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Abstract: This article explores how the Merdeka Curriculum reflects the construction of Indonesia’s
national identity amid the currents of globalization. The main finding reveals that the national
identity embedded in the Curriculum is hybrid in nature, formed through three key stages:
affirmation of local culture, adaptation to relevant global values, and selective integration of both
within educational practices. The Merdeka Curriculum serves as a space of negotiation between
traditional values and modern demands, representing the state's efforts to formulate a contextual and
dynamic sense of nationhood. This study employs a qualitative approach with document analysis of
educational policies and Curriculum texts as its primary sources. The findings affirm that the
Merdeka Curriculum is not merely a pedagogical innovation, but also a cultural strategy in shaping
an inclusive national identity that is responsive to global change.
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1. Introduction

The transformation of global education in the contemporary era demands a learning paradigm that is
responsive to social dynamics, technological advancements, and the diversity of local cultures
(Bakar, 2021). In the Indonesian context, the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum since 2022
represents a systematic effort to adapt national education policy to the challenges of the digital age
and globalization (Hunaepi & Suharta, 2024). This Curriculum emerges as an educational reform
that emphasizes differentiated learning, freedom to learn, and the strengthening of character based
on the values of Pancasila, while also providing greater autonomy for educational institutions to
develop local content in accordance with their regional cultural contexts (Usman et al., 2023).

The integration of local wisdom into formal education systems has become a significant focus of
international research, particularly in the context of sustainable education and character formation
(Druker-Ibafiez & Caceres-Jensen, 2022). Previous studies have shown that local wisdom—based
education not only plays a vital role in cultural preservation but also serves as an effective strategy
for developing cross-cultural literacy and reinforcing national identity within multicultural societies
(Wijayanti, 2025). Within the framework of character education, local wisdom functions as a bridge
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that connects universal values with specific cultural practices, thereby fostering contextual and
meaningful learning experiences (Sakti et al., 2024).

In South Sumatra, renowned for its rich Malay cultural heritage, deeply rooted Islamic traditions,
and a distinctive communitarian value system (Abdullah, 2006), the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum presents strategic opportunities to align national educational objectives with local
wisdom, such as gotong royong, the customary principles of Simbur Cahaya, and localized Islamic
traditions that have been culturally adapted to the regional context (Nuriadi, 2023). Such
ethnopedagogical practices have proven effective in enhancing students’ awareness of local culture
while fostering holistic character development (Jessen et al., 2022).

Implementing the Merdeka Curriculum is not a linear process; it demands serious attention,
comprehensive planning, and strong synergy among stakeholders. This complexity arises because
curriculum implementation is not merely a technical endeavor, but a multidimensional process
encompassing philosophical, pedagogical, sociological, and political dimensions. These
complexities are further reflected in the interplay between structural barriers such as unequal
infrastructure, inconsistent policy enforcement, and limited teacher preparedness and cultural
barriers, including resistance to change, entrenched local educational traditions, and diverse
interpretations of educational autonomy. These dimensions interact dynamically, indicating that
successful curriculum implementation requires not only technical execution but also cultural
transformation and institutional realignment. Previous studies have highlighted a persistent gap
between the policy’s ideal objectives and the practical capacity for implementation at the school
level, especially in terms of teachers’ readiness to integrate local cultural values with national
learning goals (Al Arsyadhi et al., 2024). More fundamentally, there is still a lack of empirical
research exploring how national values and local wisdom are negotiated in day-to-day teaching
practices, and how these negotiations shape the construction of student identity in Indonesia’s
multicultural context.

A crucial question that arises is how the Merdeka Curriculum contributes to shaping students’
character as a reflection of national identity within the local context of South Sumatra. This question
is particularly relevant considering that identity formation during adolescence is a complex process,
significantly influenced by the formal educational environment, especially in societies undergoing
transitions between traditional and modern values (Zhang & Qin, 2023). From a theoretical
perspective, this process can be understood as the construction of a hybrid identity, one that merges
elements of national identity with local cultural roots through the mediation of contextual
pedagogical practices (Faiz, 2024).

This study aims to examine the practices and meanings constructed by teachers and students in
character education processes based on the Merdeka Curriculum, particularly in the integration of
national values and the local culture of South Sumatra. Specifically, the study seeks to: (1) analyze
the pedagogical strategies employed by teachers to integrate South Sumatran local wisdom into
classroom learning; (2) explore the formation process of students’ hybrid identity that combines
national values with local cultural roots; and (3) evaluate the effectiveness of the Merdeka
Curriculum as a medium for character formation and national cohesion in a multicultural context.

