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	This article aims to analyze the merdeka curriculum policy in relation to the implementation of student-centered learning (SCL) as a means of improving the quality of Islamic education. The study focuses on how problem-based learning (PBL), project-based learning (PjBL), and deep learning models can be integrated into the context of madrasahs and pesantren, while also examining their implications for cognitive, affective, and psychomotor competencies, the strengthening of Islamic character, and the development of 21st-century skills. The research method employed is a literature study using content analysis techniques. Data were collected from various academic sources, including books, journal articles, and relevant research findings. The analysis process involved selecting, categorizing, comparing, and synthesizing information from these sources to obtain a comprehensive picture of the merdeka curriculum implementation.The findings indicate that the merdeka curriculum provides a policy direction that supports student-centered learning through curriculum flexibility, diagnostic assessment, and the project for strengthening the Pancasila Student Profile. The application of SCL in Islamic education has proven effective in enhancing critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, and communication skills, while also deepening the internalization of Islamic values. Nevertheless, several challenges remain, such as teacher readiness, limited facilities, and the persistence of traditional learning cultures. In conclusion, the merdeka curriculum holds great potential to improve the quality of Islamic education, provided it is supported by teacher capacity building, adequate facilities, and comprehensive evaluation. With consistent implementation, Islamic education can produce graduates who are not only academically competent but also possess strong Islamic character and are well-prepared for the demands of the 21st century.
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INTRODUCTION
The rapid transformation of global education in the era of the Fourth Industrial Revolution and Society 5.0 demands fundamental changes in how educational institutions prepare future generations. Contemporary professional and social environments increasingly require individuals who are not only cognitively proficient but also adaptive, creative, collaborative, and capable of addressing complex problems with critical reasoning. These shifting demands necessitate a transformation of instructional strategies from conventional teacher-centered approaches toward learning models that allow students to explore, discover, and construct knowledge independently and meaningfully. This paradigm shift has gained significant attention worldwide, including in Indonesia, which continues to restructure its educational system to become more responsive to the needs of the twenty-first century.
Within the context of Islamic education, these challenges are even more multifaceted. Numerous studies indicate that the quality of Islamic education still faces foundational issues such as limited pedagogical competence among teachers, the dominance of lecture-based instruction, and disparities in educational facilities across regions (Haris, 2019; Maimunah & Jannah, 2025; Hasmawati & Muktamar, 2023). These conditions often hinder the optimal development of students’ intellectual abilities and character formation. In fact, Islamic education carries a dual mandate—to cultivate academically competent learners while simultaneously nurturing moral excellence and strengthening spiritual values in daily life (Iqbal et al., 2024).
As a response to these challenges, the Indonesian government introduced the Merdeka Belajar policy, which was subsequently operationalized through the Merdeka Curriculum. This curriculum is designed to provide schools and educators with greater flexibility to develop learning processes aligned with students’ characteristics and the contextual needs of each institution. Through differentiation, diagnostic assessment, and the streamlining of learning content, the Merdeka Curriculum encourages more adaptive, creative, and relevant learning experiences across all educational levels, including Islamic educational institutions (Hasmawati & Muktamar, 2023).
One of the central ideas within the Merdeka Curriculum is the reinforcement of the student-centered learning (SCL) paradigm. This approach positions learners as active agents who construct their own understanding, while teachers serve as facilitators who curate meaningful learning experiences. The use of models such as Problem-Based Learning, Project-Based Learning, and Deep Learning is believed to enhance students’ critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, and character development in a more holistic manner (Rizal et al., 2025; Halid, 2022; Aswati & Anwar, 2025). In the context of Islamic education, such approaches hold strategic potential to integrate academic achievement with the strengthening of Islamic values through more contextual and reflective learning experiences.
