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ABSTRACT
The transformation of education through the Merdeka Belajar policy requires the active engagement of teachers in designing contextual, humanistic, and student-centered learning experiences. One of the key strategic initiatives of this policy is the Driving Teacher Program, which aims to develop teachers as learning leaders and agents of change within their schools. This study investigates the strategies employed by Driving Teachers in implementing the Merdeka Curriculum at the basic education level and explores the challenges they face and their contributions to improving the quality of learning. Utilizing a qualitative approach with a descriptive phenomenological design, data were gathered through in-depth interviews, participatory observation, and document analysis, and analyzed using the Miles and Huberman. The results indicate that Driving Teachers apply innovative strategies such as project-based learning and differentiated instruction, while creating inclusive learning environments that foster students' holistic development. They also play a vital role in building professional learning communities, leading peer training, and strengthening school–community engagement. These findings affirm the strategic role of Driving Teachers in translating national education policy into meaningful classroom practices. The study recommends sustained institutional support to further empower Driving Teachers in shaping an adaptive, inclusive, and sustainable education system.
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INTRODUCTION
In recent years, the Indonesian education system has undergone a significant transformation through the Merdeka Belajar policy. Central to this reform is the Merdeka Curriculum, which emphasizes the development of students' character and 21st-century competencies, including literacy, numeracy, critical thinking, and digital literacy (Sumantri, 2019). This progressive vision resonates with the pedagogical philosophy of Bell Hooks, who advocates for learning spaces that are joyful, empowering, and centered on both student and teacher well-being (Dinata, 2020). However, such a paradigm shift cannot be effectively realized without structured support, systematic professional development, and exemplary leadership at the school level. To address this, the Ministry of Education introduced the Driving Teacher Program—an initiative aimed at cultivating teachers as learning leaders and agents of educational transformation (Salenussa et al., 2024). Driving Teachers are expected to go beyond the traditional role of instruction to serve as facilitators of learning, peer mentors, and change agents within their schools. Despite its strategic importance, the program’s uptake remains limited. As of 2022, only 18,079 out of 3.32 million teachers nationwide had joined the program (Qulsum & Hermanto, 2022; Tahir & Cahayanti, 2023). Furthermore, its implementation faces numerous challenges, including resistance to change, limited support from school principals, and inadequate facilities and infrastructure (Junawati et al., 2025).
At the primary education level, the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum has not yet reached its full potential. Many elementary school teachers continue to rely on conventional, teacher-centered approaches and struggle to design learning experiences that truly reflect student-centered and differentiated principles (Romadhon et al, 2023; Aniza dkk., 2024). In such contexts, Driving Teachers play a pivotal role in catalyzing meaningful and innovative learning transformations aligned with the spirit of the Merdeka Belajar movement. The urgency of this study lies in the need to understand how Driving Teachers implement the Merdeka Curriculum in basic education settings. It aims to explore the strategies they employ in designing, delivering, and evaluating learning processes, while also identifying the barriers they face and the solutions they develop. The insights generated from this study are expected to inform policy formulation and the design of more effective teacher development programs.
Specifically, the study seeks to: (1) map the instructional strategies employed by Driving Teachers within the Merdeka Curriculum framework; (2) identify key implementation challenges and proposed solutions; and (3) provide practical recommendations for schools and education policymakers. Based on this background, the study focuses on examining how Driving Teachers contribute to improving the quality of learning and fostering educational transformation through adaptive, innovative, and contextually responsive practices in primary schools.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Merdeka Curriculum
The Merdeka Curriculum represents a paradigm shift in Indonesian education by promoting flexible, student-centered learning that prioritizes the development of 21st-century competencies such as literacy, numeracy, critical thinking, and character education (Prasakti et al, 2024). Unlike previous curricula that emphasized standardized instruction, the Merdeka Curriculum provides greater autonomy for teachers to design contextualized learning experiences tailored to students’ individual needs, local wisdom, and school environment. This flexibility aligns with global educational reform trends that advocate personalized learning and inclusive practices. Additionally, the curriculum encourages interdisciplinary learning, assessment for learning, and the integration of project-based and experiential pedagogies—thereby positioning learners as active agents in constructing knowledge.

