The Social Studies: An International Journal Vol. 15, No. 2, 2026
p-ISSN 1350-4673 e-ISSN 0153-2812

Nurturing Resilient Youth: Grit, Self-Determination, and Character
Formation in Indonesian Pesantren

Husni Husni
Universitas Islam Darussalam (UID), Ciamis, Indonesia
Email: husnil967@uidc.ac.id

Abstract

Islamic boarding schools (pesantren) face an increasing demand to foster
psychological resilience among youth who must navigate intense religious curricula
alongside modern educational pressures. While traditional schooling often
emphasizes endurance through spiritual asceticism, modern psychology frames
perseverance and motivation through grit and Self-Determination Theory (SDT).
This article examines how Western motivational constructs can be meaningfully
harmonized with classical Islamic educational values. Rather than imposing
individualistic assumptions onto a communal, faith-centered environment, the
analysis explores the natural resonance between basic psychological needs—
autonomy, competence, and relatedness—and traditional virtues such as ikhtiyar,
istigamah, and ukhuwwah. It also addresses the structural paradoxes of hierarchical
authority, curricular constraints, and social stress in boarding institutions, showing
how participatory leadership, context-responsive teaching, and peer support systems
can prevent academic burnout. Moving beyond rigid compliance, the article highlights
the necessity of culturally valid measurement tools, empathetic mentorship, and
institutional adaptation. Ultimately, cultivating resilient santri requires an intentional
balance between adaptive kiai leadership, autonomy-supportive pedagogy, and
communal solidarity, ensuring that religious character formation nurtures both
spiritual depth and emotional agency in an era of rapid social change.

Keywords: Character formation, grit, Islamic boarding schools, pesantren education,
resilience, Self-Determination Theory.

1. Introduction

When we spend some time walking through the courtyards of traditional Islamic
boarding schools in Indonesia, we immediately notice how different the atmosphere
feels compared to a regular campus. In their respective field observations, Sadiah
(2022) as well as Ubaidillah and Faiz (2025) note how these schools, widely known
as pesantren, function as tightly knit communal hubs where spiritual life, cultural
memory, and daily academic routines blend together. They are not simply boarding
dormitories. They are living social environments where young people live side by side
twenty-four hours a day, guided by religious mentors. I have often wondered how
santri, as the students are called, manage to carry the sheer weight of what is expected
of them every single day.

Their schedule is undeniably packed, and the demands seem to pull them in
opposite directions. According to Istiyani et al. (2026), modern pesantren now expect
their students to master centuries-old classical religious texts while simultaneously
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tackling contemporary national curricula, state examinations, and digital technology.
Adding another layer to this complexity, Rahmiani et al. (2026) explain that santri are
also encouraged to develop global communication competencies without detaching
themselves from their indigenous, local Islamic identities.

It feels like an overwhelming balancing act. On one hand, a student might spend
the dawn hours memorizing Arabic grammar or jurisprudence, and a few hours later,
they are expected to solve calculus problems or practice English for international
tests. Some students seem to thrive in this intense routine, yet others obviously
struggle under the quiet pressure. Living within this dual system creates an
educational setting that is rich in values, but it also raises practical questions about
how these young people actually cope, adapt, and build stamina across years of
continuous study.

Life inside a total communal institution is not without friction, and it would be
naive to romanticize the setting completely. In their recent empirical inquiry, Affandi
et al. (2025) highlight recurring issues of academic boredom, emotional fatigue, and
waning motivation among santri who feel trapped by rigid, non-negotiable daily
schedules. At the same time, Fitriyah et al. (2026) point out that instances of bullying
and chronic social stress still occur behind dormitory doors, directly undermining the
emotional well-being of more vulnerable students. When a teenager is confined to the
same physical boundaries day in and day out, even minor social tensions can feel
magnified.

These challenges bring us to a clear gap in how we think about student
persistence in religious contexts. For a long time, Western educational psychology has
turned to specific motivation frameworks. As Deci and Ryan (2015) have established
across decades of work, the satisfaction of basic human needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness plays a central role in sustaining genuine internal
motivation. Around the same lines, Gilroy et al. (2026) show how these self-
determination mechanisms, alongside grit and long-term perseverance, help high
school learners navigate demanding classroom environments.