The contribution of this study is multidimensional. Theoretically, it enriches the literature on
multicultural education and identity formation in the Indonesian context by offering an
ethnopedagogical perspective from South Sumatra—an area that has been underrepresented in
academic discourse. Empirically, the study provides in-depth qualitative data on the micro-level
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum, which can serve as a reference for the development of
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education policies grounded in local wisdom. Practically, the findings are expected to offer strategic
recommendations for optimizing local content in national Curriculum design and for strengthening
the role of teachers as mediators of national values through the lens of local culture within
Indonesia’s plural society.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Character Education and National Identity in a Multicultural Context

Character education in multicultural societies has become a central focus in global educational
discourse, particularly in efforts to build social cohesion and an inclusive sense of national identity
(Hunduma & Mekuria, 2024). Within the framework of multicultural education theory, Banks (2019)
emphasizes that character formation cannot be separated from the identity construction process,
which involves ne-gotiating between universal and particular values in specific cultural contexts.
Research by Phitsanu (2025) and recent studies by Widyanti and Syah (2025) demonstrate that inte-
grating local wisdom into character education enhances the internalization of moral values and
strengthens students’ sense of belonging to their communities and nation.

In Indonesia, character education is grounded in the six dimensions of the Profil Pelajar Pancasila
(Profile of Pan-casila Students): faith in and devotion to God Almighty, independence, mutual
cooperation (gotong royong), critical thinking, creativity, and global diversity (Mustafidah et al.,
2025). This framework reflects an effort to construct a na-tional identity that accommodates
Indonesia’s cultural di-versity while upholding unity in diversity as a fundamental principle (Hedir
& Nurdiyanti, 2024). However, in practice, character education cannot rely solely on verbal or
norma-tive instruction; it requires a contextual and integrative ap-proach rooted in the cultural values
of students’ lived envi-ronments (Eldering, 1996).

A constructivist perspective on character education as-serts that character formation is an active
process through which students build moral understanding via interactions with their sociocultural
environment (Aryabkina et al., 2021). Longitudinal studies have shown that students who experience
culture-based character education exhibit higher levels of civic engagement and stronger national
identity than those who receive conventional character instruction (Astawaa et al., 2024). This
indicates that contextual char-acter education is not only effective in shaping individual morality,
but also contributes to strengthening social bonds and collective identity within multicultural
societies (Althof & Berkowitz*, 2006).

2.2. Conceptualizing Local Wisdom within the Framework of Contemporary Education

Local wisdom is defined as a system of knowledge, val-ues, norms, and cultural practices that have
stood the test of time and been transmitted across generations within a spe-cific community
(Pesurnay, 2018). From the perspective of educational anthropology, local wisdom functions as cul-
tural capital, playing a vital role not only in cultural preser-vation but also as an authentic and
meaningful source of learning (Selasih & Sudarsana, 2018). Druker-Ibafiez and Caceres-Jensen
(2022) in their systematic literature review, assert that the integration of indigenous knowledge into
formal education significantly contributes to the develop-ment of sustainability consciousness and
cross-cultural literacy.

The theoretical framework surrounding local wisdom in contemporary education is grounded in
the principles of culturally sustaining pedagogy, as developed by Paris and Alim (2017). This
approach not only accommodates stu-dents' cultural diversity but actively promotes and sustains
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local cultural practices as valuable assets within the learn-ing process (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Zindy
et al. (2020), in their multi-perspective reflection, emphasize that indige-nous knowledge systems
possess a distinctive epistemology capable of enriching mainstream education with holistic
perspectives on the interrelation between humans, nature, and the spiritual realm.

In South Sumatra, values such as gofong royong (mutual cooperation), musyawarah mufakat
(deliberation through consensus), and the customary principle of Simbur Cahaya formally known as
the Customary Law Code of Palembang (Kitab Undang-Undang Hukum Adat Palembang), a
traditional legal and ethical charter that integrates Islamic teachings with local customs to regulate
social conduct—are integral parts of daily life. These cultural elements, along with religious and
communitarian practices such as interfaith harmony forums, hold significant potential as contextual
foundations for character education. Zainuddin (2025) shows that local wisdom—based learning in
South Sumatra fosters meaningful learning experiences that support the development of a strong
identity while remaining open to cultural diversity. Furthermore, an ethnographic study by Giri and
Ardiawan (2018) highlights that local wisdom values closely align with the principles of the
Pancasila Student Profile, particularly in the dimensions of mutual cooperation and global diversity.

