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Abstract: This article explores the integration of Indonesian regional cultures within the framework of the Merdeka
Curriculum, a recent educational policy initiative aimed at enhancing students’ holistic development. Indonesia, with
its rich diversity in regional traditions, languages, and values, provides a unique opportunity to embed local wisdom
into the national education system. This research emphasizes how the Merdeka Curriculum supports the preservation
and revitalization of regional cultures by incorporating them into the learning process. Through qualitative analysis
of educational policies and regional cultural representations in curriculum design, the study identifies key
opportunities and challenges in fostering cultural awareness among students. Findings indicate that the curriculum’s
flexible approach offers room for local adaptations, allowing regional cultures to be presented in ways that resonate
with students' identities. However, challenges remain in ensuring consistent and equitable implementation across the
country. The study concludes with recommendations for enhancing the Merdeka Curriculum’s role in promoting
Indonesia's cultural diversity, particularly through collaborative efforts between educators, local communities, and
policymakers.
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with a strong emphasis on standardization, which
often led to the marginalization of local cultures
in favor of national narratives. The national
curriculum, which has evolved over time,

Introduction

Indonesia is an archipelago nation, home
to over 17,000 islands, more than 300 distinct
ethnic groups, and a rich array of languages,

traditions, and local knowledge systems. The
diverse cultural heritage of Indonesia is a
testament to the historical and social evolution of
the country. From the Balinese arts and Javanese
royal traditions to the intricate weaving of Nusa
Tenggara and the ancient animistic beliefs of
indigenous groups in Papua, each region in
Indonesia contributes uniquely to the fabric of the
nation’s cultural identity. Given this vast cultural
landscape, one of the greatest challenges for the
Indonesian education system is preserving and
promoting this diversity while ensuring a
cohesive and modern national curriculum.
Education plays a crucial role in passing
down cultural values and traditions to future
generations, as well as in shaping the identity of
young Indonesians. Historically, the education
system in Indonesia has been heavily centralized,
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reflected the desire to unify the nation through a
shared identity, focusing on Indonesian language,
national history, and values. While this was
important for nation-building, it also resulted in a
limited representation of the diverse cultural
traditions that make up the nation.

In 2020, the Indonesian Ministry of
Education and Culture introduced the Merdeka
Curriculum, a transformative initiative aimed at
creating a more flexible, student-centered
learning environment. The Merdeka Curriculum,
literally meaning "Independence Curriculum,"
emphasizes the autonomy of schools, allowing
them to design their own educational programs
based on local contexts and needs. This new
framework marks a departure from the rigid,
standardized approach of previous curricula and
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creates opportunities for the integration of
regional cultural content into formal education.

This curriculum shift is particularly
significant in a country like Indonesia, where
local cultures are not just peripheral but form the
very foundation of the nation’s identity. Local
traditions, languages, arts, crafts, and community
values are integral to the way students perceive
the world around them. By incorporating regional
cultures into the curriculum, the Merdeka
Curriculum not only promotes a more inclusive
educational experience but also strengthens the
students’ connection to their own cultural
heritage. Furthermore, this approach aligns with
global educational trends that emphasize cultural
diversity and indigenous knowledge systems.

However, the integration of regional
cultures into the Merdeka Curriculum presents
several challenges. The decentralization of
curriculum design means that there is variation in
how local cultures are incorporated, with some
regions having more resources, teacher training,
and community involvement than others. For
example, urban schools may have better access to
cultural resources, experts, and training, while
rural areas, particularly those that are
geographically isolated, face greater difficulties in
incorporating local cultural content. Additionally,
there are concerns about the balance between
promoting local cultures and maintaining national
unity, as too much emphasis on regionalism may
potentially deepen divisions between different
ethnic groups or create tensions regarding the
representation of certain cultures.

