The European Conference on Education 2024 Official Conference Proceedings

A Comparative Study on the Implementation of Merdeka Belajar (Freedom of
Learning) Curriculum at Secondary Level: Flexibilities, Complexities, and
Implications

Renda Lestari, Universitas Muhammadiyah Muara Bungo, Indonesia
Mutia Rahmadani, Universitas Muhammadiyah Muara Bungo, Indonesia

The European Conference on Education 2024
Official Conference Proceedings

Abstract

Merdeka Belajar (Freedom of Learning) curriculum is the newest on-going curriculum
applied in Indonesia which aims to improve the quality of education. This curriculum
reformation has earned excessive attention and there has been adequate number of studies
attempted to evaluate the early stage of implementation of Merdeka Belajar curriculum. Yet,
there is still paucity on the holistic overview on flexibilities and complexities of Merdeka
Belajar curriculum especially at secondary level. In relation to that, this present study
intended to bridge the gap by providing the comparation of Merdeka Belajar curriculum
implementation at junior and senior secondary schools in one of regions in Indonesia.
Through qualitative research design and descriptive comparison approach, data from focus
group discussion (FGD) with 16 transformational teachers (Guru Penggerak) in Tebo
regency were analyzed. The results underlined major distinction on the execution of Merdeka
Belajar curriculum at these two settings. One striking finding relating to the adjustment of
pedagogical to andragogy paradigm which is reported to be very challenging for teachers at
junior level compared to senior level since students’ reliance on teachers is still notably high.
However, there is more flexibility found at these two settings regarding to the simplification
of the lesson plan which include three main components (objectives, activities, and
assessment). Through this, teachers proclaimed that this new policy helps to reduce teachers’
loads to do the administration task. This study also draws some implications on Merdeka
Belajar implementation at secondary education to provide best practices for forthcomings.
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Introduction

Intending on the improvement of education quality in Indonesia, the Ministry of Education
and Culture of Indonesia reform the prior 2013 Curriculum by implementing the newest
curriculum called Merdeka Belajar (Freedom of Learning) Curriculum. The Merdeka Belajar
curriculum captivate the curriculum designers, educators, and practitioners to redesign the
teaching and learning more freely, creatively, and innovatively in regard to varying
classroom needs and situations. As the name implied, Merdeka Belajar curriculum
encouraged the student to be an independent learner and attempted to shed heavy weight on
the teachers who are in demand to allocate learning and teaching by taking into account more
simplicity in lesson plan, creative design on learning activities, and holistic view on
assessment for and of learning.

The Merdeka Belajar curriculum launched firstly in 2020 and proclaimed by the Minister of
Education and Culture of the Republic of Indonesia, Mr. Nadiem Makarim, to be applied in
each level of education. Underlying freedom and independence in learning, the Merdeka
Belajar curriculum shed heavy spotlight on student-centered learning, encourages the use of
modern technology for educational purposes and gives students more flexibility in learning
that suits their interests and career goals (Yuhastina et al., 2000; Aryati, 2023). To achieve
the goal of freedom in learning, education institutions in Indonesia were given authority to
customize their school curriculum. This flexibility enables the stakeholders to adjust learning
contents that are relevant to their student backgrounds and needs. Learning contents that has
high relevance made it possible to boost students’ motivation and understanding in learning
because it became applicable for them in real-life settings. Moreover, this situation also be
beneficial in the long run as it provides the capacity for students to self-direct their own
learning.

The breakthrough of Merdeka Belajar curriculum leading up to some alarming challenges for
teachers to accommodate new curriculum and adapt into a new practice. For instance, a study
by Tricahyati and Zaim (2023) investigated English teachers' readiness which focusing on
their knowledge and skills, motivation, self-efficacy, and commitment in implementing the
new curriculum. The authors underlined fairly satisfied result on teachers’ readiness which
showed that these teachers are in level 3 out of 4 level which means these teachers are ready
to implement the Merdeka Belajar curriculum with notably little improvement needed.
However, this research also revealed that these teachers facing some obstacles in
implementation of Merdeka Belajar curriculum in terms of developing lesson plan
particularly in formulating the learning outcomes which informed to be too general. Another
leading challenge found in classroom implementation which the teachers are struggled to
provide differentiated learning for each and every student. Followingly, school facilities and
infrastructure are also in need to support teachers accommodate the new curriculum and
avoid up-coming challenges in its practices (Tricahyati & Zaim, 2023).