Yet, applying these concepts straight out of the box to a traditional religious
boarding school feels slightly awkward. Western theories often assume an
individualistic baseline, where personal autonomy is prized above all else. Pesantren,
by contrast, prioritize communal cohesion, deference to teachers, and spiritual
asceticism, often rooted in concepts like persistent struggle, spiritual training, and
steadfast consistency.

This brings us to what I want to explore here. This paper sets out to rethink how
grit, self-determination, and character development interact inside the Indonesian
pesantren. Rather than simply imposing external psychological metrics onto an
established religious tradition, the aim is to unpack the tensions, adapt the theoretical
frameworks where necessary, and look realistically at how pesantren can nurture truly
resilient young people in a rapidly changing society.
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2. Theoretical Paradigms: Synthesizing SDT, Grit, and Islamic Educational
Philosophy

2.1. Self-Determination Theory (SDT): Deconstructing Autonomy, Competence, and
Relatedness in Religious Contexts

When trying to understand why students push through demanding routines,
psychological frameworks offer helpful entry points, even if they sometimes feel a bit
clinical for faith environments. In the foundational architecture laid out by Deci and
Ryan (2015), Self-Determination Theory reminds us that human motivation exists
along a wide spectrum, stretching from external compliance to deeply internalized
intrinsic drives. Later revisions summarized by Ryan and Deci (2020) emphasize that
moving along this continuum requires ongoing nourishment through three core
psychological needs: feeling agentic, feeling capable, and feeling connected.
Expanding on these principles, Ryan (2023) demonstrates how environments that
support these basic needs consistently cultivate vitality, learning depth, and
psychological wellness.

In a pesantren, this theoretical balance takes on a distinct, almost paradoxical
character. In typical Western classrooms, autonomy often sounds like free choice,
individualized pacing, or doing whatever aligns with personal preferences. Yet in their
philosophical critique, DeRobertis and Bland (2018) argue that self-determination
carries deep humanistic layers, allowing individuals to experience meaning even
through voluntary surrender, personal sacrifice, and existential commitment. Along
similar lines, Flunger and Chanal (2023) show that student motivation is intensely
context-specific, meaning that external demands can become deeply self-endorsed if
the underlying social or religious meaning resonates with the learner.

I have noticed this dynamic while watching santri attend mandatory dawn
prayers or engage in hours of repetitive Arabic grammar drills. To an outsider, this
might look like rigid external regulation, bordering on sheer coercion. Yet when a
student genuinely believes that submitting to communal discipline brings spiritual
closeness to God, that external routine shifts inward. Autonomy becomes less about
unrestricted independence and more about conscious spiritual devotion.

Competence and relatedness shift in similar ways. In these boarding schools,
competence is rarely measured just by test scores. It is experienced through mastering
moral adab, navigating communal tasks, and learning to live with patience.
Relatedness becomes the very air students breathe, rooted in living, eating, and
praying together under a shared purpose. When these relational ties are strong, the
heavy daily regimen feels less like a burden and more like a shared journey of personal
and spiritual growth.

2.2.The Grit Construct: Passion, Perseverance, and Contextual Critiques

Alongside motivational theories, the concept of grit has occupied a dominant
spot in educational discussions for years. At its core, grit is framed around two main
pillars: a persistent effort over time and a steady, uninterrupted focus on long-term
interests. We love stories of people who simply refuse to quit, working relentlessly
through obstacles to achieve distant goals. On the surface, this sounds like an ideal
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lens for studying santri life, where memorizing classic texts or mastering complex
religious jurisprudence demands years of repetitive, daily effort.

Yet treating grit as an all-purpose answer makes me a little uneasy, and several
scholars have raised valid cautions. In their sharp critique of motivation models,
Beddoes and Schimpf (2021) point out that grit frequently suffers from
methodological weaknesses and tends toward structural reductionism. By placing all
the credit or blame on an individual's internal trait of persistence, grit literature can
quietly ignore the systemic barriers, power imbalances, and cultural assumptions that
shape whether a student can actually persist.

This limitation becomes especially clear across different cultures. In their
empirical study of student perseverance, Halperin and FEldar Regev (2021)
demonstrate that the relationship between grit and academic achievement is heavily
mediated by cultural context, meaning that sheer personal grit does not operate the
same way in every educational landscape.

If we only look at a santri through the narrow lens of individualized grit, we risk
misunderstanding their reality. A student might drop out not because they lack
stamina, but because the institution gave them no voice, the financial burden became
unsustainable, or the social atmosphere turned hostile. Perseverance does not develop
in a cultural vacuum. In a collectivist, faith-centered institution, stamina is rarely an
isolated, solitary character trait. It is an ongoing dynamic maintained through
communal encouragement, spiritual guidance, and institutional belonging.