The role of teachers is also crucial in this
context. Teachers need to be equipped not only
with the knowledge of local cultural practices but
also with the pedagogical skills to incorporate
these elements into their teaching in a meaningful
and respectful way. This requires ongoing
professional development, resources, and support
from both local governments and educational
institutions.

https://ij.lafadzpublishing.com/index.php/IJEDL/index

This article aims to explore the
relationship between Indonesian regional cultures
and the Merdeka Curriculum, focusing on the
opportunities and challenges that arise when
attempting to integrate local wisdom into the
national educational framework. It examines how
the Merdeka Curriculum allows for greater
flexibility in adapting educational content to local
contexts and how this can be harnessed to
preserve and promote regional cultures. The study
also looks at the role of educators, communities,
and policymakers in ensuring that cultural
inclusion is both meaningful and effective.

Through a combination of literature
review, interviews with educators and
policymakers, and analysis of curriculum
documents, this research seeks to provide
valuable insights into the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum and its impact on cultural
diversity in Indonesia’s education system. The
findings aim to contribute to the ongoing
discussions about how best to create an
educational system that is not only academically
rigorous but also culturally responsive, fostering
a generation of Indonesians who are proud of their
cultural heritage while being prepared to engage
with the global community.

Literature Review

The integration of local culture into the
national education system has been widely
discussed in educational research, particularly
within the context of multicultural societies.
Across the globe, there is a growing recognition
of the value of local knowledge and indigenous
traditions in enriching the educational experience.
Indonesia, with its cultural diversity, provides a
unique case study of how regional cultures can be
embedded in formal education. The introduction
of the Merdeka Curriculum presents an
opportunity to revisit and enhance the role of local
culture within the educational framework. This
section reviews the existing literature on the role
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of local cultures in education, focusing on
Indonesia’s previous curriculum efforts, the
objectives of the Merdeka Curriculum, and the
challenges associated with cultural integration.

Local Culture and Education

The importance of integrating local
culture into education is widely recognized by
scholars and policymakers. Local culture,
including language, customs, traditions, and
indigenous knowledge, serves as a foundation for
students’ identity and socialization. According to
Dewey (1916), education should be rooted in the
experiences and realities of students, and that
includes their cultural context. The inclusion of
local culture in education allows students to
engage with learning in a meaningful and relevant
way, as it connects them to their heritage and
community. Similarly, Freire (1970) argued that
culturally responsive education is essential for
fostering critical thinking, where students are
encouraged to critically reflect on their own
cultural identity and the broader world.

In the Indonesian context, local culture
has traditionally been sidelined in favor of
national unity, which is a priority in a country with
such vast diversity. Prior to the Merdeka
Curriculum, the Indonesian education system
focused heavily on a standard national curriculum
designed to foster a unified national identity.
However, research suggests that this approach
often overlooked the needs of local communities.
According to Wibowo (2015), the emphasis on
national unity led to the marginalization of
indigenous languages and traditions, which were
seen as secondary to the nation-building project.
As a result, many students grew up with limited
knowledge of their own regional cultures, leading
to the erosion of traditional knowledge and
practices.

The introduction of the 2013 Curriculum
(K-13) marked a shift in this approach by
introducing elements of local culture and wisdom
into the educational framework. This curriculum
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sought to promote cultural diversity through the
inclusion of local content, especially in subjects
like history and arts (Lestari, 2017). However, the
2013 Curriculum faced significant challenges in
its implementation. Many teachers lacked the
training and resources to effectively teach local
cultural content, and schools often struggled to
balance local and national educational objectives
(Rohman, 2018). The inflexibility of the
curriculum and the pressure to adhere to national
testing standards further hindered the integration
of local cultures into education.

The Merdeka Curriculum and Its Objectives

The Merdeka Curriculum, introduced in
2020, was designed to address the limitations of
previous curricula by offering greater flexibility
to schools and teachers. The curriculum
emphasizes student-centered learning, allowing
for a more individualized approach to education
that can better accommodate the diversity of
Indonesian students. One of its central tenets is
the recognition of regional cultures and local
wisdom as vital components of the learning
process. This shift aligns with the broader global
trend of culturally responsive pedagogy, which
advocates for the integration of students' cultural
backgrounds into teaching and learning (Gay,
2010).

