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ABSTRACT

Islamic character education is a central objective of Islamic Religious Education,
requiring alignment between curriculum policy and teacher-related factors. This study aims
to examine the relationship and influence of Merdeka Curriculum implementation and teacher
motivation on Islamic character education in Islamic Religious Education learning. The study
employed a quantitative approach with a correlational research design. Data were collected
through a structured questionnaire distributed to teachers of Islamic Religious Education at
Islamic integrated elementary schools and analyzed using descriptive and inferential
statistical techniques.The results indicate that the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum
and teacher motivation are positively and significantly related to Islamic character education.
Partially, each independent variable has a significant influence on Islamic character education,
while simultaneously, their combined contribution is stronger. These findings suggest that
effective curriculum implementation supported by high teacher motivation plays a critical role
in strengthening students’ Islamic character. This study highlights the importance of
integrating curriculum policy and teacher motivation within a unified framework to optimize
Islamic character education in Islamic Religious Education learning.
Keywords: Merdeka Curriculum; teacher motivation; Islamic character education; Islamic
Religious Education; Islamic integrated elementary school

INTRODUCTION

Islamic Religious Education plays a strategic role within the national
education system, particularly in shaping students who not only possess religious
knowledge but also demonstrate Islamic character in their daily lives(Primarni,
2024). Islamic Religious Education should not be understood merely as a process of
transferring knowledge about Islamic teachings; rather, it constitutes a systematic
effort to instil values of faith, piety, and noble character in students(Primarni, Hoxha,
etal., 2024). Therefore, the learning process of Islamic Religious Education is required
to respond to contemporary challenges while remaining firmly grounded in the
substantive objectives of Islamic education.

Recent educational policy changes through the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum have brought significant implications for the teaching and
learning of Islamic Religious Education(Noor et al., 2023). The Merdeka Curriculum
emphasizes learning flexibility, character strengthening, and the alignment of
instructional processes with students’ needs and potentials. In this context, Islamic
Religious Education has considerable opportunities to be developed in a more
contextual and meaningful manner(Yusa et al, 2023). The Merdeka Curriculum
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provides space for teachers to design learning experiences that are not solely oriented
toward cognitive achievement but also toward the formation of students’ religious
attitudes and behaviors (Sirait et al.,, 2024).

However, the successful implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum in
Islamic Religious Education learning is not determined solely by the curriculum policy
itself. Teachers play a crucial role in translating curriculum policy into classroom
practice(Nahdhiah & Suciptaningsih, 2024). Islamic Religious Education teachers
function not only as planners and implementers of learning but also as role models in
the educational process. Accordingly, teacher motivation emerges as a key factor
influencing both the quality of Merdeka Curriculum implementation and the overall
effectiveness of Islamic Religious Education learning(Nurfita & Sukoyo, 2024).

Teacher motivation in Islamic Religious Education possesses distinctive
characteristics, as it is closely associated with moral and spiritual responsibilities
inherent in the teaching profession. Teachers with high levels of motivation tend to
demonstrate strong commitment in fulfilling their professional duties, including
instilling Islamic character values in students(Susanna et al., n.d.). Such motivation
encourages teachers to be more adaptive to curriculum changes, creative in
developing learning strategies, and consistent in guiding students throughout the
learning process.

Ultimately, Islamic Religious Education is directed toward achieving Islamic
character education as its primary objective. Islamic character education
encompasses the internalization of values such as honesty, discipline, responsibility,
and religiosity in students’ behavior. Islamic character is not formed instantaneously;
rather, it develops through a well-planned and continuous learning process
supported by the school environment and the role of teachers.(Asfiati, 2023)
Therefore, the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum and teacher motivation
constitute two interrelated factors in strengthening Islamic character education.

