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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative case study explores the implementation of the "Merdeka Belajar" (Freedom to Learn) approach in 

Indonesian language learning at the senior high school level. The study investigates the perceptions and practices of 

Indonesian language teachers, the alignment between Merdeka Belajar principles and classroom instruction, and the 

challenges and opportunities associated with this innovative curriculum framework. Data was collected through semi-

structured interviews, classroom observations, and the analysis of curricular materials. The findings reveal a varied 

landscape of Merdeka Belajar implementation, with some teachers enthusiastically embracing the approach and 

others struggling to adapt. Key factors influencing the process include teacher beliefs, administrative support, and the 

broader educational ecosystem. The study highlights the potential of Merdeka Belajar to transform Indonesian 

language education by fostering student-centered, personalized, and technology-enhanced learning experiences. The 

insights gained can inform policymakers, school leaders, and educators in their efforts to effectively integrate the 

Merdeka Belajar approach and deliver a more empowering and relevant language curriculum 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Indonesian language curriculum has undergone a significant transformation in recent years, 

reflecting the country's commitment to providing a more dynamic and empowering educational experience for 

students (Muhsyanur, 2020). At the heart of this shift is the concept of “Merdeka Belajar” or “Freedom to 

Learn,” which has been embraced by the Ministry of Education and Culture. 

The traditional Indonesian language curriculum had long been characterized by a top-down, teacher-

centric approach, with a strong emphasis on mastering grammar, vocabulary, and formal language structures. 

While this approach had its merits, it often failed to engage students and prepare them for the realities of real-

world communication. The Merdeka Belajar framework, however, advocates for a more student-centered and 

personalized approach to language learning, granting both educators and learners greater autonomy and 

flexibility.  

Merdeka Belajar curriculum, in Indonesian language teachers are encouraged to move beyond the 

confines of standardized lesson plans and textbooks, and instead adopt innovative teaching strategies that foster 

critical thinking, creativity, and collaborative learning. This may involve the use of project-based activities, 

the incorporation of authentic materials, and the tailoring of instruction to meet the unique needs and interests 

of individual students. By embracing this holistic and empowering approach to language education, the 

Indonesian government hopes to cultivate a new generation of language learners who are not only proficient 

in the Indonesian language, but also equipped with the skills and mindset necessary to thrive in the 21st century. 

The concept of “Merdeka Belajar” or “Freedom to Learn” has gained significant momentum in the 

Indonesian education system in recent years. Introduced by the Ministry of Education and Culture, this 

innovative approach aims to transform the traditional teaching and learning paradigm by granting more 

autonomy and flexibility to both educators and students at all levels of education (Kemendikbud, 2020). 

At the core of Merdeka Belajar is the belief that education should move beyond the confines of 

standardized curricula and assessments, and instead foster critical thinking, creativity, and independent 
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learning (Sadikin & Hamidah, 2020). This aligns with the global shift towards student-centered pedagogy, 

which emphasizes the development of 21st-century skills, such as problem-solving, collaboration, and 

adaptability (Nugroho et al., 2020). 

In the context of Indonesian language learning at the senior high school level, the Merdeka Belajar 

approach presents a unique opportunity to reinvigorate the teaching and learning process. Traditionally, 

Indonesian language instruction has been characterized by a teacher-centric approach, with a strong emphasis 

on grammar, vocabulary, and formal language structures (Widiati & Hayati, 2015). However, this approach 

has been criticized for its lack of relevance to students' real-world communication needs and its failure to foster 

meaningful engagement with the language (Emilia, 2016). 

The Merdeka Belajar framework encourages teachers to move away from this traditional approach and 

instead adopt more student-centered, interactive, and contextualized teaching methods (Astuti & Lammers, 

2017). This may involve incorporating project-based learning, collaborative activities, and the use of authentic 

materials to enhance students' language proficiency and cultural understanding (Fithriani, 2018). 