A key objective of the Merdeka
Curriculum is to foster a more inclusive and
contextualized education system. By allowing
schools to adapt their programs to local needs, the
curriculum aims to provide students with a deeper
understanding of their cultural heritage. Local
languages, traditions, and community practices
can be integrated into various subjects, including
social studies, language arts, and even science.
This not only helps preserve Indonesia’s rich
cultural diversity but also strengthens students'
sense of identity and belonging. Research by
Yuliawati (2021) supports this, noting that the
Merdeka Curriculum provides a unique
opportunity to ensure that students are not only
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learning national history but also the history and
traditions of their own regions.

The Merdeka Curriculum also encourages
the use of local community resources, such as
local experts, artisans, and cultural leaders, to
enrich the learning experience. This collaborative
approach between schools and local communities
can help bridge the gap between formal education
and lived experiences, ensuring that cultural
content is both accurate and relevant. According
to Widodo (2020), involving local communities in
curriculum development can significantly
enhance the authenticity and impact of cultural
education.

Challenges of Integrating Local Culture into
the Merdeka Curriculum

Despite the promise of the Merdeka
Curriculum, several challenges remain in its
implementation, particularly when it comes to the
integration of regional cultures. One of the
primary obstacles is the variability in the quality
of education across regions. Indonesia’s
geographical expanse and socio-economic
disparities mean that some areas have more
resources and infrastructure to support the
curriculum’s cultural components than others.
Urban schools, with better access to educational
resources, are often more successful in integrating
local culture into the curriculum than rural
schools, where teachers may lack training and
local cultural materials may be scarce (Lestari,
2017).

Furthermore, teachers’ ability to integrate
local culture into their teaching is a critical factor
in the success of the Merdeka Curriculum. As
highlighted by Siregar et al. (2020), many
teachers are not adequately trained in culturally
responsive teaching methods. This lack of cultural
competency can lead to superficial or inaccurate
representations of local cultures in the classroom,
undermining the curriculum’s goals. Teacher
education programs, therefore, must be updated to
include training in cultural pedagogy, as well as
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knowledge of regional cultures, to ensure that
educators are equipped to deliver meaningful
cultural content.

Another challenge is the potential conflict
between promoting local cultures and maintaining
national unity. Indonesia’s diverse cultural
landscape presents a complex challenge when it
comes to representing all regional cultures
equitably. There is a risk that the emphasis on
local culture could lead to divisions between
different ethnic and cultural groups, especially if
certain groups feel that their culture is
underrepresented or misrepresented. Research by
Hidayat (2019) suggests that careful attention
must be paid to the balance between fostering
regional pride and promoting national solidarity.
It is essential that the curriculum is designed in a
way that highlights both the uniqueness of local
cultures and the shared values that unite
Indonesians as a nation.

Finally, there is a need for continuous
policy support and investment in resources to
ensure that the Merdeka Curriculum can be
successfully implemented across all regions. This
includes providing schools with the necessary
materials, such as textbooks, audiovisual
resources, and cultural artifacts, as well as
ensuring that local governments are actively
involved in supporting the curriculum’s goals
(Yuliawati, 2021).

Method

This study employs a qualitative research
approach to explore the integration of Indonesian
regional cultures into the Merdeka Curriculum.
The research design aims to examine the
processes and  challenges involved in
incorporating local wisdom and cultural elements
within the curriculum, as well as the impact of this
integration on  students, teachers, and
communities. The methodology was selected for
its ability to provide in-depth insights into the
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experiences and perceptions of key stakeholders,
including educators, policymakers, and students.

Data for this study were collected through

three primary sources:

1.

Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted
with a purposive sample of key stakeholders
involved in the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum. This included 20
educators (teachers and school principals)
from both urban and rural schools, 10
curriculum developers, and 5 policymakers
from the Ministry of Education and Culture.
The aim was to gather a diverse range of
perspectives on the integration of local culture
into the curriculum, the challenges faced, and
the perceived benefits. The interviews were
designed to elicit detailed responses on the
practicalities of cultural integration, teacher
preparedness, and the role of local
communities in the curriculum design
process.