2.3. Theoretical Harmonization: Merging SDT, Grit, and Islamic Virtues

Rather than pitting these ideas against one another or forcing them into
awkward competition, it makes more sense to think of them as complementary layers.
In their comparative analysis, Beddoes and Schimpf (2021) suggest that we need
alternative frameworks that account for psychological needs rather than leaning solely
on brute persistence. Here, Deci and Ryan (2015) offer the foundational baseline: the
satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness provides the psychological
nutrients that make sustained perseverance possible in the first place. Without these
relational and emotional nutrients, grit easily degrades into joyless exhaustion,
burnout, and quiet resentment.

When we bring traditional Islamic virtues into this conversation, the dialogue
becomes surprisingly natural. In their overview of human motivation, Ryan and Deci
(2020) observe that internalizing complex social expectations requires genuine
emotional buy-in from the learner. In the Islamic tradition, this mirrors the concept
of shabr (patient endurance) and istiqamah (steadfast consistency). These virtues are
not treated as stubborn persistence for personal prestige. Rather, they are spiritual
practices rooted in trust in God and moral intentionality. The perseverance of grit
finds its spiritual soul in shabr, transforming simple endurance into meaningful
worship.

A similar harmony emerges when we rethink autonomy through the Islamic
concept of ikhtiyar. Traditional scholars often define ikhtiyar as choosing the good,
where true agency is exercised by willingly aligning one's desires with ethical and
divine principles. Autonomy here is not boundless, detached individualism. It is
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guided agency, an intentional commitment to live within a shared spiritual
framework.

Relatedness finds a direct counterpart in ukhuwwah (brotherhood and
communal solidarity). In the shared living quarters of a pesantren, perseverance is
rarely a lonely, heroic effort. It is sustained by peer solidarity, collective recitations,
and the quiet comfort of knowing that your peers are going through the exact same
trials.

By bringing Self-Determination Theory, grit, and Islamic educational philosophy
into conversation, we move past the simplistic assumption that traditional religious
education is merely passive indoctrination. Instead, we can see it as a nuanced
motivational landscape where inner determination, communal warmth, and spiritual
endurance continuously shape how resilient young people grow.

3. Structural Dynamics and Cultural Paradoxes in Pesantren
3.1. Hierarchical Authority, Kiai Hegemony, and the Autonomy Paradox

Stepping into an established pesantren, one immediately senses an unspoken
social contract where hierarchy is not just an administrative chart, but a sacred
organizing principle. In their recent ethnographic accounts, Mardia et al. (2026) as
well as Zainiyati and Niam (2026) show how deeply entrenched paternalistic
hierarchies shape day-to-day life, with the kiai sitting at the undisputed apex of
institutional and moral life. The traditional maxim of sami’na wa atha’ma—we hear
and we obey—governs expectations across all dormitories and study halls. Under such
a system, both teachers and students often find their personal autonomy heavily
restricted, operating inside tightly scripted behavioral boundaries where questioning
direct orders can easily be perceived as a moral failing rather than intellectual
curiosity.

Yet human agency has a curious way of asserting itself, even beneath what looks
like absolute compliance. In their cross-cultural work on motivation, Nalipay et al.
(2020) demonstrate that the human desire for autonomy remains fundamentally
universal across both Eastern and Western classrooms, even if its visible expression
takes radically different forms. Along similar lines, Hargreaves and Elhawary (2021)
observe that children in collectivist cultures frequently negotiate their agency through
subtle micro-actions, carving out spaces of personal discretion without openly
challenging collective order.

