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INTRODUCTION

Education serves as the cornerstone of

Abstract: This study investigates the role of principal leadership in
implementing the Merdeka Curriculum at Madrasah Aliyah Mu'allimin NW
Pancor. The Merdeka Curriculum represents a paradigm shift in Indonesian
education, emphasizing learner autonomy and local content relevance. The
research aims to explore how principal leadership influences the successful
implementation of this curriculum. A qualitative approach was employed,
utilizing a case study design. Data were collected through interviews with the
principal, teachers, and key stakeholders involved in curriculum implementation.
Additionally, document analysis of school policies and curriculum documents
was conducted to provide contextual understanding. The data were analyzed
thematically, focusing on identifying patterns and themes related to principal
leadership behaviors, challenges encountered, and strategies employed to
overcome them. Findings indicate that effective principal leadership,
characterized by vision setting, support provision, and stakeholder collaboration,
significantly facilitates curriculum implementation success. In conclusion, the
study underscores the pivotal role of principal leadership in driving educational
reforms such as the Merdeka Curriculum. The implications suggest the need for
continuous professional development for principals and educators to enhance
leadership capacity and ensure sustainable curriculum implementation.

Keywords: Case Study, Curriculum Implementation, Merdeka Curriculum,
Principal Leadership, Qualitative Research.

sustainability of this initiative at the institutional

level (Nasri, 2020).

national progress, reflecting a commitment to
cultivating competent and character-driven
future generations. In Indonesia, Islamic
education forms an integral part of the national
education system, manifested through various
institutions such as Madrasah Aliyah (MA).
Madrasah Aliyah Mu'allimin NW Pancor is one
such Islamic  educational institution in
Indonesia, playing a crucial role in shaping
skilled and competitive Muslim generations
(Rahayu et al., 2022). Amidst the evolving times
and global challenges, educational curricula
continue to undergo transformation to meet
changing societal needs (Nasri, 2023b). One
significant initiative in this context is the
Merdeka Curriculum, introduced to enhance
student autonomy and the relevance of the
curriculum to real-life situations (Nasri, 2019).
Implementing the Merdeka Curriculum demands
active participation from school principals as the
key leaders ensuring the success and
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The role of school principals in this
context cannot be underestimated
(Rahmadayanti & Hartoyo, 2022). Principals are
not merely administrators but leaders with a
vision to guide the entire school community
towards achieving desired educational goals
(Nasri, 2023c). Principal leadership plays a
pivotal role in creating a conducive learning
environment, inspiring teaching staff, and
mobilizing school resources to support effective
curriculum implementation (Suparman & Nasri,
2024). In the context of Madrasah Aliyah
Mu'allimin NW Pancor, the implementation of
the Merdeka Curriculum becomes a primary
focus to enhance educational quality and the
curriculum’'s relevance to the needs of students
and the local community (Jinan et al., 2024).
However, adopting a new curriculum paradigm
shift from traditional curricula to the Merdeka
Curriculum requires comprehensive adaptation
from all stakeholders, including school
principals, teaching staff, and other internal and
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external & Indinabila,
2024).

This study aims to delve into the role of
leadership of the principal at Madrasah Aliyah
Mu'allimin NW Pancor in implementing the
Merdeka Curriculum (Atsani & Nasri, 2021). By
understanding the roles and strategies employed
by school principals, this research is expected to
provide deeper insights into the factors that
support or hinder the successful implementation
of this curriculum (Nasri, Walad, et al., 2023).
This is crucial to strengthen effective
educational leadership practices and ensure that
the new curriculum can be effectively integrated
into day-to-day learning activities at Madrasah
Aliyah Mu'allimin NW Pancor (Atsani, Nasri,
Walad, Yakin, et al., 2023). Previous studies
have highlighted that strong and effective
leadership is a key factor in the successful
implementation of curricula in  various
educational contexts (Astani et al., 2024). In the
Indonesian context, research on the role of
school principal leadership in the context of the
Merdeka Curriculum is still limited (Thohri,
2024b). Therefore, this study will fill the
literature gap with a specific focus on Madrasah
Aliyah Mu'allimin NW Pancor as a case study
representing the implementation of this
curriculum at the madrasah level (Nasri &
Tabibuddin, 2023).