However, the implementation of SCL in Islamic educational institutions has not yet reached its ideal potential. Several studies reveal gaps between the goals articulated in the Merdeka Curriculum policy and actual classroom practices. Common challenges include insufficient teacher training, limited facilities necessary to support project-based learning, and deeply rooted traditional learning cultures that continue to dominate instructional practices (Mokodompit et al., 2024; Liliyani, 2024). These constraints indicate that genuine transformation requires not only individual teacher readiness but also institutional adaptation and sustained policy support.
Academic studies that specifically examine the intersection between the Merdeka Curriculum, student-centered learning, and Islamic education remain relatively limited. Most research focuses on the curriculum’s implementation in general schools, while the unique values, traditions, and challenges of Islamic educational institutions have yet to be explored comprehensively. In fact, an in-depth analysis of the relationship between curriculum policy, instructional approaches, and the quality of Islamic education is essential to ensure that the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum is inclusive and contextually relevant.
In light of this urgency, the present article seeks to conceptually analyze the Merdeka Curriculum in relation to the implementation of student-centered learning and to describe its implications for improving the quality of Islamic education. This study aims to offer both theoretical and practical insights that can support the development of Islamic learning environments that are adaptive, character-oriented, and aligned with the demands of the twenty-first century.
Merdeka Curriculum
The Merdeka Curriculum is one of the concrete manifestations of the Merdeka Belajar (Freedom to Learn) policy introduced by the Indonesian Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology in 2019. This policy seeks to establish a curriculum that is simpler, more flexible, and focused on essential content, enabling students to develop their competencies and character in accordance with the Profil Pelajar Pancasila (Pancasila Student Profile) (Zaeni et al., 2023). Conceptually, the Merdeka Curriculum emphasizes differentiated learning across content, processes, and assessment so that each learner can study according to their individual needs and potential.
Experts widely regard the Merdeka Curriculum as a significant step in Indonesia’s educational transformation. Abdul Muti (2023) asserts that this curriculum promotes deep learning, allowing students to achieve meaningful conceptual understanding beyond mere memorization (Widagdo, 2024). Awwaliyah and Fatimah (2024) further argue that the curriculum’s flexible nature aligns with the principles of total quality management in education, as it creates space for schools to innovate according to their conditions and learners’ needs. With this orientation, the Merdeka Curriculum is perceived as a bridge between national policy and classroom practice, responding to the increasingly complex demands of the Fourth Industrial Revolution and Society 5.0.
Learning Models
Learning models can be understood as conceptual frameworks used by teachers to design, implement, and evaluate instructional processes (Arifin et al., 2024). Taliak (2021) emphasizes that learning models function as systematic guides that structure students’ learning experiences to ensure instructional objectives are effectively achieved. Within modern educational theory, learning models are viewed as pedagogical instruments that connect learning theories with classroom practice, focusing not only on knowledge transmission but also on the development of skills, attitudes, and character.
Rahman and Nurhadi (2021) highlight that the selection of appropriate learning models enables students to develop competencies more deeply. Therefore, learning models cannot be separated from the methods, strategies, and approaches used by teachers in the teaching process. Each model possesses distinct characteristics, strengths, and intended outcomes. Consequently, the success of learning depends heavily on aligning the chosen model with learners’ characteristics, expected learning outcomes, and the educational context in which instruction occurs.
Student-Centered Learning (SCL)
The student-centered learning (SCL) paradigm emerges as a response to traditional instructional practices that position teachers as the primary authority in the classroom. This approach emphasizes learners as active participants in the learning process. Rogers (1983) describes SCL as a paradigm shift in which teachers act as facilitators who encourage learners to think critically, act independently, and engage reflectively in constructing knowledge. Kember (1997) echoes this view, asserting that SCL fosters exploration and active interaction between learners and their learning environment.
Harden and Crosby (2000) add that effective SCL implementation requires authentic learning activities that engage students in problem solving, conceptual application, and collaboration (Risana et al., 2025). This approach not only reduces teacher dominance but also builds learning environments that cultivate learner responsibility, autonomy, and social competence. Thus, in SCL, the teacher’s role shifts from information provider to facilitator who designs meaningful learning experiences through exploratory, reflective, and collaborative activities.
