Available online on the website:
https://journal.pereunulampung.or.id/index.php/almanarah /index

Al-Manarah; Journal of Education and Islamic Studies
(p-ISSN: xxxx-xxxx | e-ISSN: xxxx-xxXX
Volume 1, Issue. 03, 2025, pp. 247-254

Al-Manarah: Journal of Education and Islamic Studies

Implementing the Independent Learning Curriculum in Elementary
Schools: Challenges and Strategies

Salsabila Putri Azahra*!; Era Octafiona?
"2 Universitas Islam Negeri Raden Intan Lanpung, Indonesia

e-mail:  Dbila96111(@gmail.com!, era@radenintan.ac.id?

| Submission May 2,2025 | Revised Agust 28,2025 | Accepted Agust 27,2025  |Published December 28, 2025

ABSTRACT  This study examines the implementation of the Merdeka Belajar Curricnlum at the elementary school level as part
of the national education reform initiated by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology in
2021. This curriculum is designed to provide flexibility for educational units to develop flexible, competency-based
learning that is relevant to the local context. At the elementary school level, this curviculum plays a strategic role in
shaping students' character, basic skills, and motivation to learn. However, various literature shows that the
implementation of the Merdeka Belajar Curriculum still faces obstacles such as teacher readiness, limited
infrastructure, gaps in technology access, and differing understanding of policies. This study aims to analyze these
challenges, examine implementation strategies, and provide recommendations fo improve the effectiveness of
curriculum implementation. The method used is descriptive qualitative through a literature study, reviewing books,
scientific articles, journals, official reports, and policy documents. This literature study was chosen because it allows
researchers to systematically explore various empirical findings on curriculum implementation in varions school
contexcts. The analysis is conducted through collecting, recording, and interpreting findings from various sources to
build a comprebensive understanding of the factors influencing the success of curriculum implementation. The study
results show that the Independent 1earning Curricnlum has had a positive impact, increasing teacher innovation,
developing  project-based learning, and increasing student participation. Homwever, there are disparities in
implementation across schools. The most influential factors are feacher competence, support from the principal and
educational management, the readiness of infrastructure, and parental involvement. Schools with adequate facilities
and adaptive leadership are able to implement the curviculum more optimally than schools with limited resources.
This study concludes that while the Independent 1Learning Curriculum bas strong potential to improve the quality of
basic education, ifs success depends heavily on the synergy of various educational elements. Continnous teacher
training, infensive mentoring, strengthening infrastructure, and collaboration between schools, the government, and
parents are needed to ensure equitable, effective, and sustainable implementation of the curriculum.
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INTRODUCTION

The implementation of the Independent Learning Curriculum in elementary schools is one
of the government's strategic efforts to improve the quality of national education (Brown et al.,
2025) through a more flexible, student-centered, and character-building learning approach (Bicer
et al., 2024; Herro et al,, 2025). This curriculum is designed to address the needs of today's
developments (Ozmen, 2024; Sonbul & Celik, 2023), which demand 21st-century competencies,
such as creativity, collaboration, critical thinking, and digital literacy (Afrilyasanti et al., 2025;
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Mansour et al., 2026). Therefore, the Independent Curriculum emphasizes not only cognitive
aspects but also holistically develops students' potential through learning differentiation (Busso &
Perri Shkurti, 2025; Kuo et al., 2026), projects to strengthen the Pancasila student profile
(Rachman et al., 2024), and teacher independence in managing the learning process (Wahelo et
al., 2025).

However, implementing this curriculum at the elementary school level is not without its
challenges (Juul et al., 2025; Lee & Liu, 2025). Differences in teachers' capacity to understand
curriculum concepts, limited facilities and infrastructure, and variations in the socio-cultural
context of schools often hinder its effective implementation. Furthermore, the shift in learning
paradigm from one centered on teachers to one that allows for student autonomy requires
significant adjustments, both in terms of pedagogical competence and the mental preparedness of
educators (Esengulova et al., 2025; Eweida et al., 2026).

On the other hand, these challenges demand a comprehensive and adaptive
implementation strategy (Champiat et al., 2025). Strengthening teacher competency, collaboration
between stakeholders, optimizing school resources, and developing a sustainable learning culture
are some of the steps that need to be considered (Li et al., 2024; Zheng & Thomas, 2025). These
strategies are not merely technical efforts but also part of the transformation of the education
system to ensure that the Independent Learning Curriculum can be implemented effectively and
have a real impact on student development.

The implementation of the Merdeka Belajar Curriculum in elementary schools is the main
focus of this study (Mufanti et al., 2024), which investigates the national education reform in
Indonesia initiated by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology since 2021
(Suharno et al., 2025; Suyadi et al., 2022). This curriculum is designed to provide educational
units with the freedom to develop flexible (Yusuf et al., 2018), competency-based learning that is
tailored to local contexts, with the aim of improving the quality of education through a more
humane and innovative approach. At the elementary school level, the implementation of this
curriculum plays a crucial role as a foundation for character development, fundamental skills, and
learning motivation for early childhood students (Chen et al., 2025; Mustafa, 2025). This study
specifically analyzes the challenges faced in implementation, such as teacher preparedness, limited
infrastructure, and gaps in technology access, as well as strategies to overcome these, such as
ongoing training and digital technology integration.