This quiet negotiation is visible across pesantren dormitories. As Yasin and
Khasbulloh (2022) illustrate in their study on classroom dynamics, santri do not
merely absorb dogma passively; they develop forms of ethical critical thinking and
micro-resistance within safe communal margins. You see this when students use
humor during late-night study circles, interpret classical texts through personal
contemporary dilemmas, or use bodily posture and shared eye contact to show subtle
skepticism toward overly rigid rules. These practices are forms of embodied learning.
The students are not looking to overthrow the system or disrespect their mentors.
Instead, they are quietly reconciling their need for authentic self-expression with a
genuine reverence for their teachers, finding small pockets of freedom inside an
authoritarian architecture.
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3.2. Curricular Resistance and Bureaucratic Constraints

This tension between traditional authority and external expectations spills
directly into the realm of curriculum and classroom governance. In their field study,
Hanif et al. (2024) document how many traditional boarding schools deliberately
resist standardized national curricula, seeking to preserve the epistemic integrity of
their heritage against bureaucratic homogenization. For pesantren leadership,
maintaining full control over what texts are taught is a matter of spiritual survival.
However, as Mardia et al. (2026) argue, this defensive posture often leaves classroom
teachers in a state of professional powerlessness, caught uncomfortably between state
mandates and the unyielding directives of the boarding school foundation.

When teachers lack the professional latitude to adapt their syllabus, teaching
often becomes repetitive and instructional innovation stalls. This bureaucratic
deadlock creates complications when pesantren try to incorporate contemporary
educational frameworks. In their critical evaluation, Bakhtiar et al. (2025) note that
initiatives aimed at introducing child-friendly school models frequently face deep
structural resistance from traditional managers who fear that relaxing discipline
might dilute moral rigor.

A promising way out of this impasse involves reframing contemporary standards
using the intellectual tools already respected within the tradition. In an insightful
conceptual study, Uyuni et al. (2026) explain that integrating child-friendly schooling
with the principles of Maqashid al-Syari'ah allows institutions to protect student
dignity and well-being without feeling like they are compromising their Islamic ethos.
When educational reform is translated through the language of protecting the soul,
intellect, and future generations, the institutional mindset begins to shift. Still, the
reality on the ground remains uneven, and teachers often find themselves improvising
daily to balance disciplinary mandates with the emotional safety of their students.

3.3. Collectivist Synergy: Social Support and Communal Relatedness

Despite these institutional frictions, the collectivist fabric of the pesantren
possesses a remarkable capacity to meet another fundamental human need: deep
relational belonging. In their empirical inquiries, Purwanto et al. (2021) and Azizah
et al. (2025) demonstrate how the immersive boarding environment acts as an intense
communal crucible where shared routines and mutual vulnerability foster deep
relatedness. Eating from the same communal tray, waiting in line for shared
washrooms, and participating in rhythmic evening recitations create bonds that go far
beyond standard classroom friendships.

This intense sense of fellowship serves as a natural psychological cushion against
loneliness and emotional fatigue. In their investigation into adolescent well-being,
Na’imah et al. (2025) find that a warm boarding school climate significantly boosts
academic hardiness, with student engagement serving as a vital bridge. When santri
feel cared for by their peers and immediate mentors, the heavy burden of daily
obligations becomes far more manageable.

Strong communal bonds also play a preventative role against social discord. In a
study exploring adolescent distress in religious schools, Fitriyah et al. (2026) discover
that intrinsic motivation and shared spiritual meaning act as powerful negative
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predictors of bullying behavior. When students genuinely feel that their peers are
fellow spiritual travelers rather than competitors, hostility drops.

Living closely together does not erase friction entirely, and small
misunderstandings can easily fester in confined quarters. Yet the overarching ethos
of communal solidarity offers young people a sense of safety and collective identity
that few modern secular schools can replicate. It is this relational strength, perhaps
more than any rigid rulebook, that keeps santri grounded as they navigate the rigorous
demands of boarding school life.

4. Pedagogical Innovations and Culturally Embedded Interventions
4.1. Need-Supportive and Context-Responsive Teaching Models

When observing daily classroom instruction across modern pesantren, it quickly
becomes clear that rote memorization alone no longer satisfies the intellectual
curiosity of today’s santri. In their recent classroom intervention, Mustopa et al.
(2026) show that instructional designs like the SANTREE model can dramatically
elevate student motivation and English learning outcomes by anchoring modern
language skills in familiar boarding school contexts. Instead of treating religious
tradition and modern language acquisition as competing goals, such approaches
weave them together, making language acquisition feel personally relevant rather than
alienating.

This shift toward context-responsive teaching opens new pathways for fulfilling
basic psychological needs. In their study on Arabic language pedagogy, Mudinillah et
al. (2026) demonstrate that blending differentiated instruction with project-based
learning invites collaborative problem-solving, active exploration, and a genuine sense
of intellectual ownership among students. Along similar lines, Sholeh et al. (2024)
observe that when teachers move away from lecturing toward dynamic, autonomy-
supportive classroom facilitation, students display a noticeable surge in intrinsic
motivation and participatory engagement.