Quality of Islamic Education
The quality of Islamic education refers to the extent to which educational practices achieve the spiritual, intellectual, and social goals mandated by Islamic values. Tilaar, as cited in Fachrudin (2021), emphasizes that educational quality is reflected in an institution’s ability to produce graduates who are competent, morally upright, and capable of meeting contemporary challenges. In Islamic education, quality indicators encompass not only academic achievement but also the successful internalization of faith, piety, and noble character. (Abdulghani & Sya'ban, 2026)
Sallis underscores the importance of continuous quality improvement through systematic management planning, ongoing evaluation, and stakeholder involvement (Wachid et al., 2024). Within Islamic education, quality enhancement involves strengthening the curriculum, improving teacher competence, and selecting learning strategies that align with students’ needs (Mubin et al., 2025). Consequently, the quality of Islamic education is not solely determined by curriculum structure or physical facilities but also by teachers’ effectiveness in creating learning environments that are conducive, innovative, and oriented toward Islamic character development. (Permadi et al., 2026).
Method 
This article employs a library research method or literature study. This approach was selected because the focus of the study lies in conceptual and policy analysis rather than field-based data collection. A literature study allows the author to examine a wide range of relevant scholarly sources, including books, journal articles, research reports, policy documents, and official government regulations related to the Merdeka Curriculum. According to Sari et al. (2025), literature studies aim to develop a deeper understanding of a particular issue through theoretical exploration using credible academic references. Through this method, the analysis can be conducted systematically to identify how the Merdeka Curriculum is implemented within the paradigm of student-centered learning and its implications for the quality of Islamic education. The research process was carried out in several stages:
1). identifying the main themes related to the Merdeka Curriculum, student-centered learning, and the quality of Islamic education;
2). collecting relevant literature from national and international journal articles, academic books, and official policy documents;
3). selecting and classifying data based on the focus of the study;
4). (conducting content analysis of the collected references to identify recurring patterns, concepts, and significant findings;
5). comparing and synthesizing information across sources; and
6). organizing the results of the analysis into a structured academic narrative.
Through this procedure, the author was able to formulate conclusions grounded in valid and comprehensive data while offering analytical contributions regarding the effectiveness of the Merdeka Curriculum in promoting student-centered learning to enhance the quality of Islamic education.
Result
Based on the literature review, there is a consistent pattern indicating that the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum and its derivative strategies has produced positive effects on various dimensions of twenty-first-century skills.
Table 1. Effects of the Merdeka Curriculum on Student-Centered Learning
	No.
	Reference
	Research Focus
	Key Findings

	1
	Talaen, Y. D., Ardan, A. S., Yusnaeni, & Tokan, M. K. (2025)
	SLR on Merdeka Curriculum & 4C (Senior High School)
	Communication, collaboration, and creativity improved; critical thinking requires more targeted strategies.

	2
	Lestari, R. V. A., & Hindun, H. (2024)
	Implementation of 4C in Merdeka Curriculum at the Senior High School level
	Qualitative analysis: implementation of the 4C (communication, collaboration, critical thinking, creativity), including its benefits and challenges.

	3
	Hidayat, R. K., Novianti, B. A., & Subki, S. (2023)
	Creativity in the Merdeka Curriculum (PjBL)
	Students' creative thinking skills improved through Project-Based Learning aligned with the Merdeka Curriculum.

	4
	Wicaksana, E. J., & Sanjaya, M. E. (2022)
	PjBL in the Merdeka Belajar era, creativity & scientific attitude
	PjBL enhanced students' creativity and scientific attitudes at the university level.