Adequate research in the field has attempted to provide overview of Merdeka Belajar
implementation and underlined several prominent findings. Previous study indicated that
some challenges in implementing Merdeka Belajar curriculum occurs due to the fact that
teachers have lack of preparation to accommodate new curriculum in a relatively short
amount of time (Tricahyati & Zaim, 2023). Besides the unreadiness from teachers’ side,
Yuhastina et al. (2020) stated that there is still insufficient socialization or directive from the
government on how to put into practice the concepts and properly implement Merdeka
Belajar curriculum. Similar findings found by Wahyuni et al. (2023) which pointed out that
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the operational standard of implementation (SOP) is required to help prevent some barriers in
adapting and implementing the new curriculum.

To facilitate the shift to the new curriculum, there a need to fill the gap between common
practice and new concepts. Corresponding to this, this present study was conducted to answer
this particular concern regarding to the implementation of Merdeka Belajar curriculum and
provide evaluation on its practices by providing more comprehensive overview on some
flexibilities, complexities, and implications of the new curriculum. The existing studies on
Merdeka Belajar curriculum tend to explore the implementation on a particular subject, thus
there is still paucity on the evaluation in broader context. As a result, this study represented
the evaluation by comparing the implementation of Merdeka Belajar curriculum at secondary
level, particularly in junior and senior secondary school.

Methods

This present study applied qualitative research design and descriptive comparison approach
to answer the central inquiry of the study regarding to the implementation of Merdeka
Belajar curriculum at secondary school. Qualitative data collection techniques were applied
by referring to some researchers in the (Dornyei, 2007; Creswell, 2012; Hammersley, 2013;
Cohen et al., 2017; Lai et al., 2017; Manion et al., 2018). The data obtained through Focus
Group Discussion (FGD) with transformational teachers (Guru Penggerak) from junior and
senior secondary schools in Tebo Regency, Jambi, Indonesia. This research design was
determined purposefully to collect shared understanding from several individuals as well as
to get vivid views and experiences from a group of people regarding to the implementation of
Merdeka Belajar curriculum (Creswell, 2012).

The data collected through Focus Group Discussion was obtained with 16 transformational
teachers (Guru Penggerak) from Tebo Regency. Guru Penggerak or transformational
teachers is a group of pioneer teachers who are selected to follow leadership education
program to become leaders in teaching and learning. This program is held by Ministry of
Education and Culture of the Republic of Indonesia to train teachers within the purpose for
encouraging student growth and development holistically. As the name implied,
transformational teachers expected to transform and move ahead the current of educational
circumstances to a better direction.

Before conducted the FGD, participants of the research were asked to fill out a consent form
to participate in this study. Data were then collected by carrying out an intensive discussion
with an open-ended question given to best voice participants’ experiences regarding
flexibilities, complexities, and implications for Merdeka Belajar implementation. During the
FGD session, all participants are encouraged to talk and take their turn talking to ensure that
everyone involved actively in the discussion. Proceed to the next step, the recorded FGD
results were transcribed, and member-checking was also employed with the research
participants to confirm that there is no additional or decrement of the FGD contents.
Followingly, to ensure trustworthiness in this research, the researcher took several steps by
member checking, careful recording techniques, and addressing potential bias, the researcher
ensured the integrity and thoroughness of the research. Lastly, several stages were also
carried out to analyze the data resulting from this present research. It involved understanding
the data, data coding, data interpretation, and structural synthesis to capture the essence of
individual textual descriptions and answer research questions.

ISSN: 2188-1162 419



The European Conference on Education 2024 Official Conference Proceedings

Result and Discussion

The central inquiry of this research aims to evaluate the implementation of Merdeka Belajar
curriculum particularly on its practices at junior and senior secondary level. This study
identified two main themes that emerged from data collected through focus group discussion.
These themes shed light on the flexibilities, complexities and implications associated with
implementation of Merdeka Belajar curriculum in both settings. The results are discussed
comprehensively in the following.