Based on this context, examining the relationship between the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum, teacher motivation, and Islamic
character education becomes highly relevant. This study seeks to provide empirical
evidence on how curriculum policy and teachers’ personal factors interact in shaping
students’ Islamic character through the learning of Islamic Religious
Education(Sormin et al., 2023). Previous studies have demonstrated that curriculum
implementation influences the quality of learning and the achievement of educational
objectives, including within Islamic Religious Education. Several studies emphasize
that a well-designed curriculum can function as a strategic instrument for
strengthening students’ character when it is implemented consistently and
contextually. In the context of [slamic education, the curriculum is viewed not merely
as an academic framework but also as a medium for cultivating values of faith, piety,
and moral conduct(Shalihah et al., 2023).

Other studies highlight the role of teachers as a key factor in the successful
implementation of curriculum policies. Teachers are regarded as the primary actors
who bridge educational policies with classroom learning practices. Research findings
indicate that teacher motivation affects teachers’ readiness and commitment to
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implementing learning activities, including the integration of character values into
the educational process. Within Islamic Religious Education, teacher motivation
becomes increasingly important because learning is oriented not only toward
cognitive development but also toward the cultivation of religious attitudes and
behaviors (Indriani et al., n.d.).

In addition, studies on Islamic character education emphasize that students’
character formation is influenced by various factors, both structural and personal.
Structural factors include curriculum policy and the school environment, while
personal factors involve teachers’ roles and exemplary conduct. However, most
previous studies tend to examine these factors separately. Research on curriculum
implementation often focuses on policy aspects and instructional processes, whereas
studies on teacher motivation and character education generally emphasize
psychological and pedagogical dimensions (Nurdyansyah et al., 2022).

Based on a review of previous research, there remains a limitation in studies
that integrate the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum, teacher motivation,
and Islamic character education within a single comprehensive research framework,
particularly in the context of Islamic integrated elementary schools. As a relatively
new policy, the Merdeka Curriculum still requires in-depth empirical investigation to
examine its impact on Islamic character education, especially when implemented by
teachers with varying levels of motivation (Syahrir et al., 2024).

This research gap indicates the need for a study that not only examines the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum or teacher motivation independently but
also analyzes the relationship and combined contribution of both factors to Islamic
character education. This study offers novelty by simultaneously examining the roles
of Merdeka Curriculum implementation and teacher motivation in shaping students’
Islamic character through Islamic Religious Education learning. Accordingly, this
study provides a more comprehensive perspective on the determinants of Islamic
character education (Indarta et al.,, 2022).

Based on the identified research gap, the objective of this study is to analyze
the relationship between the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum and teacher
motivation with Islamic character education, both partially and simultaneously. This
study is expected to contribute to the development of Islamic Religious Education
scholarship and to serve as a practical reference for teachers and educational
stakeholders in optimizing the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum to
strengthen Islamic character education (Hasibuan et al., 2023).

METHOD

This study employed a quantitative approach with a correlational research
design. The quantitative approach was selected to obtain empirical evidence
regarding the relationship between the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum
and teacher motivation with Islamic character education. A correlational design was
used to identify the strength and direction of the relationships among the research
variables, both partially and simultaneously.
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The research was conducted at Islamic integrated elementary schools that
served as the research setting. The research subjects consisted of teachers who were
directly involved in the implementation of Islamic Religious Education learning. The
selection of respondents was based on their involvement in the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum and their roles in the teaching and character development of
students. The number of respondents was determined in accordance with statistical
analysis requirements and data representativeness.

Research data were collected using a closed-ended questionnaire developed
based on the indicators of each research variable. The implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum was measured through indicators reflecting lesson planning,
instructional implementation, and learning evaluation. Teacher motivation was
measured using indicators that represented internal drive and professional
commitment in conducting learning activities. Meanwhile, Islamic character
education was measured through indicators reflecting the internalization of Islamic
character values in students’ behavior. The research instrument underwent validity
and reliability testing to ensure the accuracy and consistency of measurement.

The collected data were analyzed using both descriptive and inferential
statistical techniques. Descriptive analysis was employed to describe the tendencies
of data for each research variable, such as high, moderate, or low categories.
Inferential statistical analysis was conducted to examine the relationships among
research variables, both partially and simultaneously. These analyses aimed to
determine the influence of Merdeka Curriculum implementation and teacher
motivation on Islamic character education.