	5
	Prabowo, G., & Khaudli, M. I. (2024)
	PjBL + Merdeka Curriculum → Critical Thinking (Senior High School)
	PjBL under the Merdeka Curriculum significantly improved students' critical thinking skills.

	6
	Suyanto, S. (2023)
	PjBL-STEM + cryptography → 4C
	PjBL-STEM integrating cryptography increased students' collaboration, critical thinking, creativity, and communication.

	7
	Waruwu, L. (2024)
	Changes in critical-thinking skills through the Merdeka Curriculum
	Implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum contributed substantially to students' critical-thinking development.

	8
	Permana, G., et al. (2023)
	Curriculum implementation & Merdeka teaching tools → creativity & problem solving
	The Merdeka Curriculum and open teaching resources supported creativity, problem solving, critical thinking, and collaboration.

	9
	Yuliana, Y. (2024)
	PjBL innovation in the Merdeka Curriculum → creativity & critical thinking
	PjBL innovations enhanced elementary students' creative and critical-thinking skills.

	10
	Arum, V. P. (2025)
	English-language teaching in the Merdeka Curriculum → 4C
	Integration of the 4C (critical thinking, communication, collaboration, creativity) into English-language instruction under the Merdeka Curriculum.



The literature review across ten studies published between 2021 and 2025 reveals a relatively consistent pattern regarding the impact of the Merdeka Curriculum on strengthening twenty-first-century competencies, particularly the four core skills (4C): creativity, collaboration, critical thinking, and communication. Most of the studies—such as those by Talaen et al. (2025) and Lestari and Hindun (2024)—affirm that the Merdeka Curriculum provides a pedagogical framework conducive to fostering the 4C through active learning approaches, especially Project-Based Learning (PjBL). This project-oriented model engages students in exploratory, investigative, and collaborative processes, thus encouraging the natural development of creativity and interpersonal skills.
Discussion
Philosophical and Policy Rationales of the Merdeka Curriculum
The Merdeka Curriculum emerged as a response to long‐standing structural challenges within Indonesia’s education system. For decades, the national curriculum has been criticized for being overly content-heavy, oriented toward finishing material rather than fostering understanding, and offering limited flexibility for both teachers and students. These issues produced three fundamental problems:
(1) an imbalanced and overloaded curriculum;
(2) a misalignment between graduate competencies and twenty-first-century demands; and
(3) restricted space for pedagogical innovation at the school level.
Such conditions ultimately required a curriculum reform that is more adaptive, relevant, and humanistic.
Philosophically, the Merdeka Curriculum is grounded in constructivism, humanism, and meaningful learning. Constructivist theory posits that knowledge is not transmitted passively from teacher to student but is actively constructed through direct experience, social interaction, reflection, and problem solving. Humanistic perspectives position learners as unique individuals with emotional needs, intrinsic potential, and autonomy to grow. Meanwhile, the meaningful-learning orientation emphasizes that education must enable learners to develop deep conceptual understanding, connect learning with real-life contexts, and engage in authentic experiences. These three philosophical foundations collectively underpin the curriculum’s shift toward student-centered learning.
The policy rationale of the Merdeka Curriculum is translated into a series of technical decisions that reflect these philosophical orientations. First, content and learning outcomes are simplified to reduce material overload, provide space for deeper conceptual exploration, and allow teachers to design more personalized pedagogical strategies. Second, learning differentiation is facilitated through flexible teaching modules, adaptable time allocation, and school autonomy in designing operational curricula. Third, formative and diagnostic assessments are strengthened as the starting point of instruction, enabling teachers to tailor learning experiences based on students’ initial competencies. This assessment framework shifts the focus from end-product evaluation to continuous learning monitoring, allowing more targeted instructional interventions.
Through these structural shifts, the Merdeka Curriculum creates a broader space for the implementation of Student-Centered Learning (SCL). Content simplification frees instructional time for active learning strategies; differentiated instruction ensures that students learn according to their individual needs; and formative assessments provide the data required to personalize learning pathways. Thus, the Merdeka Curriculum is not merely a revision of curriculum documents, but a systematic redesign of the educational ecosystem to foster a more adaptive, participatory, and learner-centered environment.