Moreover, the Merdeka Belajar concept emphasizes the importance of personalized learning, where 

students are given the freedom to explore their interests and learning preferences (Taufik & Ismail, 2019). This 

can be particularly beneficial in Indonesian language learning at the senior high school level, as it allows 

students to tailor their studies to their individual needs and aspirations, ultimately leading to greater 

engagement and motivation (Sari & Setiawan, 2019). 

In line with this, experts have highlighted the need to provide teachers with the necessary support and 

resources to effectively implement the Merdeka Belajar approach in their Indonesian language classrooms 

(Kurniawati & Wulyani, 2020). This may include ongoing professional development opportunities, access to 

innovative teaching materials, and the fostering of collaborative learning communities among educators 

(Nurchasanah & Mukminatien, 2019). 

Furthermore, the successful integration of Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language education at the 

senior high school level requires a holistic approach that considers the broader educational ecosystem, 

including curriculum design, assessment methods, and school governance (Atmojo & Nugroho, 2020). By 

aligning these various elements with the principles of Merdeka Belajar, educators can create a more conducive 

learning environment that truly empowers students and prepares them for the challenges of the 21st century 

(Sulistiyo et al., 2019). 

Amid the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the Merdeka Belajar approach has become even more relevant, 

as it encourages the use of digital technologies and online learning platforms to facilitate remote and 

personalized instruction (Purwanto et al., 2020). This has proven particularly crucial in maintaining 

educational continuity and supporting students' learning during the period of school closures and social 

distancing measures (Firman & Rahayu, 2020). 

In the context of Indonesian language learning at the senior high school level, the implementation of 

Merdeka Belajar has the potential to address several key challenges. For instance, researchers have highlighted 

the need to improve students' language proficiency, critical thinking skills, and cultural awareness to prepare 

them for the demands of higher education and the workforce (Sari & Setiawan, 2019; Fithriani, 2018). The 

Merdeka Belajar approach, with its emphasis on student-centered learning and personalization, could be an 

effective way to address these gaps. 

Additionally, studies have shown that many Indonesian language teachers at the senior high school level 

struggle to adapt their teaching practices to meet the evolving needs of their students (Widiati & Hayati, 2015). 

The Merdeka Belajar framework could provide these teachers with the necessary support and guidance to 

develop innovative teaching strategies and foster a more engaging and meaningful learning environment 

(Kurniawati & Wulyani, 2020). 

Moreover, the integration of Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language education at the senior high school 

level could have broader implications for the education system as a whole. By empowering students and 

teachers, and promoting a culture of lifelong learning and continuous improvement, the Merdeka Belajar 

approach has the potential to serve as a model for educational reform across various subjects and grade levels 

(Saputra & Permatasari, 2021). 
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As the implementation of Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language learning at the senior high school 

level continues to evolve, it will be crucial for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners to collaborate and 

share best practices, ensuring that the benefits of this innovative approach are realized to the fullest extent 

(Sulistiyo et al., 2019). This will require a sustained commitment to professional development, curriculum 

design, and the ongoing evaluation and refinement of the Merdeka Belajar framework (Nurchasanah & 

Mukminatien, 2019). 

In conclusion, the Merdeka Belajar concept holds significant potential for transforming Indonesian 

language education at the senior high school level. By empowering both teachers and students, fostering 

innovative teaching practices, and cultivating the skills and mindsets necessary for success in the 21st century, 

Merdeka Belajar has the power to revolutionize the way Indonesian language is taught and learned in senior 

high schools across the country. 

The concept of “Merdeka Belajar” or "Freedom to Learn" refers to an innovative approach in the 

Indonesian education system that aims to transform the traditional teaching and learning paradigm. At its core, 

Merdeka Belajar grants more autonomy and flexibility to both educators and students, empowering them to 

move beyond the confines of standardized curricula and assessments (Kemendikbud, 2020). This approach is 

founded on the belief that education should foster critical thinking, creativity, and independent learning, rather 

than solely focusing on the attainment of high-test scores and rote memorization (Sadikin & Hamidah, 2020). 