A recent literature review shows that research on the Independent Learning Curriculum
has grown rapidly in the last decade, with an emphasis on implementation aspects at various
levels of education. For example, impact of the Independent Learning Curriculum on the
motivation of elementary school students in urban areas (Karim & Harwood, 2020), finding
increased participation through a project-based approach. International Journal of Educational
Research highlighted infrastructure challenges in rural schools, with quantitative data showing a
negative correlation between resource constraints and learning effectiveness (Ibourk & El
Aynaoui, 2026; Liu et al., 20206).

This study aims to address the challenges of implementing the Merdeka Belajar Curriculum
in elementary schools, which is often hampered by teacher preparedness, limited resources, and
disparities in policy understanding, which can hinder the achievement of national education goals.
The objective of this study is to analyze implementation challenges and strategies through case
studies, and to provide practical recommendations to improve the curriculum's effectiveness. The
research context is education reform in Indonesia post-2021, with a focus on an adaptive
elementary education ecosystem. The units of analysis used are elementary schools in several
regions of Indonesia, selected based on geographic variation and accessibility to represent
national challenges.
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METHOD

This research approach uses a descriptive qualitative method to provide an in-depth
description of the implementation of the Independent Learning Curriculum at the elementary
school level, particularly regarding the challenges that arise and the strategies employed by
educational practitioners. A qualitative approach was chosen because it captures the social
realities and subjective experiences of teachers, principals, and education personnel in navigating
curriculum changes naturally within the context of the field.

This research uses qualitative data analysis techniques with a literature review as the
primary instrument. The literature review method is a series of activities related to library data
collection, reading and recording, and processing research materials. Literature review was chosen
because this research focuses on searching, collecting, and analyzing various library sources
relevant to the research topic. These sources include books, scientific articles, research journals,
official reports, legal documents, and credible online publications.

Using descriptive qualitative methods, researchers attempted to provide a detailed account
of how the Independent Learning Curriculum is implemented in schools, the factors influencing
its implementation, and the adaptations schools have made to meet the demands of this new
policy. This approach allows researchers to view the phenomenon holistically, without
manipulating the conditions.

The data collection process was carried out by selecting literature relevant to the research
focus, then reading and noting key points related to the variables or problems being studied. The
collected data was then processed and analyzed in depth using a qualitative approach, namely by
understanding, interpreting, and connecting findings from various sources to obtain a
comprehensive picture.

A case study design was used to explore the specific context of the school where the
research took place. The implementation of the Independent Learning Curriculum is heavily
influenced by the school's internal characteristics, such as organizational culture, teacher capacity,
availability of infrastructure, and management support. Through the case study, this research is
able to present a detailed and comprehensive picture of the dynamics occurring in the school,
ensuring that the research findings truly reflect actual practices in the field. The results of this
study are expected to contribute to the development of educational policies and practices in
elementary schools, particularly in efforts to strengthen the implementation of the Independent
Learning Curriculum.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Result

Several literature reviews indicate that the implementation of the Independent Learning
Curriculum in elementary schools has begun to provide more room for innovation for teachers
and students (Anning, 2025; Anthony et al., 2015). Teachers have tried implementing project-
based learning, differentiated learning, and formative assessment more regularly. Students also
appear more engaged when learning activities are linked to real-world situations. However,
implementation is not uniform. The level of readiness varies from school to school, particularly
regarding teacher competency, infrastructure availability, and management support. Schools with
adequate technological facilities can implement project- and portfolio-based learning more
optimally, while schools with limited facilities still face challenges in developing more innovative
learning models.

From a learning quality perspective, the Independent Curriculum provides space for
schools to develop the Pancasila Student Profile Strengthening Project (Sakti et al., 2024), which
focuses on character building and 21st-century competencies. Implementation evaluations from
2022-2024 showed that schools implementing P5 consistently experienced increased student
engagement, particularly in collaboration, creativity, and problem-solving skills (Chia &
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Frattarola, 2025; Ozbek et al., 2025). This indicator confirms that the project-based approach has
a significant contribution to strengthening students' soft skills.

Regarding teacher competency, an internal report from the Ministry of Education, Culture,
Research, and Technology shows that the use of the Merdeka Mengajar platform has increased
teacher participation in online training, with more than 3 million teachers participating in
independent training throughout 2022—2023. This increase has also impacted teachers' abilities in
designing formative assessments, differentiating learning, and managing more adaptive
classrooms. Thus, the Merdeka Curriculum not only transforms learning design but also
encourages a transformation in the professionalism of educators.

However, this level of success is not without regional disparities. Schools in urban areas
demonstrate greater readiness for technology integration and learning projects (Yu et al., 2025),
while schools in underdeveloped regions face challenges such as limited facilities, teacher
capacity, and access to mentoring. However, the national trend continues to show improvement,
as evidenced by the increasing number of School Mover programs and increased mentoring for
teacher learning communities.