2.3. The Merdeka Curriculum and the Space for Integrating Local Wisdom

The Merdeka Curriculum, through the Project for Strengthening Pancasila Student Profile (Projek
Penguatan Profil Pelajar Pancasila or P5), provides significant space for schools to develop project
themes rooted in local cul-ture, enabling authentic and contextual learning processes (Asera et al.,
2024). Within this framework, learning is no longer characterized by a one-size-fits-all approach;
rather, it offers flexibility for teachers to adapt content and peda-gogical methods to the socio-
cultural characteristics of their students (Tran & Doan, 2025). The educational philosophy
underpinning the Merdeka Curriculum aligns with the prin-ciples of constructivist learning theory,
which emphasizes the importance of direct experience and meaningful en-gagement in the learning
process (Walad et al., 2024).

Nuriadi’s (2023) study on the implementation of the Ku-rikulum Merdeka in various regions
across Indonesia indi-cates that schools which successfully integrated kearifan lokal into P35
demonstrated significant improvements in student engagement and achievement of the Profil Pelajar
Pancasila indicators. Setyaningrum et al., (2025), in their etnopedagogi-based study, emphasize that
revitalizing kearifan lokal through etnopedagogis approaches is effec-tive in shaping student
character rooted in local culture while fostering a global perspective (Sakti et al., 2024). More
specifically, Sulistyosari et al. (2024) reveal that the integration of kearifan lokal within P5 not only
enhances academic achievement but also strengthens cultural pride and social cohesion among
students.

Nevertheless, the implementation of local wisdom inte-gration within the Merdeka Curriculum
faces various struc-tural and cultural challenges. Dwiputra and Sundawa (2023) identified several
major obstacles, including the lack of systematic documentation of local wisdom, limited teacher
competence in facilitating culturally based learning, and resistance from certain stakeholders who
perceive local wisdom as a hindrance to modernization. A longitudinal study by Wahyuni et al.
(2024) further indicates that the success of local wisdom integration heavily depends on the support
of school principals, the involvement of local com-munities, and the availability of relevant learning
resources.
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2.4. The Dynamics of Hybrid Identity Formation in Multicultural Education

The concept of hybrid identity in the context of education refers to the process of identity formation
that integrates multiple cultural references, whereby individuals are able to retain their local cultural
roots while simultaneously adopt-ing broader values and perspectives. Smith (2008), through his
theory of hybridity, emphasizes that hybrid identity is not merely a simple amalgamation of two or
more cultural elements, but rather a process of negotiation and transfor-mation that produces a third
space in which new meanings are generated. In the Indonesian educational context, the formation of
hybrid identity becomes increasingly relevant, as students navigate the tensions between traditional
local values, national identity, and global influences, elements that are often not entirely harmonious
(Sidi, 2020).

The study by Zhang and Qin (2023) on identity negotia-tion among adolescents in multicultural
contexts demon-strates that educational environments which support the exploration and affirmation
of multiple identities signifi-cantly enhance students’ well-being and academic achieve-ment. This
aligns with the findings of (2024), who emphasizes that education integrating local wisdom with
global perspectives facilitates the development of resilient and adaptive identities. Berry (2005)
provides a framework for understanding how individuals can develop bicultural competence, the
ability to navigate effectively between two or more cultural systems without compromising the
integri-ty of their personal identity.

Empirical studies on hybrid identity formation within the Indonesian educational context remain
relatively limited; however, some emerging research reveals noteworthy pat-terns. Amin and
Ritonga (2024) found that students who experience education grounded in local wisdom demon-
strate greater capacity for code-switching between tradi-tional and modern values, as well as higher
levels of toler-ance toward cultural differences. Furthermore, a longitudi-nal study identified that the
process of hybrid identity for-mation among Indonesian students involves three key stag-es:
awareness (recognition of multiple cultural references), negotiation (the dynamic process of
reconciling differing values), and integration (the synthesis of a coherent yet multifaceted identity)
(Setiawan, 2014).