The Merdeka Belajar framework encourages a shift towards more student-centered, interactive, and 

contextualized teaching methods, which can include the incorporation of project-based learning, collaborative 

activities, and the use of authentic materials (Astuti & Lammers, 2017). Additionally, Merdeka Belajar 

emphasizes the importance of personalized learning, where students are given the freedom to explore their 

individual interests and learning preferences, leading to greater engagement and motivation (Taufik & Ismail, 

2019). 

Indonesian language instruction at the senior high school level has traditionally been characterized by a 

teacher-centric approach, with a strong emphasis on grammar, vocabulary, and formal language structures 

(Widiati & Hayati, 2015; Muhsyanur, 2019). This approach has been criticized for its lack of relevance to 

students' real-world communication needs and its failure to foster meaningful engagement with the language 

(Emilia, 2016). 

The implementation of the Merdeka Belajar approach in Indonesian language learning at the senior high 

school level presents an opportunity to reinvigorate the teaching and learning process. By adopting more 

student-centered, interactive, and contextualized teaching methods, educators can help senior high school 

students develop their language proficiency, critical thinking skills, and cultural awareness, preparing them for 

the demands of higher education and the workforce (Muhsyanur et al., 2021). 

METHOD 

This study will employ a qualitative research design to explore the implementation of the Merdeka 

Belajar (Freedom to Learn) approach in Indonesian language learning at the senior high school level. 

Qualitative methods are well-suited for this research, as they allow for an in-depth understanding of the 

complex and context-dependent nature of the implementation process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

The research will be conducted using a case study approach, focusing on selected senior high schools 

that have actively implemented the Merdeka Belajar framework in their Indonesian language classrooms. This 

approach is appropriate, as case studies enable a comprehensive and contextual exploration of the 

phenomenon, as well as the identification of relevant factors that influence the implementation process (Yin, 

2017). 

Data collected through multiple sources, including semi-structured interviews with Indonesian language 

teachers, classroom observations, and the analysis of relevant curricular and instructional materials. This 

triangulation of data sources will help to ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings (Patton, 

2015). 

The interview protocol will be designed to elicit teachers' perceptions, experiences, and challenges in 

implementing Merdeka Belajar in their Indonesian language lessons. Experts have emphasized the importance 

of understanding teachers' beliefs and practices, as they play a crucial role in the successful integration of 

educational reforms (Kurniawati & Wulyani, 2020). 
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Classroom observations will be conducted to gain a deeper understanding of the teaching and learning 

dynamics within the Merdeka Belajar-inspired Indonesian language classrooms. These observations will focus 

on aspects such as instructional strategies, student engagement, and the use of technology and other learning 

resources (Nugroho et al., 2020). 

The analysis of curricular and instructional materials will provide insights into the alignment between 

the Merdeka Belajar principles and the actual implementation in Indonesian language education. Researchers 

have highlighted the need for a holistic approach that considers the broader educational ecosystem, including 

curriculum design and assessment methods (Atmojo & Nugroho, 2020). 

Data analysis will be conducted using a thematic analysis approach, which involves the systematic 

identification, coding, and categorization of emerging themes and patterns within the collected data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). This process will be informed by the conceptual framework of Merdeka Belajar and existing 

literature on student-centered pedagogy and Indonesian language learning. To ensure the trustworthiness of 

the findings, the research will employ several strategies, such as member checking, peer debriefing, and the 

creation of an audit trail (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These strategies will help to enhance the credibility, 

dependability, and confirmability of the study. 

The findings of this research are expected to contribute to the growing body of knowledge on the 

implementation of Merdeka Belajar in the context of Indonesian language education at the senior high school 

level. The insights gained from this study can inform policymakers, school administrators, and Indonesian 

language teachers in their efforts to effectively integrate the Merdeka Belajar approach and foster meaningful, 

student-centered learning experiences for their students. 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study reveal a varied and complex picture of the implementation of Merdeka Belajar 

(Freedom to Learn) in Indonesian language learning at the senior high school level. Through the analysis of 

interview data, classroom observations, and curricular materials, several key themes emerged. 