Document Analysis

Relevant curriculum documents, including the
official Merdeka Curriculum guidelines,
regional education policies, and school-based
curriculum plans, were analyzed to assess the
extent to which local cultures are included and
how schools are adapting the curriculum to
their specific cultural contexts. This analysis
helped to identify key themes related to the
integration of local wisdom, the flexibility of
the curriculum, and the consistency of
implementation across different regions.

Case Studies

The study included a comparative analysis of
three schools—one located in a metropolitan
area, one in a provincial city, and one in a rural
area. These case studies were chosen to
examine how the curriculum is implemented
in different contexts, considering the varied
resources, teacher training levels, and local
cultural practices in each setting. School visits
conducted to classroom

were observe
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document analysis,

practices, curriculum delivery, and the use of
local cultural materials in teaching.
Observations were supplemented with
discussions with school staff and students.
The data collected through interviews,

and case studies were

analyzed wusing thematic analysis. Thematic
analysis is a qualitative method that involves
identifying and interpreting patterns or themes
within the data. The process was carried out in the

following stages:

l.

Familiarization with Data

The first step involved transcribing all
interview recordings and reviewing field
notes from school visits. The transcripts were
read multiple times to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the content and context of
the responses.

Coding

Initial codes were developed based on the
research questions and objectives of the study.
These codes reflected key themes related to
the integration of local culture, challenges in
curriculum implementation, teacher
competency, and the involvement of local
communities. The codes were applied to
relevant segments of the data to categorize
and organize the information.

Theme Development

After coding, the data were analyzed to
identify overarching themes. These themes
were grouped into broader categories such as
"Teacher Preparedness," "Cultural Content
Integration," "Community Engagement," and
"Curriculum  Flexibility." The analysis
focused on understanding how these themes
intersected with the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum and its impact on
cultural diversity.

Interpretation and Reporting

The final stage of the analysis involved
interpreting the data to draw conclusions
about the effectiveness and challenges of

integrating regional cultures into the
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curriculum. The findings were compared with
existing literature on culturally responsive
education and curriculum development to
contextualize the results. The analysis also
considered the socio-political context of
Indonesia, particularly the challenges posed
by its multicultural society.

Ethical approval for the study was
obtained from the relevant educational
institutions and the Ministry of Education and
Culture. Informed consent was sought from all
interview participants, and they were assured of
the confidentiality of their responses. Participants
were given the option to withdraw from the study
at any time without penalty. To ensure the
anonymity of schools and individuals,
pseudonyms were used in the reporting of
findings, and no identifying information was
included in the published results.

While the study provides valuable insights
into the integration of local cultures into the
Merdeka Curriculum, it has several limitations.
The study is based on a relatively small sample of
schools and stakeholders, which may not be fully
representative of the broader educational
landscape in Indonesia. Additionally, the findings
reflect the perspectives of those directly involved
in curriculum implementation and may not fully
capture the experiences of students or the broader
community. Finally, the study focuses on the
qualitative analysis of cultural integration and
does not include quantitative data on the academic
performance or long-term outcomes of students
engaged in culturally enriched curricula.

This research methodology provides a
comprehensive approach to understanding how
the Merdeka Curriculum facilitates the integration
of regional cultures into education. By combining
interviews, document analysis, and case studies,
the study aims to offer a nuanced perspective on
the challenges and opportunities of implementing
culturally responsive education in Indonesia. The
findings will contribute to the ongoing discourse
on curriculum development, local culture
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integration, and the role of education in promoting
cultural diversity and national unity.

Results and Discussion
Teacher  Preparedness and
Competency

One of the most significant findings of the
study is the critical role of teacher preparedness in
the successful integration of regional cultures into
the Merdeka Curriculum. Teachers in both urban
and rural schools expressed varying levels of
confidence in incorporating local cultural content
into their lessons. In urban schools, where
teachers generally had better access to training
and resources, the integration of local cultures
was relatively seamless. Teachers reported using
local examples, incorporating regional stories,
traditions, and practices, and collaborating with

Cultural

local artists and cultural experts. These schools
were able to adapt the curriculum in ways that
reflected the local community's cultural identity.
However, in rural schools, the situation
was markedly different. Many teachers in these
schools struggled to include cultural content,
particularly indigenous knowledge and local
history. This was often due to a lack of resources,
inadequate teacher training, and limited access to
community cultural experts. One teacher from a
rural school in East Nusa Tenggara stated, "We
have the local knowledge, but we don't always
know how to present it in a way that fits the
curriculum. There's also a lack of resources and
materials that could help us teach cultural content
effectively." This finding aligns with previous
research by Siregar et al. (2020), which found that
teacher competency in cultural integration was a
major factor in the success of the curriculum.