I have noticed during classroom visits that when a teacher asks students to
create collaborative multimedia presentations or debate contemporary jurisprudence
issues, the energy in the room shifts completely. The quiet passivity disappears,
replaced by active dialogue and animated debates.

This sense of cognitive competence goes hand in hand with building academic
endurance. In their cross-sectional study of boarding school learners, Omar Fauzee
et al. (2026) find that integrating cognitive learning strategies with self-determined
motivation builds lasting academic resilience, helping students stay focused despite
exhausting schedules. Expanding on this dynamic, Ratnawulan et al. (2026) explain
that when educators intentionally align Islamic values with individual learning
characteristics, santri who previously struggled with academic anxiety begin to
develop self-regulation strategies tailored to their personal learning paces. When
teaching methods respect individual learning needs, academic persistence stops
feeling like blind endurance and becomes a conscious, self-directed practice of
competence.
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4.2. Islamic Value-Based Mindset Interventions

Fostering perseverance inside a religious environment requires cognitive
reframing that speaks directly to a student's spiritual convictions. In their empirical
study on motivation, Sundari et al. (2025) introduce the concept of an Islah growth
mindset, showing how the Islamic imperative for continuous moral improvement and
repentance can be harnessed to boost academic performance. Rather than viewing
failure as an innate intellectual deficit, this mindset frames setbacks as natural stages
in spiritual and academic development. In a complementary study on emotional
resilience, Na'imah et al. (2025) reveal that academic hardiness and student well-
being are fortified when students feel their academic persistence is tied to broader
existential purposes.

When young people perceive their daily efforts as acts of service and personal
refinement, setbacks lose their paralyzing sting. This connection between daily
discipline and internal motivation runs through the entire daily rhythm of the
boarding house. In their phenomenological research, Anilon et al. (2026) document
how daily prayer schedules, early morning Quran recitations, and structured
dormitory duties instill a sustained academic commitment among students. It is not
just about keeping adolescents busy; these daily rituals build internal self-regulation
and habits of focus that transfer directly to academic studies.

At the same time, this disciplined routine is enriched by values of balance and
moderation. In their qualitative findings, Helmy et al. (2021) and Ikhsan (2026)
demonstrate that teaching Islamic moderation (wasathiyyah) within pesantren
curricula encourages students to approach complex social and intellectual questions
with intellectual humility, tolerance, and open inquiry. Echoing this perspective,
Setiawan et al. (2026) highlight how inclusive educational practices rooted in
moderate religious values cultivate a welcoming learning atmosphere where santri
develop empathy alongside intellectual curiosity.

I suspect that when religious discipline is taught through moderation rather than
dogmatism, it nurtures genuine character rather than outward compliance.
Perseverance becomes grounded in ethical purpose, enabling santri to engage modern
challenges with calm determination rather than anxiety.

4.3. Peer Mentoring, Inclusive Practices, and Counseling Mechanisms

Beyond formal classroom pedagogy, much of the actual character formation in
pesantren unfolds through peer networks and informal mentorship systems. In their
experimental evaluation of student guidance, Muslikah et al. (2026) reveal that
character strengths-based peer counseling significantly enhances the psychological
well-being of santri, helping them process stress and manage emotional turmoil within
safe, relatable social circles. Teenagers often hesitate to bring personal anxieties,
doubts, or family struggles to senior authority figures, fearing judgment. When trained
peers offer empathetic listening grounded in shared values, students find practical
emotional support that prevents emotional exhaustion.

This communal support network becomes even more impactful when applied to
diverse student needs. In their study on social equity in Islamic education, Azizah et
al. (2025) illustrate how peer assistance in inclusive pesantren allows students with
disabilities and learning difficulties to cultivate self-efficacy, personal agency, and
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daily independence. By involving regular students as peer buddies, the institution
demystifies difference and turns daily assistance into a shared practice of social
empathy. Relatedness ceases to be a conceptual ideal; it becomes a practical, daily
reality of shared responsibility.

Teachers and senior mentors also benefit from structured collaborative
mechanisms. In their investigation into teacher training models, Mubin et al. (2023)
find that cluster-mentoring programs create sustainable professional growth for
religious educators by fostering peer observation, mutual feedback, and shared
pedagogical reflection. When educators have a supportive network to discuss
classroom challenges, they are far better equipped to mentor their own students with
patience and understanding.