Firstly, the study found that teachers' perceptions and beliefs about the Merdeka Belajar approach played 

a crucial role in shaping its implementation. While some teachers enthusiastically embraced the principles of 

Merdeka Belajar, such as student-centered learning and personalization, others expressed concerns about the 

feasibility and suitability of the approach within the existing educational system (Kurniawati & Wulyani, 

2020). This highlights the need for comprehensive teacher training and ongoing support to ensure a successful 

integration of Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language classrooms. 

The classroom observations revealed a diverse range of instructional strategies employed by teachers 

who had adopted the Merdeka Belajar approach. These strategies included the use of project-based learning, 

collaborative group work, and the incorporation of authentic materials and digital technologies (Nugroho et 

al., 2020). Students were observed to be more engaged and actively involved in the learning process, 

demonstrating increased motivation and critical thinking skills. 

However, the analysis of curricular and instructional materials also revealed varying degrees of 

alignment between the Merdeka Belajar principles and the actual implementation in Indonesian language 

education. While some schools had successfully integrated the Merdeka Belajar framework into their 

curriculum and assessment practices, others struggled to move beyond the traditional teacher-centered 

approach (Atmojo & Nugroho, 2020). This suggests the need for a more comprehensive and coherent 

integration of Merdeka Belajar across the broader educational ecosystem. 

The research also identified several key challenges faced by teachers in implementing Merdeka Belajar 

in their Indonesian language classrooms. These included difficulties in adapting their teaching methods, 

concerns about meeting standardized learning outcomes, and a lack of access to appropriate resources and 

professional development opportunities (Kurniawati & Wulyani, 2020). Addressing these challenges will be 

crucial for the successful and sustainable implementation of Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language 

education. 

Interestingly, the study found that the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on the 

implementation of Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language learning. The shift to remote and online instruction 

forced teachers to rapidly adapt their teaching strategies, leading to increased experimentation with digital 

technologies and personalized learning approaches (Firman & Rahayu, 2020). This experience has the potential 
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to accelerate the adoption of Merdeka Belajar principles, as educators and students become more comfortable 

with the flexibility and autonomy that the approach offers. 

Furthermore, the research revealed the important role of school leadership and administrative support in 

facilitating the successful implementation of Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language learning. Schools that 

had strong administrative support, clear communication of the Merdeka Belajar vision, and collaborative 

learning communities among teachers were more likely to effectively integrate the approach into their 

educational practices (Sulistiyo et al., 2019). 

Finally, the study identified several examples of innovative and successful implementation of Merdeka 

Belajar in Indonesian language classrooms. These included the use of project-based learning to enhance 

students' language proficiency and cultural awareness, the incorporation of personalized learning pathways to 

cater to students' diverse needs and interests, and the fostering of collaborative learning communities among 

teachers to share best practices (Sari & Setiawan, 2019; Fithriani, 2018). These case studies provide valuable 

insights and inspiration for other schools seeking to implement the Merdeka Belajar approach effectively. 

The findings of this study shed light on the complex and multifaceted process of implementing the 

Merdeka Belajar (Freedom to Learn) approach in Indonesian language learning at the senior high school level. 

Several key themes emerged from the analysis, offering valuable insights for both practitioners and 

policymakers. 

One of the most significant factors influencing the implementation of Merdeka Belajar was the 

perceptions and beliefs of Indonesian language teachers. The study found that some teachers enthusiastically 

embraced the principles of student-centered learning and personalization, while others expressed concerns 

about the feasibility and suitability of the approach within the existing educational system. This highlights the 

crucial role of teacher buy-in and the need for comprehensive professional development opportunities to ensure 

a successful integration of Merdeka Belajar. 