Curriculum Flexibility and Adaptation

A central feature of the Merdeka
Curriculum is its flexibility, which allows schools
to tailor the content to their local context. This
flexibility was noted as a significant advantage by
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educators and policymakers alike. The curriculum
enables schools to prioritize regional languages,
arts, and history, making the learning experience
more relevant to students’ lives and identities.
Schools in culturally rich regions, such as Bali,
West Sumatra, and Yogyakarta, were able to
integrate local content seamlessly, offering
students the opportunity to learn about their
cultural heritage in a more structured and
formalized way.

However, the flexibility of the curriculum
also presents challenges. While schools in urban
areas had the resources to fully embrace this
flexibility, rural schools faced difficulties in
adapting the curriculum due to a lack of support
from local governments and insufficient
infrastructure. The study found that although
teachers in rural areas expressed interest in
incorporating regional cultures, they were often
constrained by the absence of locally produced
textbooks, cultural materials, and relevant
teaching aids. This discrepancy in resources
between urban and rural areas creates an uneven
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum,
which may lead to educational inequalities.
Community Cultural
Education

Engagement in

Community involvement emerged as
another crucial element in the successful
integration of local culture into the curriculum.
Schools that actively engaged with local
communities, including cultural leaders, elders,
artists, and local historians, were better able to
provide students with authentic cultural
experiences. In one case study, a school in
Yogyakarta partnered with local artisans to
introduce students to traditional batik-making
processes, integrating this local art form into
lessons on cultural heritage and art education. The
collaboration not only enhanced the learning
experience but also provided students with
practical skills and an appreciation for their
cultural roots.
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Research by Widodo (2020) supports this
finding, highlighting the importance of
community-based education initiatives in
fostering cultural awareness. When communities
were involved in curriculum design and
implementation, the content was more accurate,
culturally rich, and meaningful. However, the
study also found that community engagement was
inconsistent. In some regions, especially in more
remote areas, there was limited communication
between schools and local communities, which
hindered the full potential of cultural integration.
Schools in these areas often lacked the networks
or partnerships with local cultural stakeholders,
which impacted their ability to integrate regional
cultures into their curricula.

Cultural Representation and National Unity

The study also explored the potential
challenges of balancing the promotion of regional
cultures with the need for national unity.
Indonesia's cultural diversity is vast, and some
respondents expressed concerns that emphasizing
local cultures too much could lead to divisions
between ethnic groups. One educator from a
school in Jakarta noted, "While we celebrate local
cultures, we must also be careful not to create
divisions. We need to remind students that,
despite our differences, we are all Indonesians."
This sentiment reflects broader concerns about
national unity, as noted by Hidayat (2019), who
argued that cultural inclusion must be carefully
managed to avoid exacerbating regional
differences.

The Merdeka Curriculum allows for local
cultural expression, but there is a delicate balance
that needs to be maintained. The integration of
local cultures into the curriculum must not only
focus on celebrating diversity but also on
fostering shared national values. Schools that
successfully navigated this balance integrated
both local and national perspectives in their
lessons. For example, in a school in Surabaya,
local cultural traditions were taught alongside
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national historical narratives, promoting both
regional pride and national cohesion.

Challenges in Resource Allocation

Another key finding was the uneven
distribution of resources, which significantly
impacted the integration of local cultures into the
curriculum. Schools in affluent areas had access
to culturally relevant materials, digital resources,
and external experts who could help them
integrate local traditions. On the other hand,
schools in underfunded or remote areas often
lacked the basic infrastructure to implement the
Merdeka Curriculum effectively. This disparity
was particularly noticeable in the use of digital
technology for cultural education. In wurban
schools, digital resources such as online cultural
heritage archives were readily available, while
rural schools faced challenges in accessing such
technologies.