These integrated counseling and mentorship mechanisms demonstrate that
character development in pesantren cannot rely solely on top-down disciplinary
admonition. When institutions empower peer counseling, embrace inclusive
practices, and nurture collaborative teacher networks, they build a compassionate
support system where grit and self-determination can flourish naturally.

5. Institutional Leadership and Ecosystem Transformation
5.1. Evolving Kiai Leadership: From Sacred Charisma to Academic Rationality

Whenever discussions turn to systemic change inside pesantren, the figure of
the kiai inevitably stands at the absolute center of the conversation. In recent
ethnographic explorations, Masuwd et al. (2026) trace a fascinating sociological shift,
documenting how the traditional archetype of the charismatic cleric is gradually
making room for what they term the academic kiai. Along related lines, Misdah et al.
(2025) and Soemantri et al. (2025) demonstrate that contemporary religious heads
increasingly pair their spiritual authority with sophisticated educational management,
research engagement, and strategic institutional branding. Rather than relying
entirely on mystical aura, these leaders engage modern administrative protocols,
oversee formal accreditation, and guide their schools through complex bureaucratic
landscapes without stripping away their core religious identity.

I have often felt that this transition is a delicate balancing act. If a kiai leans too
far into secular corporate managerialism, the school risks losing its distinctive soul
and moral warmth. Conversely, clinging purely to unquestioned patriarchal
dominance makes an institution sluggish, vulnerable to stagnation, and ill-equipped
for modern educational standards.

What keeps this evolution grounded is an intentional reliance on indigenous
cultural roots. In their empirical study of boarding school governance, Ahmadi et al.
(2026) illustrate how leaders effectively integrate local philosophies such as the
Mangenta wisdom into administrative practices, anchoring modern institutional
change in familiar cultural values. At the same time, Ma’arif et al. (2026) argue that
framing governance through community values shields religious schools from
ideological extremism while building institutional resilience against external
pressures.
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This blend of old and new finds a compelling theological anchor in how
traditional concepts are reimagined. As Rusydi (2025) observes, visionary kiai
frequently reinterpret the concept of barakka (spiritual blessing) not as a passive,
magical gift, but as an active organizational ethos of shared ethical responsibility,
accountability, and collective welfare. By combining academic rationality with sacred
cultural traditions, pesantren leadership can construct a vibrant educational
environment where both teachers and learners feel structurally supported, spiritually
anchored, and genuinely motivated to grow.

5.2. Entrepreneurial and Moral Leadership Development in Santri

This modernization of leadership directly informs how pesantren prepare their
students to become self-reliant actors in wider society. In their field inquiries, Karim
et al. (2025) highlight how the spiritual and charismatic guidance of the kiai actively
sparks an entrepreneurial mindset among santri, instilling personal independence
and a rigorous work ethic. Along similar lines, Apriyana et al. (2026) show that
pesantren-based business units, agricultural cooperatives, and vocational initiatives
offer fertile ground for students to develop hands-on competence and financial self-
sufficiency.

This preparation extends beyond technical business skills into broader social and
cultural competence. In his work on religious educational settings, Mariyono (2025)
notes that boarding schools are uniquely positioned to cultivate multicultural
entrepreneurial attitudes, teaching students to navigate commercial networks with
ethical empathy across diverse cultural backgrounds. Echoing this perspective,
Novianti et al. (2025) identify this multifaceted training as the quintessential
pesantren way of building resilient leaders, where economic resourcefulness is deeply
intertwined with religious modesty and community service.

I suspect that one reason these programs leave such a strong mark on young
people is that they are framed around personal moral responsibility. In their
comparative research, Bahri et al. (2026) find that student leadership thrives best
when institutions embody uswah hasanah (moral role-modeling) across all daily
interactions. Furthermore, Rohmad et al. (2024) observe that when principal
leadership is transparent and curriculum execution is consistent, students absorb
values of fairness, honesty, and accountability organically through daily life. Moral
character cannot simply be lectured into existence during morning assemblies. It
takes root when adolescents see their mentors living out ethical standards, giving
them a lived blueprint for exercising competence and integrity in their own future
leadership journeys.