Mechanisms of the Merdeka Curriculum in Supporting Student-Centered Learning
The Merdeka Curriculum establishes not only policy direction but also a set of operational mechanisms that directly promote student-centered learning (SCL). These mechanisms operate through principles of personalization, flexibility, meaningful learning experiences, and the cultivation of twenty-first-century competencies. Four major instruments serve as the primary drivers of SCL in the Merdeka Curriculum: diagnostic assessment, teaching modules and learning outcomes, differentiated instruction, and the Projek Penguatan Profil Pelajar Pancasila (P5).
1. Diagnostic Assessment as the Foundation of Personalized Learning
Diagnostic assessment constitutes a fundamental instrument for implementing SCL because it provides essential information about students’ abilities, interests, and learning needs. Unlike summative assessments, which focus on end results, diagnostic assessments identify learners’ starting points so that instruction can be aligned with individual conditions. The role of diagnostic assessment in SCL includes:
a) Mapping students’ initial competencies
It helps teachers understand variation in both cognitive and non-cognitive domains.
b) Determining differentiated instruction
Assessment data guide teachers in designing learning groups, selecting instructional media, and determining task difficulty levels.
c) Preventing learning gaps
Early identification of learning gaps enables timely interventions.
d) Encouraging personalization
Learning experiences can be tailored to students’ learning styles, pace, and special needs.
Diagnostic assessment thus transforms learning from a uniform, one-size-fits-all process into a personalized pathway aligned with the learner’s profile.
2. Teaching Modules and Learning Outcomes
The Merdeka Curriculum replaces the previous Competency Standards with more essential and concise Learning Outcomes (Capaian Pembelajaran/CP). These outcomes are operationalized through teaching modules that teachers can modify flexibly. Their roles in supporting SCL include:
a) Providing a non-rigid instructional framework
Teachers have creative freedom to choose methods, learning activities, and assessment techniques.
b) Allowing adaptation to local contexts
Lessons can connect with students’ social and cultural environments, promoting contextualized learning.
c) Encouraging active learning models
Teachers are more empowered to implement discussions, experiments, inquiry-based learning, problem solving, and PjBL.
d) Facilitating continuous improvement
The modular structure allows teachers to revise, reflect on, and improve their instructional practices.
Thus, teaching modules and CP serve as a flexible container through which teachers translate SCL principles into everyday classroom practice.


3. Differentiated Instruction Strengthening the Orientation Toward Individual Learners
Differentiated instruction allows teachers to tailor learning experiences based on students’ readiness levels, interests, and learning profiles—an approach fully aligned with SCL. Three major forms of differentiation include:
a) Content differentiation
Materials are offered at varying levels of complexity according to students’ abilities.
b) Process differentiation
Learning activities are provided in several modes, such as projects, discussions, or digital explorations.
c) Product differentiation
Students may choose the format of their learning outputs, such as presentations, posters, portfolios, videos, or written reports.
Differentiated instruction encourages student autonomy and fosters meaningful participation, making learning more relevant and learner-centered.
4. The Projek Profil Pelajar Pancasila (P5)
P5 is a core component of the Merdeka Curriculum that embeds project-based learning (PjBL) to strengthen the six dimensions of the Pancasila Student Profile. PjBL within P5 promotes authentic, collaborative, and reflective learning experiences. P5 acts as a bridge between the Merdeka Curriculum and SCL in several ways:
a) Students act as problem solvers
They analyze issues, design solutions, and present their findings.
b) Teachers serve as facilitators
Teachers guide rather than control the learning process, providing resources and direction as needed.
c) Contextualized learning
Projects address real-world issues such as environmental problems, local culture, entrepreneurship, and technology.
d) Strengthening 4C competencies
Creativity, communication, collaboration, and critical thinking are developed through authentic experiences.