Driving Teachers
The concept of the Driving Teacher is grounded in the theory of educational change, which places teachers as central figures in school transformation. According to Fullan (2007), successful educational reform hinges on the capacity of teachers to act not merely as transmitters of knowledge, but as facilitators, leaders, and innovators of meaningful change. The Driving Teacher Program launched by the Indonesian Ministry of Education is a strategic response to this imperative. It aims to empower selected educators to become learning leaders who are capable of mentoring peers, initiating collaborative practices, and fostering a school culture that supports student-centered learning (Salenussa et al., 2024). These teachers are also expected to bridge the gap between national education policy and classroom-level practice, playing a pivotal role in aligning implementation with the vision of the Merdeka Curriculum.


Innovative Learning Strategies
Learning strategies are critical components in translating curricular goals into effective classroom practices (Pahmi et al., 2024). Innovative learning strategies encompass a wide range of instructional decisions, including the choice of pedagogical models, teaching methods, learning media, and assessment techniques. The literature emphasizes that strategies such as differentiated instruction, project-based learning, and the use of digital technologies can significantly enhance student engagement, autonomy, and achievement (Cipta, 2025). Within the framework of the Merdeka Curriculum, such strategies are not only encouraged but expected, as they reflect a commitment to responsive, inclusive, and meaningful education. Teachers are required to exercise creativity, critical reflection, and continuous professional development to implement these strategies effectively. Moreover, the integration of socio-emotional learning and local context ensures that the curriculum remains relevant to the diverse needs of Indonesian learners.

MATERIALS & METHODS
This study employed a qualitative approach with a descriptive phenomenological method, aimed at gaining an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences of Driving Teachers in implementing the Merdeka Curriculum at the elementary education level. The phenomenological design was selected as it enables the researcher to explore the subjective, reflective, and contextual meanings constructed by individuals who are directly engaged in the phenomenon under investigation (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This approach is particularly well-suited for capturing the nuanced insights, internal perceptions, and personal interpretations of teachers as agents of educational change.
The participants in this study were Driving Teachers who are actively teaching in elementary schools and have officially completed the Driving Teacher Program initiated by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology of Indonesia. A purposive sampling technique was used to select informants based on their direct involvement and relevance to the research objectives. The study was conducted in a number of public and private elementary schools that have formally adopted the Merdeka Curriculum and have at least one active Driving Teacher as part of their teaching staff. Data collection was carried out using three primary techniques to ensure methodological triangulation and richness of data. First, semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted to explore participants’ experiences, teaching strategies, and challenges encountered during the curriculum implementation process. Second, participatory observation was employed to gain firsthand insights into teacher–student interactions and pedagogical practices in the classroom context. Third, document analysis was conducted on various instructional and administrative materials, including lesson plans (RPP or ATP), teaching modules, teachers' reflective journals, and school-level documentation related to the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum.
The data collected were analyzed using the interactive model developed by MilesMiles & Huberman (1994), which consists of three interrelated stages: (1) data reduction, where raw data were selected, condensed, and organized to highlight significant elements; (2) data display, where the information was presented in the form of thematic narratives, tables, or matrices to facilitate interpretation; and (3) conclusion drawing and verification, which was conducted iteratively throughout the analysis process to identify emerging patterns, construct meanings, and generate key findings grounded in the empirical data. This method allowed for a rigorous, reflective, and systematic analysis of the qualitative data, ensuring the credibility and depth of the research outcomes.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
The findings of this study underscore the pivotal role of Driving Teachers in enhancing the quality of learning at the elementary education level. Their influence extends beyond pedagogical innovation to catalyzing systemic transformation within their respective schools. Armed with a comprehensive understanding of the philosophy and core principles of the Merdeka Curriculum, Driving Teachers have demonstrated an ability to implement contextually relevant, learner-centered, and innovative instructional strategies. Notable among these strategies are Project-Based Learning (PjBL), differentiated instruction, and the creative integration of digital technology and local wisdom as teaching tools.
These approaches have been shown to foster greater student engagement, while also supporting holistic development across cognitive, affective, and psychomotor domains. The learning environments cultivated by Driving Teachers are marked by inclusivity, adaptability, and responsiveness to students’ individual needs—thereby accelerating the realization of the Pancasila Student Profile, which serves as the guiding framework for Indonesia’s national education system. Importantly, Driving Teachers function not merely as implementers of top-down policies but as facilitators, inspirational figures, and agents of educational renewal. They actively engage in critical reflection and continuous evaluation of their teaching practices to ensure ongoing improvement.\
Beyond their classroom roles, they emerge as change agents in shaping school culture, initiating the formation of collaborative learning communities, organizing in-house training tailored to teacher needs, and actively utilizing the Merdeka Mengajar Platform as a means to share best practices, engage in pedagogical dialogue, and strengthen their professional competencies. These collaborative practices embody the principles of distributed leadership, in which Driving Teachers serve as instructional leaders committed to building the collective capacity of the school community. Their contributions are not confined to instructional duties alone—they are also actively involved in non-instructional initiatives, such as home visits, parental engagement in the learning process, and the facilitation of school-based literacy and character education programs.