By deepening understanding of how
school principals lead the implementation
process of the Merdeka Curriculum, this
research is also expected to provide concrete
recommendations to improve leadership
practices, address challenges faced, and enhance
educational outcomes at Madrasah Aliyah
Mu'allimin NW Pancor and similar educational
institutions in the future. Overall, this study
underscores the importance of educational
leaders in facing curriculum innovation
challenges and explores effective strategies to
facilitate sustainable change in the context of
Islamic education in Indonesia (Nasri, Walad, et
al., 2023). It is hoped that the findings from this
research will not only benefit academics in the
field of education but also education
practitioners, school principals, and
policymakers in improving the quality and
relevance of education at Madrasah Aliyah
Mu'allimin NW Pancor and beyond (Ulyan
Nasri & Abdul Malik Salim Rahmatullah,
2023).

stakeholders (Nasri
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METHODS

This research employed a qualitative
approach with a case study design to investigate
the role of principal leadership in implementing
the Merdeka Curriculum at Madrasah Aliyah
Mu'allimin - NW  Pancor (Nasri, 2023a).
Quialitative methods were chosen to allow for an
in-depth  exploration of the experiences,
perspectives (Mason & Hargreaves, 2001), and
practices related to curriculum implementation
within the specific context of the madrasah
(Cissé & Rasmussen, 2022).

Participants and Sampling

The participants included in this study
consisted of the principal, teachers, and key
stakeholders involved in the implementation of
the Merdeka Curriculum at Madrasah Aliyah
Mu'allimin NW Pancor (Nasri et al., 2024).
Purposive sampling was utilized to ensure that
participants were selected based on their direct
involvement and expertise in curriculum
implementation processes. This approach aimed
to capture diverse perspectives and insights
crucial to understanding the role of principal
leadership (De Sordi, 2024).

Data Collection

1. Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with the principal and selected
teachers (Gupta, 2023). The interview
questions were designed to explore their
perceptions of the Merdeka Curriculum, the
role of the principal in its implementation,
challenges faced, strategies employed, and
perceived outcomes. Interviews were audio-
recorded with participants' consent and
transcribed verbatim for analysis (Li &
Zhang, 2022a).

Document Analysis: Document analysis was
employed to complement the interview data.
School documents such as the Merdeka
Curriculum  framework, school policies
related to curriculum implementation,
meeting minutes, and any relevant reports
were reviewed (Islam, 2024). This allowed
for a deeper understanding of the contextual
factors influencing curriculum
implementation and the role of the principal
(Radtke, 2023).
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Data Analysis

The data analysis process followed a thematic
analysis approach:

1. Data Coding: Transcripts from interviews
and documents were coded line-by-line to
identify key concepts, themes, and patterns
related to principal leadership in curriculum
implementation (Douglas, 2022a). Initial
codes were generated deductively based on
the interview questions and literature review,
as well as inductively from the data itself
(Mahsin, 2022).

Theme Development: Codes were organized
into broader themes and sub-themes that
captured the main ideas and issues arising
from the data (B. Miles et al., 2014). Themes
related to the principal's leadership style,
strategies for supporting teachers, challenges
faced, and impacts on  curriculum
implementation were developed through
iterative review and discussion among
researchers (Li & Zhang, 2022b).
Triangulation: Multiple researchers were
involved in data coding and theme
development to enhance rigor and ensure the
reliability of findings. Discrepancies and
disagreements  were resolved through
consensus and discussion among the research
team (Douglas, 2022b).