The data analysis procedures were carried out systematically, beginning with
data coding, assumption testing, and hypothesis testing. All statistical analyses were
performed using appropriate statistical software. The results of the data analysis
were presented in the form of tables accompanied by narrative explanations to
facilitate interpretation of the research findings. Through this research method, the
study is expected to provide accurate empirical insights into the relationship between
the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum, teacher motivation, and Islamic
character education, thereby contributing to the development of Islamic Religious
Education scholarship.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
A. Overview of Research Data

This section presents the research results obtained from the analysis of field
data in accordance with the research objectives. The data were collected using a
questionnaire distributed to the research respondents and subsequently analyzed
using the predetermined statistical techniques. The presentation of the results
focuses on the empirical description of the research variables and their relationships,
without incorporating in-depth theoretical interpretation.

The research data were obtained from teachers at Islamic integrated
elementary schools where the study was conducted. All research instruments had
undergone validity and reliability testing, ensuring that the collected data were
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appropriate for further analysis. The data were then processed to describe the
tendency of respondents’ responses toward each research variable, namely the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum, teacher motivation, and Islamic
character education.

The results of the data analysis indicate that, in general, respondents provided
positive responses regarding the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum in
Islamic Religious Education learning. This finding is reflected in the average scores of
respondents’ responses, which fall within the high category. These results suggest
that the core principles of the Merdeka Curriculum—such as learning flexibility,
character strengthening, and the alignment of learning processes with students’
needs—have been understood and implemented by teachers in the context of Islamic
Religious Education.

B. Results of Merdeka Curriculum Implementation Analysis

Based on the results of the descriptive statistical analysis, the variable of
Merdeka Curriculum implementation shows a positive tendency. The majority of
respondents indicated that the planning of Islamic Religious Education learning had
been adjusted to students’ characteristics and the established learning outcomes.
Teachers also demonstrated a good level of readiness in preparing instructional tools
that align with the principles of the Merdeka Curriculum.

Furthermore, the data indicate that teachers have begun to implement

learning approaches oriented toward character strengthening and the
contextualization of Islamic values. The implementation of projects related to the
strengthening of student profiles, particularly those associated with religious values,
responsibility, and independence, has become part of the instructional strategies
employed by teachers in Islamic Religious Education learning.
Overall, these findings illustrate that the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum
in Islamic Religious Education learning falls within the good category. Nevertheless,
variations in the level of implementation among respondents were still observed,
indicating differences in teachers’ readiness and consistency in applying the Merdeka
Curriculum principles.

C. Results of Teacher Motivation Analysis

The results of data analysis on the teacher motivation variable indicate that
the majority of respondents possess a high level of motivation in conducting Islamic
Religious Education learning. Teachers demonstrate strong commitment in carrying
out their professional responsibilities, including learning planning, implementation,
and evaluation.

Teacher motivation is reflected in their willingness to adapt instructional
methods, develop learning materials, and participate in professional development
activities related to the Merdeka Curriculum. The data also show that internal factors,
such as a sense of moral responsibility and professional calling as educators, serve as
dominant elements in shaping teacher motivation. These findings suggest that
teacher motivation constitutes an important asset in supporting the successful
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implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum, particularly in Islamic Religious
Education learning, which requires the integration of cognitive, affective, and
psychomotor domains.

D. Results of Islamic Character Education Analysis

The results of data processing indicate that Islamic character education
among students falls within the good category. Respondents assessed that Islamic
character values, such as honesty, discipline, responsibility, and religiosity, have been
internalized through Islamic Religious Education learning as well as through general
school activities.

The data further show that the habituation of Islamic character values is
carried out through various activities, both inside and outside the classroom.
Teachers play an active role as role models in instilling these values, ensuring that
character education is not merely normative but also applicable in students’ daily
lives. These findings suggest that Islamic character education is not implemented as
an isolated component, but rather as an integrated part of the learning process and
school culture that develops alongside the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum.

