2025). In the context of Indonesian language
learning, cognitive learning outcomes are not limited to understanding text content, but
also include critical thinking skills in assessing arguments, organising ideas, and
producing logical and systematic written work. Meaningful learning should grow from
internal motivation rather than external coercion (Desiyanto, 2025). Therefore,
strengthening cognitive learning outcomes is an important indicator in assessing the
success of HOTS-based learning in order to achieve meaningful and in-depth learning.

However, the reality in the field shows that students' cognitive learning outcomes
tend to be low. Based on academic reports at SMP Negeri 8 Sampang, most students are
only able to achieve a basic level of understanding, while their analytical, evaluative,
and creative skills have not developed optimally. This is due to the dominance of
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conventional learning methods that still focus on memorisation and factual knowledge.
This condition emphasises the urgency of implementing HOTS-based learning strategies
as a systematic effort to improve students' cognitive learning outcomes, especially in
Indonesian language subjects.

The Merdeka Curriculum, as the latest policy in the Indonesian education system,
provides more space for strengthening HOTS (Ismail & Imawan, 2023; Rahmawati et al.,
2024; Wahyuni et al., 2023). This curriculum emphasizes student-centered,
differentiated, and project-based learning. At SMP Negeri 8 Sampang, the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum encourages teachers to design innovative
learning strategies, one of which is through the use of self-assessment. This strategy
allows students to reflect, evaluate their learning achievements, and develop
metacognitive awareness.

Based on this background, the research questions are: (1) How is HOTS-based
learning implemented in Indonesian language lessons in grade VIII at SMP Negeri 8
Sampang? (2) To what extent can HOTS-based learning improve the cognitive learning
outcomes of grade VIII students at SMP Negeri 8 Sampang? This research question forms
the basis for the research methods and analysis. The purpose of this study is to describe
the implementation of HOTS-based learning in Indonesian language classes and to
analyze the improvement in the cognitive learning outcomes of eighth-grade students at
SMP Negeri 8 Sampang. This study is expected to contribute theoretically to the
development of HOTS-based learning models and provide practical benefits for teachers
in improving the quality of Indonesian language learning, particularly in the cognitive
domain.

Previous studies have shown that self-assessment has a positive contribution to
strengthening critical thinking skills (Lestari, 2023; Supriyadi, 2023). Therefore, this
study focuses on analyzing the implementation of HOTS-based learning strategies
through self-assessment in Indonesian language learning. The focus of the study is to
determine the extent to which this strategy can improve the learning outcomes of
eighth-grade students at SMP Negeri 8 Sampang while supporting the achievement of
the Merdeka Curriculum.

2. Methods

This study used the Classroom Action Research (CAR) model developed by Kemmis and
McTaggart (2007), which consists of planning, implementation, observation, and
reflection stages in two cycles. The research subjects were 32 eighth-grade students at
SMP Negeri 8 Sampang in the 2025/2026 academic year, who were selected purposively
because their cognitive learning outcomes were classified as low. The research
instruments included cognitive learning outcome tests based on HOTS indicators
(analysis, evaluation, creation), observation sheets of student and teacher activities, and
field notes. Quantitative data were analysed using mean scores, mastery percentages,
and score increases between cycles, while qualitative data were analysed descriptively
to describe student engagement and learning barriers. The action was deemed
successful if at least 75% of students achieved a score of =70 in accordance with the
Indonesian Language Learning Objective Achievement Criteria (KKTP), and there was
an increase in the average cognitive learning score from each cycle.
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2.1. Size of Dataset

The main research instrument was a cognitive learning outcome test based on HOTS
indicators (analysis, evaluation, creation). Student test results were analysed using the
class average score (x) with the following formula:

XX
I

Where x~ is the average score, Y xi is the sum of student sores, and N is the number
of students. Student learning completeness is calculated using a percentage:

P " X 10U
= — 0
N

With the percentage of mastery, the number of students who mastered the
material, and the total number of students.The research instruments consisted of: (1)
cognitive learning outcome tests (multiple choice & essay), (2) observation sheets of
student and teacher activities, and (3) field notes. Quantitative analysis was used to
calculate the increase in the average score and student mastery between cycles, while
qualitative analysis described student participation and learning constraints. The
following table presents the distribution of students' cognitive learning outcomes before
the implementation of HOTS-based learning (pre-test).

Table 1 - Students' Cognitive Learning Outcomes (Pre-Test)

Score Range Number of Students Percentage (%)
> 70 (Mastered) 10 31.25

< 70 (Not Mastered) 22 68.75

Total 32 100

The results in Table 1 show that only 31.25% of students achieved the Minimum
Passing Grade (KKM = 70). This condition reinforces the need for improvement
measures through the implementation of HOTS-based learning to improve students'
cognitive learning outcomes.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Results

The implementation of HOTS-based learning in class VIII of SMP Negeri 8 Sampang was
conducted through two cycles, each comprising two meetings. Cognitive test results
were given at the initial stage (pre-test), after cycle I, and after cycle II. The data
obtained showed an increase in the average class score and the percentage of student
learning completeness in each cycle.