2.5. The Role of Teachers as Cultural Mediators in Local Wisdom-Based Education

In the implementation of character education based on lo-cal wisdom, teachers play a vital role as
cultural mediators, bridging students' lived experiences with the formal world of schooling and
facilitating the negotiation process be-tween local and global values. Vavrus (2008), through the
theory of culturally responsive teaching, emphasizes that effective teachers in multicultural contexts
are those who can utilize students’ cultural backgrounds as leverage to enhance both learning and
character development. The con-cept of cultural mediation extends beyond the mere trans-mission
of knowledge; it also involves facilitating a mean-ing-making process that enables students to
construct a co-herent identity within a multicultural context (Huang, 2023).

Research by Eden et al., (2024) demonstrates that teachers who possess cultural competence and
are able to integrate local knowledge into their pedagogical practices are more successful in creating
inclusive learning environments and fostering students’ academic engagement. In the Indonesian
context, Mulyana (2024) affirms that teachers who act as cultural brokers in integrating Pancasila
values with local wisdom are capable of delivering instruction that is not only cognitive but also
transformative in shaping students’ char-acter and identity. The framework of cultural responsive-
ness in Indonesian education requires adaptation that takes into account the socio-cultural
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complexity of local contexts as well as the dynamic interplay between traditional values and
aspirations for modernity (Mariyono, 2024).

Nevertheless, a significant gap remains in terms of teach-ers' readiness and competence to
effectively implement the cultural mediation approach. Asrial et al., (2021) identified that the
majority of teachers in Indonesia lack adequate preparation for integrating local wisdom into their
pedagog-ical practices, highlighting the need for systemic support in the form of continuous
professional training and develop-ment. Recent research by Boyd (2025) indicates that the
development of teacher cultural competency requires a ho-listic approach, one that involves not only
technical train-ing, but also reflective practice and community engagement, enabling teachers to
develop a deeper understanding of local cultures and how to meaningfully incorporate them into the
learning process.

3. Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in Blumer’s (1969), symbolic in-teractionism approach, which views identity
as a social con-struct formed through interaction. In this context, character formation among students
is understood as a process of meaning negotiation between the national values that are taught and
the local values that are lived. National identity is not a static entity; rather, it is dynamic-evolving
through interactions with social institutions such as schools. This perspective emphasizes that
meaning and identity are not automatically transmitted but are actively produced through
individuals’ interpretive processes within their social inter-actions. In the educational setting,
students do not merely receive prescribed values; instead, they actively interpret and negotiate these
meanings based on their lived experi-ences and cultural backgrounds.

This theoretical framework is further reinforced by Bha-bha’s (2012) concept of cultural
hybridity, which explains how identity is formed within a "third space" a space where different
cultural elements intersect and generate new meanings. In the context of character education under
the Merdeka Curriculum, this third space is represented by the classroom and school environment,
where Pancasila values interact with the local wisdom of South Sumatra. This pro-cess of
hybridization does not result in a mere blending of cultural elements; rather, it leads to a
transformation that produces a new identity one that is neither entirely national nor solely local, but
both at once. This concept is highly relevant in understanding how students in South Sumatra can
cultivate a strong sense of national identity without abandoning their local cultural roots.

Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of contextual learning provides a foundation for understanding how
local wisdom can serve as scaffolding in the processes of learning and character formation. Within
the Vygotskian framework, learning is most effective when new material is connected to students’
prior experiences and existing knowledge. Local wisdom, as part of students’ cultural capital
Bourdieu (2018) functions as both a cognitive and emotional bridge that facilitates the internalization
of national values. This process engages not only cognitive dimensions, but also affective and
behavioral aspects, resulting in holistic and meaningful learning. In this context, the teacher serves
as a cultural mediator, facil-itating dialogue between formal knowledge and local wis-dom.

Gay’s (2018) culturally responsive teaching framework serves as a methodological foundation for
understanding how teachers implement character education that is respon-sive to students’ cultural
contexts. This approach acknowl-edges that the effectiveness of education depends not only on
Curriculum content but also on the mode of delivery that respects and utilizes students’ cultural
backgrounds as valu-able learning assets. In the context of South Sumatra, this involves integrating
values such as gotong royong (commu-nal cooperation), customary principles embedded in Simbur
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Cahaya, and the tradition of musyawarah mufakat (delibera-tive consensus) into character education
practices. This ap-proach not only enhances the relevance of learning but also strengthens students’
sense of belonging to educational in-stitutions and the values they embody.