E. Results of Intervariable Relationship Analysis

The results of the inferential statistical analysis indicate a significant
relationship between the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum, teacher
motivation, and Islamic character education. The findings show that higher levels of
Merdeka Curriculum implementation and stronger teacher motivation are associated
with better outcomes in Islamic character education among students. Further
analysis demonstrates that both independent variables contribute to the dependent
variable, both partially and simultaneously. These results confirm that the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum and teacher motivation each have a
significant effect on Islamic character education. When examined simultaneously, the
combined contribution of these variables is stronger than their individual effects.

The analysis also reveals that the relationships among variables are not only
statistically significant but also positively directed. This indicates that improvements
in the quality of Merdeka Curriculum implementation and increases in teacher
motivation are followed by improvements in the achievement of Islamic character
education. The positive coefficients obtained in the analysis suggest that changes in
the independent variables move in the same direction as changes in the dependent
variable. Partial analysis shows that Merdeka Curriculum implementation
contributes to Islamic character education through more flexible and contextualized
learning practices. Meanwhile, teacher motivation contributes through consistency in
the application of Islamic character values within the learning process. These two
variables complement each other in creating a learning environment that supports
the strengthening of students’ Islamic character.

Overall, the results of the simultaneous analysis indicate that the combination
of Merdeka Curriculum implementation and teacher motivation provides a stronger
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contribution to Islamic character education than the influence of each variable
considered separately. These findings suggest that Islamic character education is
influenced by both structural factors, represented by curriculum policy, and personal
factors, represented by teacher motivation.

The findings presented in the previous section provide empirical evidence
regarding the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum, teacher motivation, and
Islamic character education, as well as the relationships among these variables. While
the Results section focuses on the statistical description and relationships observed
in the data, this Discussion section aims to interpret and contextualize these findings
within the framework of Islamic Religious Education, relevant theories, and previous
empirical studies. Through this discussion, the implications of the research findings
for the strengthening of Islamic character education are critically examined.

The partial effects of the independent variables on students’ Islamic character
formation were examined using the t-test, as shown in the following Table.

Table.1.
Coefficientsa
Model Unstandardized Standardized t Sig.
Coefficients Coefficients
B Std Beta
Error
1 (Constant) 31,723 4,700 6,759 0,000
KURMER 0,228 0,080 0,289 2,831 0,005
MOTIVASI 0,244 0,094 0,264 2,584 0,011

Based on the results of the t-test analysis, the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum was found to have a significant effect on students’ Islamic character
formation. This finding indicates that the quality of Merdeka Curriculum
implementation plays an important role in supporting the internalization of Islamic
character values. The better the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum in terms
of lesson planning, instructional implementation, and learning evaluation, the
stronger the formation of students’ Islamic character at SD IT Al Madinah and SD IT
Ar-Rohmaniyah.

Furthermore, the results of the t-test also indicate that teacher motivation has
a significant effect on students’ Islamic character formation. Teacher motivation
contributes substantially to the learning process and character development through
role modelling, commitment, and consistency in guiding students. This finding
suggests that higher levels of teacher motivation in carrying out professional
responsibilities are associated with more optimal Islamic character formation among
students at SD IT Al Madinah and SD IT Ar-Rohmaniyah.

After examining the partial effects of each independent variable, further
analysis was conducted to determine the simultaneous effect of Merdeka Curriculum
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implementation and teacher motivation on students’ Islamic character formation
using the F-test, as presented in the following Table.

Table.2.
ANOVAa
Sum of _
Model df Mean Square F Sig.
Squares
1 Regression 991,228 2 495,614 21,200 <,001b
Residual 2922,272 125 23,378
Total 3913,500 127

a. Dependent Variabel: KARAKTER
b. Predictors: (Constants), MOTIVASI, KURMER

Based on the F-test results presented in the table above, it is evident that the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum and teacher motivation simultaneously
have a significant effect on students’ Islamic character formation. This is indicated by
the significance value (Sig.), which is lower than the established significance level of
0.05, confirming that the regression model is statistically significant. These findings
demonstrate that the independent variables, when considered together, contribute
meaningfully to the formation of Islamic character among students.