Thus, P5 represents the most tangible manifestation of the Merdeka Curriculum’s commitment to active, holistic, and student-centered learning.
More specific findings indicate that creativity and collaboration are the two domains showing the most prominent improvement. Studies by Hidayat et al. (2023) and Suyanto (2023) demonstrate that students engaging in PjBL or PjBL-STEM exhibit enhanced abilities in generating new ideas, working collaboratively, and managing project tasks in an integrated manner. Meanwhile, improvements in critical-thinking skills are also reported in several studies, such as those by Prabowo and Khaudli (2024) and Waruwu (2024). However, some studies including the SLR by Talaen et al. (2025) note that the development of critical thinking requires more targeted and consistent pedagogical strategies, given its demand for deeper analytical engagement and habitual reflective practice.
Several studies provide contextual evidence on how the Merdeka Curriculum contributes to creating a more reflective and collaborative learning environment. Permana et al. (2023) show that the flexible learning tools within the Merdeka Curriculum enable teachers to design activities emphasizing problem solving, open discussion, and more intensive group work. Similar findings are reported by Yuliana (2024), who argues that PjBL innovations within the Merdeka Curriculum encourage elementary students to practice critical and creative thinking through authentic situations relevant to their daily lives.
Discipline-specific contexts further enrich the understanding of the Merdeka Curriculum’s implementation. Arum (2025) highlights that English-language instruction under the Merdeka Curriculum can be optimized to integrate the four 4C competencies simultaneously. Through activities such as dialogue practice, group collaboration, problem solving, and creative production, language learning becomes oriented not only toward linguistic mastery but also toward the development of key twenty-first-century competencies. These findings show that the Merdeka Curriculum provides more than administrative flexibility, it drives meaningful pedagogical transformation. Through PjBL, differentiated instruction, formative assessment, and adaptive teaching tools, the Merdeka Curriculum effectively strengthens Student-Centered Learning and develops the 4C competencies more successfully than previous curricular models
Implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum in Educational Settings and Its Influence on Student-Centered Learning
The implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum across various educational institutions has shown diverse dynamics; however, most empirical studies published between 2021 and 2025 indicate a positive trend toward strengthening student-centered learning (SCL) practices. Systematic findings from prior SLRs reveal that curriculum flexibility, differentiated instruction, formative assessment, and project-based learning (PjBL) are key factors that enhance students’ active participation, collaboration skills, and reflective capacities. Studies conducted at the elementary, secondary, and higher education levels consistently suggest that the Merdeka Curriculum not only transforms the structure of lesson planning but also reshapes teacher–student interactions, classroom culture, and the design of daily learning activities.
Several studies (Talaen et al., 2025; Lestari & Hindun, 2024; Hidayat et al., 2023) show that the Merdeka Curriculum increases student engagement through project-based learning, group discussions, and exploratory activities. The use of PjBL has been found to enhance learners’ creativity, collaboration skills, and confidence in presenting their work. Waruwu (2024) also highlights that formative assessments within the Merdeka Curriculum encourage students to engage in self-reflection and develop a deeper awareness of their learning processes. Other studies (Permana et al., 2023; Yuliana, 2024) indicate that flexible teaching modules support varied instructional strategies tailored to student needs.
1. Teacher Competence as a Determining Factor for SCL Success
Teacher competence plays a pivotal role in determining the quality of the Merdeka Curriculum’s implementation. Studies reviewed in the SLR indicate that teachers with strong instructional-planning skills are more successful in facilitating SCL. Teachers capable of managing differentiated instruction, designing diagnostic assessments, and creating contextual projects are more likely to foster participatory and learner-centered classrooms. Conversely, teachers who lack mastery of curriculum tools or remain dependent on lecture-based teaching often struggle to implement SCL effectively. These findings underscore the importance of pedagogical training and ongoing professional development.