5.3. Teacher Agency, Professional Development, and Institutional Satisfaction

Any long-term transformation of the pesantren ecosystem ultimately depends on
the daily work of the ustaz and teachers who interact with students around the clock.
In their study on teacher motivation, Power and Goodnough (2019) remind us that
professional learning produces lasting outcomes only when educators experience
autonomous motivation rather than feeling compelled by bureaucratic pressure.
Deepening this line of inquiry within religious contexts, Ma’Arif et al. (2022)
demonstrate that connecting teacher training with Islamic spiritual convictions allows
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educators to approach ongoing pedagogical development as an act of personal worship
and moral duty.

When professional growth resonates with a teacher's inner faith, pedagogical
improvement ceases to feel like a tedious administrative task. In their analysis of
educational environments, Wu et al. (2023) show that when institutional leaders
provide autonomy support, teachers feel their core psychological needs validated,
which directly improves their emotional well-being and social-emotional relationships
with students. A teacher who feels respected and trusted by the school foundation is
far more likely to build a warm, supportive atmosphere inside the classroom.

This human element works best when paired with thoughtful administrative and
technological support. In an extensive empirical evaluation across Indonesian
boarding schools, Manaf et al. (2026) demonstrate that student satisfaction and
educational quality reach their highest levels through a careful synergy of visionary
kiai leadership, robust institutional resources, and the effective integration of
educational technology. Digital tools and updated facilities do not diminish traditional
values; rather, when guided by purposeful leadership, they enrich instructional
delivery and streamline daily tasks.

By investing in teacher agency, honoring their inner spiritual dedication, and
maintaining a well-resourced learning infrastructure, pesantren transform
themselves into supportive ecosystems. In such spaces, the cultivation of grit and
personal self-determination ceases to be an uphill battle, becoming a natural outcome
of daily institutional life.

6. Critical Methodological Challenges and Measurement Gaps
6.1. The Limits of Western Scales and Transcultural Adaptation

When researchers attempt to measure psychological attributes among santri,
they quickly encounter an awkward mismatch between standard survey questions and
the lived reality of the boarding school. In their foundational psychometric validation,
Ferniandez-Martin et al. (2018) point out that self-report instruments like the Grit-S
scale inherently reflect Western cultural assumptions about individual passion and
personal autonomy, often failing to capture how perseverance operates across
collectivist settings. Along similar lines, Burgueno et al. (2020) show that instruments
assessing basic psychological needs satisfaction require delicate contextual calibration
to ensure their structural validity holds outside their original Western testing grounds.

This challenge becomes obvious in traditional Islamic educational
environments. When a student is asked whether they have overcome setbacks to
conquer an important goal, their answer might depend less on individual ambition
and more on religious humility or filial duty. In an effort to address this limitation,
Machfud et al. (2026) undertook a cultural and psychometric adaptation of the
Academic Grit Scale for Indonesian higher education, demonstrating that factor
structures often shift once communal and spiritual obligations enter the picture. A
scale designed around personal ambition simply cannot read the quiet endurance
born of spiritual devotion.
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The problem runs equally deep when we measure how students feel about their
daily studies. In their psychometric study inside Indonesian Islamic boarding schools,
Affandi et al. (2025) demonstrate that the Achievement Emotions Questionnaire
Academic Boredom subscale needed significant cultural adaptation to capture the
nuanced ways santri experience and regulate boredom during repetitive learning
routines. Echoing this concern in language learning contexts, Wei et al. (2020)
emphasize that domain-specific persistence cannot be separated from the local
cultural setting. Translating questionnaires word for word is not enough. Without
genuine cultural attunement, our survey instruments risk misinterpreting religious
patience as passive disinterest, giving us clean numerical data that misses the human
reality entirely.

6.2. Methodological Rigor: Bridging Conceptual Models and Empirical Data

Beyond the psychometric shortcomings of standard survey instruments, the
existing literature on motivation in pesantren faces a noticeable structural imbalance.
In her conceptual overview of Islamic boarding school research, Dekawati (2022)
notes that much of the available scholarship remains predominantly exploratory,
qualitative, and heavily reliant on descriptive case studies. While these narrative
accounts offer rich cultural nuance, they rarely provide the predictive power or
structural verification needed to test how motivational variables interact over time.

What the field clearly lacks are rigorous longitudinal designs and controlled
interventions. In their extensive cross-cultural overview, Ryan et al. (2025) remind us
that need supports vary significantly across diverse economic and cultural conditions,
requiring sophisticated empirical modeling to trace how autonomy support impacts
learners across developmental stages. Similarly, Zambrano et al. (2026) illustrate how
modern structural equation modeling can validate culturally reimagined measures,
offering a level of methodological rigor that clarifies complex relationships between
cultural values and psychological outcomes.