Ethical Considerations

Ethical guidelines were strictly adhered to
throughout the research process. Informed
consent was obtained from all participants prior
to conducting interviews, and they were assured
of confidentiality and anonymity (Mali, 2015).
Participants were informed of their right to
withdraw from the study at any time without
consequences. All data collected were securely
stored and used solely for research purposes
(Ayesta et al., 2022).

Limitations

Potential limitations of this study include
the reliance on a single case study, which may
limit generalizability to other madrasahs or
educational contexts (Rozenbaum et al., 2023).
Additionally, the subjective interpretation of
qualitative data introduces the possibility of
researcher bias, which was mitigated through
reflexivity and transparency in data analysis and
reporting (Moorhead et al., 2013). The methods
employed in this study aimed to provide a
comprehensive understanding of how principal
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leadership influences the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum at Madrasah Aliyah
Mu'allimin NW Pancor. By using qualitative
methods such as interviews and document
analysis, the research sought to uncover nuanced
insights into the strategies, challenges, and
impacts associated with principal leadership in
curriculum reform (Kabir et al., 2022). The
findings contribute to the broader discourse on
educational  leadership  and  curriculum
innovation in Islamic education contexts, with
implications for practice, policy, and future
research.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Results

The results of this study provide a
detailed analysis of the role of principal
leadership in the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum at Madrasah Aliyah Mu'allimin NW
Pancor. Through qualitative data analysis,
several key themes emerged that highlight the
experiences, perspectives, and practices related
to curriculum implementation under the
leadership of the principal.

1. Principal Leadership Style and Vision

One of the prominent themes identified
was the principal's leadership style and vision.
Participants consistently described the principal
as having a transformational leadership style,
characterized by a clear vision for educational
reform and a strong commitment to
implementing the Merdeka Curriculum (Storey
et al., 2016). The principal was perceived as
proactive in fostering a supportive and
collaborative environment among teachers,
students, and parents to achieve curriculum
goals.

2. Strategies for Curriculum Implementation
Participants highlighted various strategies
employed by the principal to facilitate effective
curriculum implementation. These included:
2.1.Professional Development: The principal
prioritized  professional ~ development
opportunities for teachers to familiarize
them with the principles and methodologies
of the Merdeka Curriculum. Workshops,
seminars, and peer learning sessions were
organized to enhance teachers'
competencies in student-centered learning
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approaches and
(Thohri, 2024a).

2.2.Resource Allocation: Effective resource
management ~ was  another  strategy
emphasized by the principal. This involved
allocating sufficient time, funding, and
materials to support curriculum activities
and innovations. The principal advocated
for the acquisition of modern educational
resources and technologies to enhance
teaching and learning  experiences
(Hadisaputra et al., 2024).

2.3.Stakeholder Engagement: The principal
actively engaged with various stakeholders,
including parents, community leaders, and
educational authorities, to garner support
and address challenges in curriculum
implementation. Regular communication
channels were established to ensure
transparency and alignment of goals among
all stakeholders (Wilhelm et al., 2021).

curriculum  adaptation

3. Challenges Faced
Despite the proactive leadership and
strategies employed, participants also identified
several challenges encountered during the
implementation process:
3.1.Resistance to Change: Some teachers
initially expressed resistance to shifting
from traditional teaching methods to the
student-centered approach advocated by the
Merdeka Curriculum. Resistance stemmed

from concerns about workload,
unfamiliarity  with new  teaching
methodologies, and perceived risks to

academic standards.

3.2.Resource Constraints: Limited financial
resources and inadequate infrastructure
posed significant challenges to
implementing certain aspects of the
Merdeka Curriculum effectively.
Participants noted the need for additional
funding to upgrade facilities, procure
educational materials, and sustain
curriculum innovations over time.