The integration of these three theoretical frameworks re-sults in a conceptual model that explains
the formation of national identity as a situated practice occurring within specific contexts through
pedagogical mediation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This model illustrates that the national iden-tity of
students in South Sumatra is shaped through an itera-tive process involving exposure to Pancasila
values, reflec-tion on local wisdom, and the negotiation of meaning within the social interactions of
the school environment. The out-come is the development of a hybrid national identity that reflects
the complexity of modern Indonesian identity global in orientation yet local in expression. This
frame-work enables the research to analyze not only what students learn, but also how they interpret
and internalize that learn-ing in constructing their identities as Indonesian citizens rooted in South
Sumatran culture.

4. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative exploratory approach with a multisite case study design, which
enables the re-searcher to contextually and deeply understand the process of integrating local wisdom
into the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum as a reflection of students’ national identity.
This approach was chosen for its capacity to cap-ture the complexity of social and cultural meanings
embed-ded in everyday educational practices, particularly within the multicultural and postcolonial
context of Indonesia (Merriam, 2015).

Three lower secondary schools (Sekolah Menengah Pertama) located in the districts of Ogan Ilir
and Banyuasin, South Sumatra, were purposively selected due to their ac-tive engagement in the
Projek Penguatan Profil Pelajar Pancasila (P5) program and their strong grounding in local Malay-
Islamic traditions and communitarian values. These sites are considered representative in illustrating
integrative practices between national and local values in shaping stu-dents’ character (Creswell
John & Creswell, 2009).

The research participants consisted of nine teachers (teaching Islamic Religious Education,
Indonesian Lan-guage, and Social Studies), three school principals, and eleven students from grades
VII to IX. A purposive sam-pling technique was employed to ensure the inclusion of informants with
direct knowledge and experience in the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum and P5 projects
based on local wisdom (Machado-da-Silva, 2003).

Data collection was carried out using a combination of three main techniques. First, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with teachers, principals, and students to explore meanings,
strategies, and dynamics of learning based on local values. Second, participant observation was
employed to document pedagogical interactions in class-room practices and P5 project activities in
a natural setting. Third, document analysis was conducted on lesson plans (Rencana Pelaksanaan
Pembelajaran or RPP), P5 project reports, and school cultural artifacts to identify concrete forms of
local wisdom integration within the Curriculum (Bowen, 2009).

Data analyzed in this study were processed using a grounded theory approach, involving three
main coding stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In the open coding stage, the
researcher read each transcript line-by-line to identify significant statements and initial concepts,
which were labeled as preliminary codes. These codes captured recurring patterns, expressions of
local values, and pedagogical practices. In the axial coding stage, the researcher clustered these
initial codes into broader categories by identifying relationships between them for example, linking
community-based learning activities with values such as gotong royong and musyawarah. Finally,
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in the selective coding stage, core themes were synthesized by integrating categories into
overarching conceptual constructs, such as “contextualized character formation” or “cultural
adaptation in curriculum.” (Thai et al., 2012).

To enhance the credibility of findings, member checking was conducted by returning the
synthesized themes to selected participants primarily teachers and local education figures. They were
asked to review whether the interpretations and thematic categorizations accurately reflected their
experiences and perspectives. This was done through follow-up interviews and informal feedback
sessions, which allowed participants to clarify, confirm, or challenge the researcher’s conclusions.
Adjustments to thematic labels and definitions were made accordingly to ensure alignment with
participants’ intended meanings.

The validity and credibility of the findings were ensured through source triangulation (teachers,
students, and princi-pals), methodological triangulation (interviews, observa-tions, and document
analysis), and ongoing analytical re-flection throughout the data collection and interpretation
process. The principle of member checking was also applied by confirming preliminary
interpretations with participants to ensure coherence of meaning and accurate representation of their
experiences (Glaser, 2007).

5. Findings
5.1. Contextualization Strategies of National Values through Local Wisdom

The analysis revealed that teachers in all three schools consistently employed contextualization
strategies to inte-grate Pancasila values with the local wisdom of South Su-matra. This process was
not mechanistic, but involved crea-tive adaptations that took into account cultural relevance and
student responsiveness. In Islamic Religious Education classes, teachers incorporated principles
from Simbur Ca-haya—a customary code of conduct to elucidate concepts of religious tolerance and
moderation. Meanwhile, in Indone-sian language classes, local folktales such as Si Pahit Lidah and
Batu Betangkup were utilized as pedagogical tools to instill values of honesty, responsibility, and
patriotism. This approach reflects the principles of culturally sustaining pedagogy, which not only
accommodates local cultures but actively sustains and promotes them as valuable educational assets.