Pesantren studies rarely employ these advanced structural modeling
approaches. If we truly want to understand how self-determination, grit, and Islamic
virtues interact in young people, we need to bridge this divide. Moving forward, the
field needs research that pairs qualitative cultural insight with rigorous, culturally
validated quantitative modeling, providing a far sturdier foundation for both
educational theory and institutional reform.

7. Strategic Implications and Future Research Agenda
7.1. Policy Reform and Pesantren Institutional Development

Translating these theoretical insights into concrete institutional reality requires
deliberate, coordinated policy adjustments. In their critical policy evaluations,
Bakhtiar et al. (2025) and Uyuni et al. (2026) emphasize that the Ministry of Religious
Affairs needs to craft regulatory frameworks that actively encourage child-friendly
educational environments, safeguard student well-being, and protect teacher agency
in managing local curricula. Top-down standardization often stifles the very autonomy
teachers need to nurture their students. When national educational guidelines are
harmonized with Maqgashid al-Syari'ah, institutions can protect adolescent dignity
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and emotional security without feeling that their foundational Islamic values are being
compromised.

This institutional development must also extend into the physical and social
spaces where young people spend their days and nights. In their spatial analysis of
religious schools, Ubaidillah and Faiz (2025) demonstrate that reimagining the
architectural and communal design of boarding houses can actively cultivate student
autonomy, emotional balance, and personal resilience. Dormitories do not have to be
cramped, purely restrictive spaces. By intentionally designing communal areas for
quiet reflection, collaborative group study, and supportive peer interaction, boarding
administrators can turn physical facilities into spaces that reduce social tension and
support healthy, self-directed development.

7.2. Roadmap for Future Empirical Inquiry

Looking ahead, educational researchers need to venture beyond static, single-
site snapshot studies. What the field genuinely requires is an ambitious longitudinal
research agenda that follows santri across several pivotal transitions, tracking how
their perseverance, self-regulation, and coping strategies hold up when they enter
secular universities or transition into the competitive modern workforce. It is one
thing to observe resilience within a structured boarding environment; it is another to
see how those inner habits endure when young adults suddenly face complete
freedom.

At the same time, we cannot make meaningful progress without more reliable
measurement tools. Drawing on contemporary psychometric advances, Machfud et
al. (2026) as well as Ryan et al. (2025) highlight the clear necessity of developing
culturally grounded, psychometrically sound instruments that respect both local
cultural realities and international measurement standards. Creating validated
instruments like an Islamic-Grit Scale or an Islamic Self-Determination Inventory
would allow scholars to assess perseverance and basic psychological needs without
stripping away spiritual intentionality. With better tools and longitudinal tracking,
future inquiry can finally capture how religious character formation translates into
lasting human flourishing.

8. Conclusion

Reflecting on the complex journey of young people in Islamic boarding schools,
it becomes evident that grit and Self-Determination Theory should not be dismissed
as foreign, borrowed ideas that have no place in traditional spaces. When stripped of
their individualistic packaging, these motivational frameworks function as intuitive
psychological lenses. They help us appreciate and clarify what traditional boarding
education has quietly practiced for generations. Concepts like riyadhah and
istigamah already capture the spirit of perseverance, just as tawakkal provides
emotional ground for resilience, and ukhuwwah offers the very relational warmth that
modern psychologists call relatedness. Looking at pesantren through this blended
perspective shows us that spiritual asceticism and psychological well-being do not
have to work against each other.

Nurturing resilient young people who can thrive beyond the boarding gate
requires an ongoing, thoughtful balance. It asks institutions to move beyond passive
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compliance without dismantling their moral foundations. Cultivating genuine
character demands an open, living dialogue between charismatic leadership that
knows how to adapt to modern realities, classroom teaching that genuinely invites
student voice and active participation, and dormitory communities that offer warmth
rather than anxiety.

When a young learner feels supported in their choices, competent in their
abilities, and secure in their friendships, the daily rigors of pesantren life transform.
The long hours, the memorization, and the communal responsibilities stop feeling like
mere burdens to endure. Instead, they become meaningful steps toward developing a
resilient, grounded identity. In a society that is constantly shifting, providing young
Muslims with both spiritual grounding and emotional agency might be the most
enduring gift this traditional education can offer.
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