The results in Table 2 show that before the intervention, only 31.25% of students
achieved the minimum passing grade (=70). After implementing HOTS-based learning
in cycle I, the percentage of students who achieved the minimum passing grade
increased to 65.63% with a class average score of 71.88. A more significant increase was
seen in cycle II, with an average score of 80.31 and a passing rate of 87.50%.
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Table 2 - Comparison of Students' Cognitive Learning Outcomes

Test Stage Average Score Number of Students Mastery Percentage (%)
Mastering (=70)

Pre-test 62,50 10 students 31,25
Cycle I 71,88 21 students 65,63
Cycle II 80,31 28 students 87,50

This increase in scores shows that the implementation of HOTS-based learning is
able to encourage students to be more active in analyzing, evaluating, and creating
solutions in Indonesian language learning. Group discussion activities, text analysis-
based exercises, and creative assignments have proven to have a positive influence on
the development of students' cognitive abilities.

3.2. Discussion

The improvement in students' cognitive learning outcomes from the pre-test to cycle II
proves that the application of HOTS-based learning is effective in developing higher-
order thinking skills. The data shows a jump in the percentage of mastery from 31.25%
on the pre-test to 87.50% in cycle II. This fact confirms that HOTS strategies are able to
facilitate students to move from simply understanding concepts to the skills of
analyzing, evaluating, and creating new ideas. These results are in line with Anderson &
Krathwohl (2015), who emphasize the importance of learning at a high cognitive level
to support complex thinking skills.

In terms of process, cycle I showed an initial improvement, although it was not yet
optimal. This was because some students were still adapting to learning methods that
demanded activity and critical engagement (Dawson et al., 2024; Fakhrudin & Lukita,
2023; Nkepah, 2025; Riwayatiningsih et al., 2025). However, improvements in strategy
in cycle II, such as through guided group discussions, the use of text-based analysis
questions, and creative writing assignments, were able to increase student motivation
and cognitive learning outcomes. These findings show that the application of HOTS
requires gradual adaptation so that students become accustomed to more challenging
learning patterns.

This study also supports the findings of Lestari (2023), who reported a significant
increase in the analytical abilities of Indonesian language students after two cycles of
HOTS-based learning. Similarly, Supriyadi (2023) found that HOTS strategies improved
students' evaluation skills by up to 30% compared to conventional methods. The
similarity of these results shows the consistency of the positive impact of HOTS in
various learning contexts. Thus, this study strengthens the empirical evidence that HOTS
is relevant to be applied in improving the cognitive domain of junior high school
students.

In addition to theory and previous research findings, success is also influenced by
students' active involvement in the learning process. Husna, A., Ilmi, N., & Gusmaneli,
G. (2025) state that critical thinking develops optimally when students are faced with
challenging collaborative situations that require reflection. In this study, group
discussion activities, collaborative text analysis, and project assignments proved to be
effective in stimulating critical thinking skills. This shows that HOTS-based learning not
only improves cognitive learning outcomes but also encourages students to be more
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active, confident, and independent (Jailani et al., 2023; Susantini et al.,, 2024;
Tambunan, 2019).

The practical implication of these findings is that Indonesian language teachers
need to design lessons that emphasise analytical, evaluative, and creative skills (Kania
et al., 2023; Palwa et al., 2024; Patria & Merdeka, 2023; Putri & Khadijatuzzahra, 2025).
Teachers should not only rely on lecture or memorisation methods, but also integrate
contextual questions, reflective writing activities, and argument-based discussions. In
this way, students will become accustomed to facing complex cognitive challenges and
be better prepared to meet the demands of the Merdeka Curriculum, which emphasises
competency-based and project-based learning.

However, this study also has limitations. First, the study was only conducted in one
class with a limited number of students, so the results need to be generalised with
caution. Second, the research instruments emphasised written tests, so they did not fully
describe students' cognitive skills in real situations. Third, time constraints meant that
the evaluation only covered two cycles, whereas the development of higher-order
thinking skills requires a longer period of time.

Given these limitations, future research could expand the scope of the subject by
involving more classes or schools to obtain more representative data. In addition,
assessment instruments could be developed by combining written tests, portfolios, and
authentic assessments to provide a more comprehensive picture of students' cognitive
skills. Further development could also examine the long-term effectiveness of HOTS and
its impact on other skills such as communication and collaboration. Thus, HOTS-based
learning not only improves cognitive learning outcomes but also prepares students to
face the challenges of the 21st century holistically.

4. Conclusions

This study proves that the application of HOTS-based learning is effective in improving
the cognitive learning outcomes of eighth-grade students at SMP Negeri 8 Sampang. The
test results show a significant increase, from an average score of 62.50 on the pre-test
to 80.31 in cycle II, with the learning completeness percentage rising from 31.25% to
87.50%. This indicates that HOTS-based learning strategies are able to encourage
students to move from basic cognitive levels to higher-order thinking skills, namely
analysis, evaluation, and creation.

This success cannot be separated from the role of group discussions, project-based
assignments, and analytical exercises that foster active student engagement. Thus,
Indonesian language learning designed with a HOTS approach has been proven to
improve the quality of cognitive learning outcomes while fostering critical and
independent attitudes in students.

Based on the results of the study, teachers are advised to use HOTS-based learning
strategies more often in Indonesian language lessons. Teachers need to design learning
activities that emphasize text analysis, argument evaluation, and idea creation through
projects or creative assignments. In addition, further research should be conducted with
a larger sample and over a longer period of time to test the consistency of the results.
Assessment instruments can also be expanded to include not only written tests, but also
portfolios and authentic assessments, so that students' cognitive learning outcomes can
be measured more comprehensively.
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