Classroom observations revealed that teachers systemati-cally employed local proverbs and
expressions to reinforce character values being taught. One Indonesian language teacher stated, “We
teach the value of responsibility through the story of Si Pahit Lidah, which contains local moral
messages. Students understand it more easily because they are already familiar with the character
and context.” This strategy proved effective in creating cognitive reso-nance between the learning
content and the students’ exist-ing knowledge schemas. Furthermore, in social studies clas-ses,
teachers used the concept of beduluran (mutual cooper-ation) to explain democratic values and social
participation, demonstrating that local wisdom can serve as a bridge for understanding abstract
concepts in civic education.

An interesting finding is how teachers utilized local reli-gious rituals and traditions as contexts
for character educa-tion. In the Pancasila Student Profile (P5) project themed “Unity in Diversity”
(Bhinneka Tunggal Ika), students were invited to document the marhaban and berzanji traditions as
manifestations of tolerance and diversity within Islam. This documentation process not only
provided cognitive under-standing of tolerance but also offered direct experiential engagement with
cultural practices that embody such values. This integration demonstrates that character education
with-in the Merdeka Curriculum context is not merely a transfer of information, but an experiential
learning process that engages the full dimensions of students’ personalities.
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5.2. The Role of Teachers as Cultural Brokers in Mediating Multicultural Values

Analysis of interview and classroom observation data re-veals that teachers assume a complex role
as cultural bro-kers who facilitate dialogue between national values and local wisdom. This role
transcends the traditional function of teachers as mere transmitters of knowledge, positioning them
instead as facilitators of cultural negotiation through which students develop a nuanced
understanding of national identity. In practice, teachers do not simply deliver the na-tional
Curriculum; they actively adapt content and pedagog-ical methods to ensure relevance to students’
local cultural contexts. This adaptation process involves reflexive practice, whereby teachers
continuously evaluate the effectiveness of their pedagogical strategies in creating meaningful and
transformative learning experiences. Through such media-tions, educators foster hybrid forms of
identity formation that integrate both national ideals and local cultural heritage, reinforcing a sense
of belonging while cultivating civic competencies in a multicultural society.

The principal of a junior high school stated, “Students learn to collaborate by helping the
community clean the mosque and by documenting the cultural heritage of the village. They are not
merely learning about mutual coopera-tion, but actively practicing it within a context that is famil-
iar and meaningful to them.” This statement reflects a de-liberate application of the situated learning
approach, where students directly engage with the values being taught. In the context of the Pancasila
Student Profile Strengthening Pro-gram (Proyek Penguatan Profil Pelajar Pancasila or P5), teachers
serve as learning designers who orchestrate educa-tional experiences that bridge classroom learning
with community involvement, thereby fostering continuity be-tween formal instruction and its real-
life application.

The mediating role of teachers is also evident in how they address potential tensions between
traditional values and students' aspirations for modernity. A social studies teacher explained how
they facilitate discussions on social change by employing an adaptive local wisdom framework. “We
teach that tradition is not static. Values such as deliberation and consensus (musyawarah mufakat)
remain relevant, but their implementation can evolve in accordance with the times,” the teacher
noted. This approach reflects the princi-ples of critical multicultural education, which not only cel-
ebrates cultural diversity but also fosters students’ critical capacity to evaluate and adapt traditions
within a changing social context.

5.3. Hybrid Identity Construction: Integrating National and Local Values in Student Selfhood

The most significant finding of this study is the docu-mented process of hybrid identity formation
among stu-dents, wherein they successfully integrate national identity with pride in their local culture
without experiencing signif-icant identity conflict. This process unfolds through inter-nalization by
appropriation, whereby students actively adopt and adapt the values they learn based on their person-
al experiences and reflections. As one 7th-grade student expressed, “I’m proud to be Indonesian, but
I also love the culture of my village. It’s part of who I am.” This statement indicates that students do
not perceive local and national identities as conflicting entities, but rather as mutually en-riching
dimensions in the construction of their personal identity.