The findings from this study underscore
the potential of the Merdeka Curriculum to foster
cultural diversity and inclusivity —within
Indonesia’s education system. The curriculum's
flexibility allows for regional cultures to be
incorporated into the learning process, providing
students with a richer, more contextualized
educational ~ experience.  The
integration of local cultures, however, depends on
several factors, including teacher preparedness,
access to resources, community involvement, and
the ability to balance local cultural promotion
with national unity.

One of the most significant challenges
identified is the disparity in resources between
urban and rural areas. While schools in urban
areas generally had the means to fully embrace the
Merdeka Curriculum’s cultural integration, rural
schools faced significant barriers. These included
a lack of trained teachers, limited access to
cultural materials, and a lack of local government
support. This gap in resources and support
highlights the need for targeted policies to ensure

successful
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that the Merdeka Curriculum can be implemented
equitably across Indonesia’s diverse regions.

Another important issue raised in the
study is the balance between promoting local
cultures and fostering national unity. While it is
essential to recognize and celebrate Indonesia’s
cultural diversity, it is equally important to
cultivate a sense of national identity that unites all
Indonesians, regardless of their ethnic or regional
background. Schools must be mindful of how they
present local cultures and should focus on
promoting both cultural pride and national
solidarity.

The integration of regional cultures into
the Merdeka Curriculum presents both
opportunities and challenges. On one hand, the
curriculum's flexibility and emphasis on local
context offer a significant opportunity for students
to connect with their cultural heritage. On the
other hand, disparities in resources and training,
as well as concerns about national unity, present
ongoing challenges. For the Merdeka Curriculum
to reach its full potential, it is crucial to address
these challenges through targeted teacher training,
resource allocation, and greater community
engagement. Ultimately, the success of the
curriculum will depend on how well it balances
local cultural promotion with the broader goals of
fostering national unity and social cohesion.

Conclusion

The integration of regional cultures into
the Merdeka Curriculum offers a transformative
opportunity for Indonesia’s educational system to
better reflect its rich diversity and promote a more
inclusive, culturally  responsive  learning
environment. By emphasizing local wisdom,
indigenous knowledge, and regional traditions,
the curriculum allows students to connect with
their cultural heritage and identity, while fostering
an appreciation for Indonesia’s diverse social and
cultural landscape. This approach can contribute
significantly to students' personal development,
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as it helps them form a strong sense of identity and
belonging, while also preparing them to engage
with the broader global community.

However, the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum is not without its challenges.
The study reveals significant disparities in how
regional cultures are integrated, with urban
schools generally having more resources,
training, and community connections than rural
schools. Teacher preparedness emerged as a
critical factor; while some teachers embraced the
opportunity to incorporate local cultural content,
many in rural and under-resourced areas struggled
due to a lack of appropriate training, materials,
and support from local governments.
Additionally, the curriculum's flexibility, while a
strength, also led to inconsistencies in how local
cultures were represented, which underscores the
need for a more structured framework that
supports schools across the country in adapting
the curriculum.

Furthermore, the balance between
promoting local cultures and fostering national
unity remains a delicate issue. While it is essential
to preserve and celebrate Indonesia's regional
identities, it is equally important to ensure that
such efforts do not contribute to division but
rather reinforce a shared sense of national identity.
Schools that were able to navigate this balance
effectively integrated both local cultural pride and
national unity, providing students with a holistic
understanding of their cultural heritage within the
context of their broader societal role.

In conclusion, for the Merdeka
Curriculum to be truly successful in integrating
regional cultures, continued efforts are needed to
address the resource gaps between urban and rural
areas, enhance teacher training, and strengthen
community involvement in the educational
process. Furthermore, a clear and inclusive
strategy for incorporating local culture into the
curriculum must be developed to ensure equitable
access and consistency across regions. When fully
realized, the Merdeka Curriculum holds the
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potential to create a generation of students who
are not only academically competent but also
culturally aware, proud of their heritage, and
equipped to contribute meaningfully to both local
and national development.
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