1. Flexibilities on Teachers’ Role, Authority, and Approaches in Teaching

One of apparent findings from the discussion employed with the participants is regarding to
teachers’ role in students’ learning role. Both teachers from junior and senior secondary level
shared mutual understanding in regard to their in becoming the leaders in teaching and
learning for students. It is worth to note that the students-centered learning is the preferred
approach, however, teachers’ role in leading teaching and learning is still prominent. In
addition, teachers also carried the role to improve the existing programs in schools. The
teachers admitted that their title as transformational teachers packed with moral responsibility
they should carry. As one of the teachers said in the following excerpt:

“The mindset of transformational teachers is a scary thing, we received the
acknowledgement that transformational teachers is the greatest teacher and everyone
sees it. It turns out that there is a moral responsibility there. Indeed, we have to show
our colleagues how to be a role model in our footsteps.”

Although, these transformational teachers are in demand to not only become leaders for their
students, but also for their colleagues. In fact, this situation allowed the teachers to enhance
the collaboration among one another. This collaboration occurred not only on the school
level, but also happened to be accomplished in across-school. As stated in turn:

“...collaborating will bring our insight even wider, collaboration with
transformational teachers bring our perspective and understanding in a wider scope.
There is a learning group which known as KomBel (Kelompok Belajar) within the
school, through this we can interact with various teachers, not just the teachers at our
school.”

In regard to the shift of teaching paradigm from teacher-centered to students-centered
learning, teachers are learning to facilitate teaching and learning based on students’ need.
Thus, crafting the learning that take a side on students has encourages these teachers to
enhance collaboration and eager to facilitate high quality teaching and learning. One concern
expressed regarding the shift was whether the teachers are prepared to face and embrace the
challenges that comes in. Thus, collaboration play crucial role in bridging the teachers to seek
for help if needed. Both teachers from junior and senior secondary school believe that the
support from fellow teachers is significant to provide teaching and learning according to the
needs of the students. As mentioned by one of the participants in the FGD session:

“The transformational teacher's education is not just about learning... but how the
teacher invites their friends in the group to create or support learning that is in
accordance with what the students want and need, so that their interests and talents
develop.”
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In order to comprehend the students’ needs, interests, and their style in learning, the teachers
uttered that they conduct assessment diagnostic to help them understanding their students
better. Through this assessment, teachers are knowledgeable about the level of competency,
strengths, weaknesses, and interest of their students. This assessment is vital to help teacher
allocating teaching and learning that is suitable for their students. The comment below
illustrates the diagnostic assessment employed by one of the teachers:

“A diagnostic assessment is carried out at the beginning to find out the student's
language skills and IQ, then their class will be separated according to that. Later, here
is our opportunity to become teachers who master all the competencies that these
children have. As mentioned above, learning refers to differentiation need to be
carried out firstly through conducting the diagnostic test and mapping it.”

As expressed above, the diagnostic assessment is encouraged to be employed within the
purpose to accelerate the mapping process for teaching. Teachers themselves are in demand
to not only mastering the subjects, but also requested to have adequate competencies in
teaching and managing different types of students. This practice refers to differentiated
learning, where the teachers are expected to welcome the diversity in learning. Differentiated
learning makes it possible for everyone to participate, takes down obstacles, and takes into
account various learning needs and preferences of the students.

Another issue that formed central focus of on the data findings is relating to differentiated
learning. In Merdeka Belajar curriculum, facilitating differentiated learning is highly
encouraged by the government and teachers are in charge to pilot the learning in accordance
with every student’s needs and interest. However, this become complicated for teacher as
they are revealed that organizing teaching and learning that suits to each and every student is
nearly impossible due to their load tasks pile up. To consider a solution to this issue, this
current curriculum attempted to reduce teachers’ load tasks by announcing one of programs
called ‘a page of lesson plan’ that allowed the shortened form which includes three core
components including, learning objectives, activities, and assessments. Previous studies
(Yuhastina et al., 2020; Tricahyati and Zaim, 2023) stated that this simple administrative
model has yield positive results to teachers’ productivity since they can focus to the prepare
the pre-teaching at ease with the new form of lesson plan.