A deep analysis of student narratives reveals three stages in the process of hybrid identity
formation: awareness (recognition of diverse identity affiliations), integration (the blending of
distinct identity elements), and synthesis (the formation of a coherent personal identity). In the
awareness stage, students begin to recognize that they possess multiple affiliations that are not
necessarily in conflict. As one 8th-grade student explained: “I used to think that being modern meant
leaving behind tradition. But now I know I can have both.” The integration stage involves a selective
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process in which students choose elements from various identity sources that they perceive as
meaningful and relevant. Fi-nally, the synthesis stage results in an identity that is multi-faceted yet
coherent where students can see themselves as modern Indonesian citizens while also embracing
their au-thentic local heritage.

The formation of this hybrid identity is facilitated by a school environment that is both inclusive
and affirming of students’ cultural diversity. In focus group discussions, stu-dents demonstrated the
ability to engage in code-switching between different cultural frames of reference smoothly and
naturally. They could explain the concept of democracy through the analogy of musyawarah mufakat
(deliberation by consensus), or discuss global issues through a lens in-formed by local values. This
ability indicates that education grounded in local wisdom does not render students parochi-al; rather,
it broadens their cultural repertoire and enhances their capacity to navigate complex multicultural
contexts.

6. Discussion

The findings of this study confirm the theoretical propo-sition that the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum creates a dialogical space that enables dynamic negotiation between national
values and local wisdom within the con-text of formal education (Banks, 2019). The results indicate
that character formation among students does not occur through a unidirectional (top-down)
transmission mecha-nism, but rather through a complex and contextual meaning-making process,
facilitated by teachers as cultural media-tors. This aligns with the framework of culturally sustain-
ing pedagogy developed by Paris and Alim (2017), which emphasizes that effective education must
ac-tively sustain and promote local cultural practices as assets in the learning process. In the context
of South Sumatra, the integration of values such as beduluran (communal solidari-ty), customary
principles embedded in Simbur Cahaya, and the tradition of musyawarah mufakat (consensual
delibera-tion) not only enriches the learning content but also gener-ates cognitive resonance, thereby
facilitating a deeper and more meaningful internalization of Pancasila values (Brown-Jeffy &
Cooper, 2011).

The process of hybrid identity formation observed in this study reflects the complexity of identity
construction in postcolonial multicultural societies, where students success-fully integrate multiple
cultural references without experi-encing significant identity fragmentation (Aanayo, 2023). These
findings support Bhabha’s theory of hybridity and the concept of the third space as a productive site
where new meanings are generated through negotiation between di-verse cultural elements
(Hollinshead, 1998). In the context of this research, the third space is represented by the school
environment, where Pancasila values interact with the local wisdom of South Sumatra to produce a
national identity that is not homogeneous but multifaceted. This process aligns with Kutsyuruba’s
(2015) findings, which highlight that educational environments that support the exploration of
multiple identities contribute positively to students’ well-being and academic achievement in
multicultural settings.

The role of teachers as cultural brokers identified in this study reinforces the argument regarding
the importance of teacher cultural competency in the effective implementa-tion of multicultural
education (McAllister & Irvine, 2000). Teachers are not merely transmitters of the national curricu-
lum, but rather architects of learning experiences that con-nect students’ lived realities with the goals
of formal educa-tion through culturally sensitive and responsive mediation. This aligns with the
framework of culturally responsive teaching proposed by Vavrus (2008), which emphasizes that
pedagogical effectiveness relies not only on teachers’ tech-nical competence, but also on their ability
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to leverage stu-dents’ cultural backgrounds to enhance learning. The study’s findings indicate that
teachers who successfully integrate local wisdom into their pedagogical practices are able to create
inclusive learning environments that not only increase academic engagement but also strengthen
cultural pride and social cohesion among students (Li & Singh, 2022).

From an educational policy perspective, the findings of this study suggest that the Merdeka
Curriculum holds trans-formative potential in fostering a civic identity that is both pluralistic and
coherent within Indonesia’s diverse sociocul-tural context (Hunaepi & Suharta, 2024). The
flexibility afforded through the Pancasila Student Profile Strengthen-ing Project (P5) allows schools
to develop learning ap-proaches that are responsive to local contexts without com-promising national
educational goals. This aligns with the principle of glocalization in education, wherein the global
and the local are not viewed as dichotomous, but as mutual-ly enriching dimensions of the learning
process (Drori et al., 2014). Nevertheless, the successful implementation of this approach depends
heavily on teacher readiness, institutional support, and local community engagement all of which
require systematic investment in capacity-building and edu-cational infrastructure.