3.3. External Pressures: External pressures, such
as standardized testing requirements and
bureaucratic procedures, were cited as
barriers to fully realizing the potential of
the Merdeka Curriculum. These pressures
sometimes conflicted with the principles of
autonomy and flexibility embedded within
the curriculum framework (Sasaki et al.,
2024).
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4. Impact of Curriculum Implementation
Despite challenges, participants reported
several positive impacts resulting from the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum
under the leadership of the principal:
4.1.Enhanced Student Engagement: The
curriculum's emphasis on student autonomy
and real-world relevance contributed to
increased  student  engagement  and
motivation in learning activities. Students
were observed to be more proactive in
exploring topics of interest and applying
their knowledge in practical contexts.
4.2.lmproved Teacher Collaboration: Teachers
reported improved collaboration and
professional satisfaction as a result of
collaborative planning and peer learning
opportunities facilitated by the principal.
Shared responsibilities and mutual support
among teachers fostered a cohesive
instructional ~ approach  aligned  with
curriculum goals.
4.3.Community Support and Recognition: The
successful implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum enhanced the madrasah's
reputation within the community and
garnered recognition from educational
authorities for innovative practices in
Islamic education. Increased parental
involvement and positive feedback from
stakeholders further reinforced the impact
of principal leadership on educational
outcomes (Chen, 2014).

In conclusion, the results of this study

underscore the critical role of principal
leadership in driving successful curriculum
reform initiatives, such as the Merdeka

Curriculum, in Islamic educational contexts. By
fostering a transformative vision, implementing
strategic initiatives, and navigating challenges
effectively, principals can significantly influence
the implementation process and outcomes. The
findings highlight the importance of supportive

leadership, professional development,
stakeholder ~ engagement, and  resource
management  in  achieving  sustainable

educational improvements. These insights have
implications for educational policy, leadership
development programs, and future research
aimed at enhancing curriculum quality and
relevance in madrasahs and similar educational
institutions.
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Discussion

The results of this study can be clarified
and discussed using several relevant theories in
the fields of educational leadership and
curriculum implementation. Here are some
theories that can support the discussion:

1. Transformational Leadership Theory

Transformational ~ leadership  theory
highlights the importance of a clear vision,
inspiration, and strong influence from a leader in
creating  significant changes within an
organization or institution (Atsani, Nasri,
Walad, & Nurdiah, 2023). The findings of the
study indicate that the principals at Madrasah
Aliyah Mu'allimin  NW Pancor employ a
transformational leadership style with a strong
vision regarding educational reform and the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum.
They inspire teaching staff and engage various
stakeholders to support curriculum goals, which
aligns with concepts in this theory (Nasri,
2017a).
2. Implementation Science

Implementation science theory
emphasizes the importance of structured and
systematic ~ strategies  in implementing
innovations or changes in  educational
environments. The results of the study show that
principals at Madrasah Aliyah Mu'allimin NW
Pancor use careful strategies in implementing
the Merdeka Curriculum, including professional
development, effective resource allocation, and
stakeholder engagement (Walad et al., 2024).
This theory highlights that the success of
curriculum implementation depends not only on
innovative ideas but also on how these ideas are
adopted and effectively implemented
(Damschroder et al., 2009).

3. Diffusion of Innovations Theory

Diffusion of innovations theory describes
the process of how new innovations or ideas
spread and are adopted in society or
organizations (Abdul Ghani et al., 2023). The
results of the study indicate that resistance to
change and challenges related to resources are
common in implementing the Merdeka
Curriculum (Rasoul et al., 2019). This theory
suggests that effective leadership, as observed in
this study, can reduce resistance by
strengthening trust, improving communication,
and providing necessary support to teachers and
other stakeholders (Nasri, 2017b).
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4. Educational Leadership

Educational leadership theory emphasizes
that principals play a central role in decision-
making, providing strategic direction, and
creating a school culture that supports
innovation and educational quality improvement
(Nasri, Khairi, et al., 2023). The findings of this
study illustrate that strong leadership from
principals at Madrasah Aliyah Mu'allimin NW
Pancor significantly contributes to achieving
strategic goals related to the implementation of
the Merdeka Curriculum, including increased
student engagement and better collaboration
among teaching staff (Leithwood & Riehl,
2005).