2. Complexities on Adjustment of Merdeka Belajar Curriculum Implementation

Concerns were expressed about the implementation of Merdeka Belajar curriculum,
particularly eliciting some complexities on the adjustment found in the field. One striking
finding relating to the shift of pedagogical to andragogy paradigm which is reported to be
very challenging for teachers at junior level compared to senior level since students’ reliance
on teachers is still notably high. The majority of participants agreed with the statement that
the biggest challenge exist is relating to facilitating learning for adults and embrace self-
directed learning for students. Whereas the current state is mainly centered on teacher-led
learning which formed the students to be more dependent. This finding is consistent with the
data obtained by Yuhastina et al. (2020) which stated that the reason why there is difficulty to
fit into the andragogy is because students’ lack of independence in learning and their high
reliance on the teachers. This pedagogy paradigm contrast with Merdeka Belajar curriculum
which encourages the student to be dominant for their own learning, this also means that they
are the one who decide to plan the direction of learning and the teachers’ role is to
complementary the materials which relevant to their needs as well as to discuss the best way
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to accomplish it (Yuhastina, Parahita, Astutik, Ghufronudin, & Purwanto, 2020). Conversely,
in this case, teachers’ role did not become less dominant. Instead, teachers are the pioneers to
accelerate this shift at ease. Unfortunately, previous study has reported that teachers are
oblivious to the essence of learning paradigm in Merdeka Belajar curriculum, and harsly, it is
stated that either junior and senior teachers are unable to comprehend the meaning of
Merdeka Belajar comprehensively which leads to incoherent practice applied in the field
(Yuhastina, Parahita, Astutik, Ghufronudin, & Purwanto, 2020, p. 741).

Issues related the adjustment of Merdeka Belajar implementation were particularly
prominent in the data findings. A common view amongst participants was that they were not
entirely ready to the implementation of the new curriculum. In its implementation, the
teachers were obligated to go through three phases namely: 1) Independent learning (Mandiri
Belajar), 2) Independent changing (Mandiri Berubah), and 3) Independent sharing (Mandiri
Berbagi). In the first phase, the teachers are in demand to learn about Merdeka Belajar
curriculum independently. This phase should be accomplished by discovering and
understanding the idea of Merdeka Belajar through official platform called PMM (Platform
of Merdeka Mengajar). This platform is a form of support from the government, so teachers
were provided with an assistance in obtaining references, inspirations, and understanding
about how to implement Merdeka Belajar curriculum. In the next phase, teachers are
encouraged to be independently changing. This indicates that the new curriculum needs to be
implemented. At the end, the teachers are requested to independently sharing about their
knowledges by enduring their work to inspire colleagues. These phases should be passed by
the teachers so they could implement Merdeka Belajar thoroughly. However, the practices in
the field were differed as to whether these teachers have successfully completed each and
every phase. As one teacher from junior secondary level put it:

“In the independent learning phase, many of the teachers had not yet studied. So, in
the next phase, which is the independent change, we were actually still in the
independent learning stage because we were not studying yet in the first phase
through PMM (Platform of Merdeka Mengajar) at that time, right?”

From the teachers’ utterances above, they recognized the initial barriers to the shift of the
Merdeka Belajar curriculum. The regulations of the new curriculum obligated the teachers to
be able to learn independently in the very first phase, instead, it is found that the majority of
teachers did not go through learning phase. Thus, it becomes difficult for them to keep up
with the pace when they are proceeded to the next phase. This view was echoed by teachers
in senior secondary school who faced the same situation. As clarified in the following
excerpts:

“So there our school was obliged to immediately implement independent sharing,
even though we had not yet gone through the stages of learning and changing. So, it is
a bit difficult to implement it in schools.”

Concerns regarding the implementation of Merdeka Belajar were more widespread.
Particularly debating on the government involvement in adjustment of the new curriculum.
Closer inspection on this topic was exposed, the participants were unanimous in the view that
there is still inadequate socialization or directive from the government regarding to the
Merdeka Belajar curriculum. Whilst a minority mentioned that the existence of online
platform were helpful for guiding the teachers in implementing the curriculum, other
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participants were all agreed that allocating socializations or directive given for the teachers
are needed. The excerpt given in turn:

“...yes a lack of socialization, such as meetings or training so that stakeholders in
school or curriculum representatives and operators still have difficulty implementing
the curriculum. They really have to learn independently.”