The classroom observations revealed a diverse range of instructional strategies employed by teachers 

who had adopted the Merdeka Belajar approach. These strategies, which included project-based learning, 

collaborative group work, and the incorporation of authentic materials and digital technologies, were found to 

foster greater student engagement and the development of critical thinking skills. This aligns with the Merdeka 

Belajar emphasis on empowering students and moving away from traditional teacher-centered instruction. 

However, the analysis of curricular and instructional materials also highlighted varying degrees of 

alignment between the Merdeka Belajar principles and the actual implementation in Indonesian language 

education. While some schools had successfully integrated the Merdeka Belajar framework into their 

curriculum and assessment practices, others struggled to move beyond the traditional approach. This suggests 

the need for a more comprehensive and coherent integration of Merdeka Belajar across the broader educational 

ecosystem, including curriculum design, assessment methods, and school governance. 

The study also identified several key challenges faced by teachers in implementing Merdeka Belajar in 

their Indonesian language classrooms. These included difficulties in adapting their teaching methods, concerns 

about meeting standardized learning outcomes, and a lack of access to appropriate resources and professional 

development opportunities. Addressing these challenges will be crucial for the successful and sustainable 

implementation of Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language education. 

Interestingly, the COVID-19 pandemic was found to have a significant impact on the implementation 

of Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language learning. The shift to remote and online instruction forced teachers 

to rapidly adapt their teaching strategies, leading to increased experimentation with digital technologies and 

personalized learning approaches. This experience has the potential to accelerate the adoption of Merdeka 

Belajar principles, as educators and students become more comfortable with the flexibility and autonomy that 

the approach offers. 

The research also revealed the important role of school leadership and administrative support in 

facilitating the successful implementation of Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language learning. Schools that 

had strong administrative support, clear communication of the Merdeka Belajar vision, and collaborative 

learning communities among teachers were more likely to effectively integrate the approach into their 

educational practices. 
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Furthermore, the study identified several examples of innovative and successful implementation of 

Merdeka Belajar in Indonesian language classrooms. These included the use of project-based learning to 

enhance students' language proficiency and cultural awareness, the incorporation of personalized learning 

pathways to cater to students' diverse needs and interests, and the fostering of collaborative learning 

communities among teachers to share best practices. These case studies provide valuable insights and 

inspiration for other schools seeking to implement the Merdeka Belajar approach effectively. 

One of the key strengths of this study is its in-depth, qualitative approach, which allowed for a nuanced 

and contextual understanding of the implementation process. By collecting data from multiple sources, 

including interviews, classroom observations, and curricular materials, the researchers were able to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of the factors that influence the implementation of Merdeka Belajar in 

Indonesian language learning. 

However, it is important to note that the findings of this study are specific to the selected case studies 

and may not be directly generalizable to all senior high schools in Indonesia. Further research, perhaps using 

a larger sample size or a mixed-methods approach, could provide additional insights and help to validate the 

findings of this study. 

CONCLUSION 

The findings of this study on the implementation of Merdeka Belajar (Freedom to Learn) in Indonesian 

language learning at the senior high school level highlight both the promise and the challenges of this innovative 

approach. On one hand, the research revealed a number of successful examples where teachers had effectively 

integrated Merdeka Belajar principles, such as student-centered instruction, project-based learning, and 

personalized pathways. These approaches were found to foster greater student engagement, critical thinking, 

and language proficiency. However, the study also identified significant variations in the degree to which 

schools and teachers had aligned their practices with the Merdeka Belajar framework, suggesting the need for 

a more comprehensive and coherent integration across the broader educational ecosystem. This highlights the 

importance of providing teachers with comprehensive professional development opportunities, as well as the 

necessary resources and administrative support, to empower them to transition towards more student-centered, 

flexible, and innovative teaching practices. As the Indonesian education system continues to evolve, these 

insights can inform policymakers, school administrators, and Indonesian language teachers in their efforts to 

fully realize the potential of the Merdeka Belajar approach and deliver a transformative learning experience for 

senior high school students. 
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