2. School Readiness and Learning Infrastructure
School readiness significantly influences the effectiveness of Merdeka Curriculum implementation. Schools equipped with adequate facilities—such as flexible learning spaces, stable internet access, and technological devices—are better positioned to conduct project-based and collaborative activities. Studies by Permana et al. (2023) and Arum (2025) reveal that institutions with innovative cultures and open learning climates tend to adopt SCL more successfully. In contrast, schools in under-resourced regions face challenges, particularly in technology-based activities and collaboration requiring additional support systems.
3. The Role of Technology in Strengthening SCL
Technology serves as an essential instrument in the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum. The use of digital learning platforms, learning management systems (LMS), and collaborative applications such as Google Workspace, Padlet, and Canva enables students to engage in independent learning while collaborating virtually. Suyanto (2023) reports that technological integration in PjBL-STEM contributes to improvements in students’ critical thinking and creativity. Digital formative-assessment tools also make it easier for teachers to monitor student progress and provide timely feedback.
4. Instructional Leadership
Another determining factor in the successful implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum is instructional leadership from school principals and teacher networks. Principals with progressive educational visions who actively support pedagogical innovation tend to encourage teachers to apply SCL consistently. Several studies included in the SLR also show that collaboration among teachers through MGMP forums or learning communities, strengthens their capacity to implement differentiated instruction and develop creative teaching modules.
5. Impact of Implementation
Overall, the findings across multiple studies indicate that the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum has produced measurable impacts on:
a) Increased learning activeness
Students participate more frequently in discussions, presentations, experiments, and independent exploration.
b) Higher engagement and motivation
Providing choices in differentiated processes and products encourages greater student investment in learning.
c) Strengthened literacy and numeracy
Project activities and formative assessments support deeper and more contextual conceptual understanding.
d) Improved self-reflection skills
Through formative assessment, students are encouraged to evaluate their learning processes and set personal learning goals.
These findings collectively demonstrate that the Merdeka Curriculum is not merely administrative in nature; rather, it has undergone pedagogical implementation that directly enhances student skill development and reinforces the paradigm of student-centered learning.
Implications of the Merdeka Curriculum for Strengthening Student-Centered Learning
The Merdeka Curriculum does not merely revise curricular documents; it carries substantial theoretical, practical, and policy implications for reinforcing student-centered learning (SCL). It marks a paradigm shift from a teacher-centered model (knowledge transmission) toward a learner-centered approach grounded in constructivist and humanistic principles. Theoretically, this shift positions students as active agents in the learning process—empowered to choose learning pathways, solve authentic problems, and reflect on their learning experiences. Literature findings indicate that this policy transformation aligns with constructivist principles and self-regulated learning; when teachers implement diagnostic assessments and differentiated instruction, students demonstrate enhanced learning autonomy and metacognitive abilities (Noptario, 2024; Pranata, 2024). This shift requires adjustments in learning theory at the practical level: pedagogical models must incorporate authentic tasks, scaffolding, and continuous reflection to cultivate critical and creative capacities (Noptario, 2024; Pranata, 2024).
1. Practical Implications
In practical terms, the Merdeka Curriculum necessitates significant changes in instructional practices:
a) Teaching strategies — Teachers must master learning-outcome-based planning, design adaptive modules, implement diagnostic and formative assessments, and facilitate PjBL. Evidence from training-based and implementation studies (Tyas Deviana et al., 2024; Damayanti, 2024; Suastra, 2024) shows that structured training and mentoring improve teachers’ readiness to carry out SCL and PjBL effectively.
b) School roles — Schools must create physical and organizational environments that support collaborative learning, such as flexible learning spaces, access to technology, and open learning cultures. Schools with innovation-oriented leadership tend to implement SCL more successfully (Farhah, 2024).
c) New learning culture — A shift from valuing memorization to valuing process-oriented learning: discussion, projects, reflection, and authentic assessment. Field evidence reports increased student engagement and participation when these approaches are implemented consistently (Permana et al., 2023; Yuliana, 2024).