This finding echoes with studies conducted by Yuhastina et al. (2020) and Wahyuni et al.
(2023). These studies underlined that one remain obstacle to tackle in Merdeka Belajar
implementation are relating with insufficient resources and a need for socialization given by
the government to effectively assist the teachers in comprehending the values and
implementing Merdeka Belajar curriculum accordingly. Yuhastina et al. (2020) stated that
this shift is a difficult phase, especially for teachers as they must interpret the command to
implement Merdeka Belajar curriculum. The implementation continue to occurred in the
adaptation phase due to lack direct guidance given.

In this case, the maneuver was taken by the teachers. As represented by teachers from junior
secondary level, they attempted ATM method in implementing the Merdeka Belajar
curriculum. Particularly in designing lessons, the first thing is observing other schools
implemented the new curriculum, then write down and modify it to the way they would
prefer. This is completed by considering several factors including set goals of school,
students’ preferences in learning, availability of school facilities, etc.

“Beforehand, my fellow teachers and I were implemented the ATM method which
stands for Amati, Tulis, and Modifikasi (Observe, Write, Modify) to apply how
Merdeka Belajar curriculum implemented at school.”

In addition, further analysis showed that there is another leading up challenge regarding the
struggle to obtain financial support. In Merdeka Belajar curriculum, project-based learning is
encouraged to be implemented in the classroom settings. Teachers revealed that they are in
force ask the students to contributing to running the project. There is a high expectation that
the school can cover the expenses of the project since it is part of curriculum. The teacher
uttered:

“...the project, that is also a problem. The money for the project is the students’
personal money. It is still tough.”

“Unfortunately, there is a few that is offered, whereas this is part of the curriculum.
So, it should be budgeted, and the school can provide that, maybe it should be
submitted in School Activity Plan and Budgeting.”

Conclusion

This present study unraveled the implementation of Merdeka Belajar curriculum at secondary
level. Major findings underlying the flexibilities on the Merdeka Belajar curriculum found in
its practices. Both teachers from junior and senior secondary level shared mutual
understanding in regard to their roles in becoming the leaders in teaching and learning for
students. This study also found that teachers have the freedom to customize the teaching and
learning in accordance with students’ needs and interest. To support the implementation of
differentiated learning crafting for students, simple administrative model has adapted to
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reduce teachers’ load tasks so they can focus in accommodating high quality teaching for
students.

Revealing some complexities on the implementation, it is found that the shift of andragogy
paradigm in Merdeka Belajar curriculum has been identified as the prominent challenges for
teachers to cope with. Especially for junior secondary teachers since students’ reliance on
teachers is still notably high. The current state is mainly centered on teacher-led learning
which formed the students to be more dependent. The shift of Merdeka Belajar curriculum
has undergone difficult transition especially when the teachers are not fully ready to
implement it, this is due to the fact that they are unable to pass through some phases required
which are 1) Independent learning (Mandiri Belajar), 2) Independent changing (Mandiri
Berubah), and 3) Independent sharing (Mandiri Berbagi). Moreover, it is found that there is
still inadequate socialization or directive from the government regarding to the Merdeka
Belajar curriculum. Thus, teachers now carry out orders and convert the Merdeka Belajar
curriculum without obtaining guidance for the implementation holistically.

Taken together, these results showed that there is equitable portion of similarities found
regarding of flexibility and complexity of Merdeka Belajar curriculum implementation in
both settings. With the conjunction of previous issue, these findings suggest a role of
transformational teachers in promoting and become the role model for teachers to implement
Merdeka Belajar curriculum at school level. The essence of freedom of learning would not be
able to be achieved if only relying on students to independently grasp the idea, thus the role
of teachers to navigate the learning as well as embracing students-centered learning is
inevitably required. The findings of this present study complement those of earlier studies.
What is now needed is a cross-group study involving transformational teachers and
examining their involvement on transitioning Merdeka Belajar curriculum implementation.
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