Emergent Themes from Phenomenological Data
In line with the phenomenological nature of this study, several emergent themes surfaced from the lived experiences of Driving Teachers:
1) Transformational Leadership in Practice
Driving Teachers perceive themselves not only as classroom instructors but as leaders who inspire peers and students, bridging the gap between policy and practice.
2) Collaborative Culture and Professional Growth
Teachers emphasized the value of peer collaboration, knowledge sharing, and community building through initiatives such as peer coaching, in-house training, and engagement on the PMM platform.
3) Contextualized and Student-Centered Learning
Experiences highlight the integration of local wisdom, digital tools, and PjBL to tailor learning to students’ diverse backgrounds, thereby fostering inclusivity and deeper engagement.
4) Parental and Community Engagement
Many Driving Teachers underscored the importance of extending education beyond the classroom—through parental involvement, home visits, and partnerships with the community—reflecting a holistic vision of learning.
5) Reflective and Adaptive Professional Identity
A recurrent theme was the emphasis on reflection and adaptability, as teachers continuously adjusted strategies to respond to student needs and evolving educational challenges.

These themes provide a nuanced understanding of the Driving Teachers’ lived experiences, illustrating how their roles transcend instructional innovation and encompass broader cultural, social, and systemic dimensions of education.
Synthesis and Implications
Taken together, these findings reveal that the presence of Driving Teachers is instrumental in shifting the learning paradigm from content-heavy, assessment-driven models toward competency-based, reflective, and meaningful learning. The implementation of contextual formative assessment and the intentional reinforcement of character values are clear indicators of this transformation. Furthermore, Driving Teachers excel at translating national education policies into tangible classroom practices that have a direct and positive impact on student learning outcomes.
Through their adaptive, reflective, and visionary approach, Driving Teachers embody the profile of the future-ready educator—capable of meeting the challenges of 21st-century education. They not only drive transformation within classrooms but also assume leadership roles in constructing a relevant, sustainable, and transformative learning system, aligned with contemporary demands and the evolving needs of learners.

CONCLUSION
Based on the research findings, it can be concluded that Driving Teachers play a strategic role in the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum at the primary education level. They function not merely as policy executors but also as agents of change who actively promote transformative learning practices within schools. Through the application of innovative teaching strategies—such as Project-Based Learning, differentiated instruction, and the use of contextual and culturally relevant media—Driving Teachers have succeeded in creating learning environments that are inclusive, participatory, and responsive to the unique needs and potentials of each student. Moreover, Driving Teachers contribute to building a culture of professional collaboration within schools by forming learning communities, sharing best practices, and utilizing the Merdeka Mengajar Platform as a space for continuous professional development. Their role extends beyond the classroom, effectively bridging the gap between national education policy and local school contexts. In doing so, they ensure that educational reforms are not limited to administrative procedures but are translated into concrete practices with real impact on student learning processes and outcomes.
Despite facing various challenges in implementation—such as limited resources, cultural resistance within schools, and the need for adaptation to curriculum changes—Driving Teachers continue to demonstrate a strong commitment to innovation and educational quality improvement. This affirms their essential role in cultivating an educational ecosystem that is reflective, inclusive, and oriented toward lifelong learning. Therefore, systemic and sustained support from the government, educational institutions, teacher communities, and society at large is crucial to strengthen and optimize the role of Driving Teachers.With robust cross-sector collaboration, it is expected that Driving Teachers will not only enhance the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum but also lay a solid foundation for the realization of a contextualized, transformative, and sustainable education system fit for the demands of the 21st century.
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