2. Policy Implications
For SCL to function optimally, policy implications must be operational and structural:
a) Continuous professional development — Training should focus on CP-based lesson planning, diagnostic assessment, PjBL, and differentiation. Evaluations from various training programs show that patterned training (workshops combined with on-site mentoring) is more effective than short, isolated workshops (Mujianto, 2025; Suastra, 2024).
b) Intensive mentoring — School-to-school mentoring, in-class coaching, and the establishment of teacher learning communities (PLC/MGMP) are essential for consistent implementation (Damayanti, 2024; Pranata, 2024).
c) Open teaching resources and contextualized modules — The availability of flexible, easily adaptable teaching modules facilitates differentiation and supports PjBL suited to local contexts (Permana et al., 2023).
d) Evidence-based monitoring — Policy frameworks should include indicators of process quality (engagement, collaboration, creativity) in addition to traditional academic outcomes.
3. Implications for Islamic Education Contexts (Madrasah and Pesantren)
Islamic education environments present unique challenges and opportunities in adopting the Merdeka Curriculum with SCL principles. Studies in pesantren and madrasah indicate:
a) Value alignment — The Merdeka Curriculum provides opportunities to integrate Islamic values into contextual projects, allowing learning to remain religiously grounded while still developing 4C competencies (Rachman, 2024; Jailani, 2022).
b) Curriculum adaptation in pesantren — Field studies report successful integration between the Merdeka Curriculum and pesantren curricula (e.g., incorporating tadabbur activities or strengthening akhlak through social projects). However, these require methodological adjustments to ensure alignment with kitab kuning traditions (Kurnia, 2025; Rachman, 2024).
c) Capacity building for teachers and mubaligh — Pedagogical mentoring is crucial for ustadz/ustadzah to transition from predominantly lecture-based methods to facilitator roles aligned with SCL (Ramadhan, 2024; Lailiyah, 2023).
d) Infrastructure limitations — Pesantren with limited digital infrastructure require adaptive strategies (e.g., non-digital PjBL, localized enrichment activities) to implement SCL effectively.
In essence, the Merdeka Curriculum offers a distinctive innovation for Islamic education: the integration of religious values into SCL practices, enabling a hybrid pedagogical model that retains Islamic traditions while embracing twenty-first-century educational paradigms—provided that training, contextual modules, and targeted mentoring are adequately supported (Kurnia, 2025; Rachman, 2024; Jailani, 2022).
Conclusion
The Merdeka Curriculum, with its student-centered learning paradigm, brings significant implications for the transformation of Islamic education in Indonesia. Through more flexible approaches, methods, and learning strategies, students are no longer positioned merely as recipients of knowledge but as active agents who construct their own learning experiences. Models such as Problem-Based Learning, Project-Based Learning, and Deep Learning have been shown to enrich Islamic Education (PAI) not only in the cognitive domain but also in the affective and psychomotor domains. Moreover, the strengthening of Islamic character, the development of twenty-first-century skills, and the increased relevance of learning to real-life contexts make Islamic education more meaningful and more adaptive to contemporary demands.
Nevertheless, the implementation of this curriculum is not without challenges, including teacher readiness, limited infrastructure, and the persistence of traditional learning cultures. Therefore, the success of the Merdeka Curriculum depends heavily on the synergy among multiple stakeholders: teachers who continuously develop their professional capacities, schools that provide supportive learning environments, and consistent support from the government and community. If these challenges can be addressed effectively, Islamic education holds strong potential to produce a generation that is intellectually capable, morally grounded, critical, creative, and globally competitive without losing its Islamic identity. Thus, the Merdeka Curriculum is not merely a technical policy but a foundational step toward achieving high-quality and character-driven Islamic education.
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