The theoretical implication of these findings lies in the enrichment of discourse on postcolonial
education and mul-ticultural pedagogy within the Indonesian context, particu-larly in understanding
how formal education can serve as a space for productive identity negotiation rather than a site of
cultural hegemony (Kim & Cho, 2014). The observed formation of hybrid identities illustrates that
students are not passive recipients of imposed identities; instead, they actively construct identities
that are authentic and meaning-ful, based on their own cultural repertoires. This supports argument
regarding cultural agency in the era of globaliza-tion, wherein individuals possess the capacity to
adapt and transform both global and local cultural elements in accord-ance with their needs and
aspirations (Ritzer, 2007). In the context of Indonesian education, these findings provide em-pirical
evidence that a culturally sustaining approach can serve as an effective strategy for fostering a
national identi-ty that is inclusive, dynamic, and resilient in the face of globalization and
modernization (Mohyeddin, 2024).

7. Conclusion

This study affirms that the Merdeka Curriculum func-tions not merely as an instrument of
educational reform, but also as a dynamic space for shaping students’ national iden-tity within
Indonesia’s multicultural society. Through the integration of South Sumatran local wisdom into
context-sensitive pedagogical practices, the Merdeka Curriculum facilitates the construction of
hybrid identities, identities that coherently and functionally merge national values with local cultural
roots. Teachers act as cultural brokers who actively mediate the negotiation of meaning between
Pan-casila values and community-based cultural norms, foster-ing a learning process that is not only
academic, but also transformative in character formation.

The identity formation process is not linear; rather, it un-folds through dialogical and reflective
learning experiences that enable students to develop cultural awareness, value integration, and
adaptive identity synthesis. In the context of globalization and cultural disruption, students’ ability
to remain rooted in local traditions while maintaining national and global orientations emerges as a
key indicator of sustainable character education.

The implications of these findings are multidimensional: theoretically, they enrich postcolonial
discourse and multi-cultural pedagogy; empirically, they provide evidence that contextualized
character education is more effective in shaping a resilient civic identity; and practically, they un-
derscore the need to strengthen teacher capacity, design curricula grounded in local content, and
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promote cross-sector collaboration between educational institutions and cultural communities as
strategic pathways for building an inclusive and rooted national identity.

8. Recommendations

To enhance the effectiveness of experience-based learning rooted in local wisdom, especially as
exemplified by *Simbur Cahaya* in South Sumatra, it is essential to develop a clear and measurable
evaluation framework. This framework should combine both **quantitative®** and **qualitative™*
indicators. Quantitative measures may include: (1) character assessment scores aligned with the
Pancasila Student Profile dimensions (e.g., mutual cooperation, tolerance, critical thinking); (2) the
frequency of student participation in culturally contextualized project-based learning activities; (3)
attendance and engagement levels during fieldwork and community-based learning; and (4)
improvements in thematic learning outcomes related to local values.

Meanwhile, qualitative indicators should involve reflective student narratives, teacher and student
interviews or focus group discussions regarding the perceived impact of contextualized learning, and
student portfolios that showcase the integration of cultural experiences into their learning process.

Moreover, while Simbur Cahaya provides a culturally rich model specific to South Sumatra, its
underlying principles integrating local wisdom into formal education are broadly adaptable across
Indonesia. Other regions possess their own forms of customary law, local philosophy, and traditional
knowledge that can similarly serve as contextual foundations for character education. For instance,
cultural texts such as, Petatah-petitih Minangkabau, or Lontara Bugis can be drawn upon to promote
student identity, local relevance, and national cohesion.

The successful expansion of this approach requires adequate teacher training, inclusive curriculum
design, and strong collaboration with local communities and cultural practitioners. It is also vital to
challenge the perception that local values are outdated or irrelevant; instead, they must be reframed
as dynamic resources that embody universal humanistic principles such as justice, solidarity, and
sustainability.

In sum, implementing experience-based learning through local wisdom not only strengthens
students’ cultural identities but also aligns with national education goals. With proper evaluation
tools and scalable strategies, this approach has the potential to be replicated across diverse
educational contexts in Indonesia.
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