Final Considerations. By using these
theoretical frameworks, it can be concluded that
the results of this study support existing theories
in the field of educational leadership and
curriculum implementation. Transformational
leadership, careful implementation strategies,
diffusion of innovations theory, and educational
leadership theory are all relevant in explaining
how school principals can influence the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum at
Madrasah Aliyah Mu'allimin NW Pancor. The
implications of these findings can be used to
improve educational leadership practices, design
more effective educational policies, and enrich
literature  on  curriculum  implementation
strategies in the context of Islamic education in
Indonesia.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study underscore the
pivotal role of principal leadership in driving the
successful implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum at Madrasah Aliyah Mu'allimin NW
Pancor. Through a qualitative investigation into
the  experiences and  perspectives  of
stakeholders, several key insights have emerged:
Firstly, transformational leadership exhibited by
the principal plays a crucial role in setting a
clear vision and inspiring stakeholders towards
educational reform. Principals who adopt this
leadership style effectively motivate teachers
and engage stakeholders, fostering a supportive
environment  conducive  to  curriculum
innovation. Secondly, strategic implementation
practices such as professional development
initiatives, resource allocation, and stakeholder
engagement were instrumental in overcoming
challenges and enhancing the effectiveness of
curriculum implementation. These strategies not
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only equipped teachers with the necessary skills
but also mobilized resources effectively to
support the educational goals of the Merdeka
Curriculum. Thirdly, while challenges such as
resistance to change and resource constraints
were encountered, effective leadership mitigated
these obstacles through proactive
communication, collaboration, and adaptive
strategies. This highlights the importance of
leadership resilience and strategic foresight in
navigating complexities inherent in educational
reforms. Lastly, the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum has vyielded positive
impacts, including increased student
engagement, improved teacher collaboration,
and enhanced community support. These
outcomes validate the significance of principal
leadership in fostering a dynamic learning
environment that aligns with contemporary
educational needs.

Recommendations

Based on the findings, several
recommendations are proposed to further
strengthen curriculum implementation and
educational leadership at Madrasah Aliyah
Mu'allimin NW Pancor:
1. Continued  Professional Development:
Maintain and expand professional
development opportunities for teachers to
deepen their understanding of student-
centered pedagogies and integrate these
practices effectively into daily teaching.
Enhanced Resource Allocation: Advocate for
sustained funding and resource allocation to
ensure adequate support for curriculum
innovations, including modern educational
technologies, learning  materials, and
infrastructure upgrades.
. Strengthened  Stakeholder
Foster ~ ongoing  communication  and
collaboration among teachers, students,
parents, and community leaders to sustain
support for the Merdeka Curriculum and
address emerging challenges collectively.
Leadership Development Programs:
Implement leadership development programs
for principals and aspiring leaders to enhance
their ~ capabilities  in  transformative
leadership, strategic planning, and change
management.
Monitoring and Evaluation: Establish robust
monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to
assess the impact of the Merdeka Curriculum

Engagement:
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on student learning outcomes, teacher
effectiveness, and overall school
performance. Use data-driven insights to
continuously refine curriculum
implementation strategies.
Policy Advocacy: Advocate for policy
reforms that support flexibility and autonomy
in curriculum design and implementation,
while also addressing regulatory barriers that
may hinder innovative educational practices.
In  conclusion, the success of
implementing the Merdeka Curriculum at
Madrasah Aliyah Mu'allimin NW Pancor is a
testament to the proactive leadership, strategic
planning, and collaborative efforts of
educational stakeholders. By continuing to
prioritize leadership development and strategic
resource allocation, the madrasah can sustain its
momentum towards educational excellence and
relevance in preparing students for the
challenges of the future.
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