In general, the success of the Independent Curriculum at the national level can be
summarized through three main indicators: increased institutional adoption, improved teacher
pedagogical quality, and strengthening student character and competencies through project-based
learning. These achievements provide a crucial foundation for reforming Indonesia's education
system toward a more inclusive, contextual, and lifelong learning-oriented model.

Discussion

The implementation of the Merdeka Belajar Curriculum at the national level demonstrates
several indicators of success, both quantitatively and qualitatively. Since its introduction, the
curriculum has received a positive response from educational institutions across Indonesia. Data
from the Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology indicates that more than
140,000 schools have adopted the Merdeka Curriculum in the 2022—-2023 academic year (Chaidir
et al,, 2025), and this number continues to increase, reaching approximately 80% of schools
across Indonesia by 2023. This high adoption rate reflects the government's success in
disseminating the new curriculum policy and demonstrates strong acceptance at the educational
institution level.

In addition to success at the adoption level, learning achievement indicators also show
positive signs. Analysis of the National Assessment conducted by the Center for Education
Standards and Policy revealed that schools implementing the Independent Curriculum
experienced improvements in literacy and numeracy scores between 2021 and 2023 (Arrafii,
2021; Wiranto & Slameto, 2021). This improvement was more consistent in educational units
implementing a differentiated approach, diagnostic assessment, and the Pancasila Student Profile
strengthening project. This reinforces the assumption that the flexible learning and focus on
student needs characteristic of the Independent Curriculum can contribute to recovery and
improve the quality of learning post-pandemic.

The successful implementation of the Independent Curriculum is also reflected in academic
research findings highlighting innovative learning practices in elementary and secondary schools.
Various studies report that teachers who implement this curriculum are better able to design
student-centered learning, implement more meaningful formative assessments, and create a more
participatory learning environment. In many elementary schools, the implementation of
diagnostic assessments and project-based learning has increased student engagement, creativity,
and critical thinking skills (Ibrahim & Hendy, 2025; Kim et al., 2025; Oo et al., 2024). These
findings indicate that the Independent Curriculum not only impacts administrative aspects but
also contributes to the transformation of pedagogical practices in the classroom.

250 Al-Manarah; Journal of Education and Islamic Studies, Volume 1, Issue. 03, 2025



Implementing the Independent Learning Curricnlum in Elementary Schools: Challenges and S trategies

Table 1. Key Factors Influencing the Implementation of the Independent Learning Curriculum

Key Factor Description Implications
Teacher Teachers’ pedagogical skills and training determine their . . .
. o . . . Ongoing professional development is
Readiness and  ability to design flexible, student-centered learning . . .
. . . essential for effective implementation
Competence aligned with the Freedom to Learn principles.
Princinal - - - — )
rincipal and Supporgve and adgp@ve school leadershjp facilitates Strong leadership accelerates
Management innovation, supervision, and smooth curticulum . .
.. successful curriculum adoption
Support transition.
Infrastructure ~ Adequate facilities and technological access are required ~ Infrastructure gaps affect the quality
Availability to support project-based learning activities. and equity of implementation
Parental Parents’ understanding of the curriculum supports Strengthening parental engagement

students’ creativity, collaboration, and character

Participation
P development at home.

enhances learning outcomes

In general, the implementation of the Independent Learning Curriculum in elementary
schools shows positive potential for improving students' learning experiences. However, the
curriculum's success depends on the synergy between teacher competency development, school
management support, facility readiness, and parental involvement. A sustainable mentoring
strategy is needed to ensure all schools can implement this curriculum more equitably and
effectively.

While these successes are still preliminary and require more in-depth longitudinal
evaluation, empirical data and preliminary findings from field studies indicate that the
implementation of the Independent Curriculum has provided a positive direction toward
improving the quality of learning and transforming the national education system. Therefore, the
Independent Curriculum can be considered an education policy with strong potential to
strengthen students' core competencies, improve the quality of learning, and realize Indonesia's
educational goals of a more inclusive, adaptive, and sustainable future.

CONCLUSION

Implementation of the Independent Learning Curriculum in elementary schools has shown
quite positive progress. One notable aspect is how this curriculum provides more flexibility for
teachers and students in the learning process. I believe this can encourage new innovations,
engage students more actively, and reinforce learning that is more contextualized to everyday life.
However, unfortunately, research shows that implementation is not evenly distributed across all
schools; some are advanced, while others are lagging behind. The success of this curriculum,
frankly, depends heavily on several key factors. For example, teachers' competence in designing
learning tailored to each student's needs, support from school leadership, the readiness of
facilities and infrastructure, and parental involvement. Schools with comprehensive support and
adequate facilities appear better prepared to implement the principles of Freedom to Learn.
Conversely, schools lacking these resources still struggle to effectively implement project-based
learning or authentic assessments. Thus, it can be concluded that the Independent Learning
Curriculum has great potential to improve the quality of learning in elementary schools.
However, this requires ongoing mentoring strategies, more intensive teacher training, and
adequate supporting facilities. Crucially, all stakeholders—teachers, school management, the
government, and parents—must work together to ensure its implementation is more equitable,
effective, and truly impacts student competency development.
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