The coefficient of determination (R?) was analyzed to assess the explanatory
power of the regression model, as presented in the following Table.

Table.3. Model Summary
Model R R Square Adjusted R Square
1 — 0472 —

The Model Summary shows an R? value of 0.472, indicating that Merdeka
Curriculum implementation and teacher motivation jointly contribute to students’
Islamic character formation.

In summary, the results provide empirical evidence of significant
relationships between the independent variables and students’ Islamic character
formation.

DISCUSSION
A. Merdeka Curriculum Implementation in Islamic Religious Education

The results of this study indicate that the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum in Islamic Religious Education learning is generally categorized as good.
This finding suggests that the Merdeka Curriculum has not merely been adopted at
the policy level but has begun to be translated into instructional practices by teachers.
In the context of Islamic Religious Education, this implementation reflects teachers’
efforts to align learning planning, instructional activities, and evaluation with
students’ characteristics and expected learning outcomes(Widodo et al., 2024).
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The flexibility offered by the Merdeka Curriculum appears to support the
development of more contextual and meaningful Islamic Religious Education
learning. The findings show that teachers utilize this flexibility to integrate Islamic
values into learning activities that are relevant to students’ daily experiences. This
condition strengthens the role of Islamic Religious Education as a medium for
character formation rather than solely as a means of transmitting religious
knowledge. Such an approach is consistent with the substantive objectives of Islamic
education, which emphasize the formation of faith, piety, and noble
character(Swandana et al,, 2023).

Furthermore, the study reveals that the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum encourages a stronger orientation toward character development within
Islamic Religious Education. Learning is no longer confined to cognitive achievement
but also encompasses affective and behavioral dimensions. The incorporation of
character-oriented activities, including those aligned with student profile
development, demonstrates that the Merdeka Curriculum provides structural
support for strengthening Islamic character education(Utami et al,, 2024).

However, variations in the level of curriculum implementation among
teachers indicate that the effectiveness of the Merdeka Curriculum is influenced by
teachers’ readiness and understanding. This finding suggests that curriculum policy
alone is insufficient to ensure uniform implementation. Teachers’ capacity,
experience, and access to professional development opportunities play a critical role
in determining how well the curriculum is enacted in practice(Cecep Abdul Mubhlis
Suja’i, 2023).

Overall, these findings suggest that the Merdeka Curriculum has significant
potential to enhance Islamic Religious Education, particularly in strengthening
Islamic character education. Nevertheless, this potential can only be realized
optimally when supported by teachers’ preparedness and commitment in
implementing the curriculum consistently and contextually(Islam & 2023, n.d.).

B. Teacher Motivation in the Context of Merdeka Curriculum Implementation

The findings of this study demonstrate that teacher motivation plays a crucial
role in supporting the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum in Islamic Religious
Education learning. High levels of teacher motivation indicate a strong internal drive
and professional commitment in carrying out instructional responsibilities. This
finding reinforces the view that the success of curriculum implementation is not
determined solely by curriculum design, but also by the personal and professional
disposition of teachers as the primary agents of learning(Rista et al., 2025).

In the context of Islamic Religious Education, teacher motivation holds
distinctive significance due to the moral and spiritual dimensions inherent in the
teaching role. Motivated teachers tend to exhibit greater dedication in planning,
implementing, and evaluating learning activities, as well as in integrating Islamic
values throughout the learning process. This study suggests that such motivation
encourages teachers to adapt instructional strategies in line with the principles of the
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Merdeka Curriculum, including flexibility, student-centered learning, and character
development (Gulyanto et al., 2024).

The results further indicate that teacher motivation facilitates teachers’
openness to change and innovation. Highly motivated teachers are more willing to
develop learning materials, adjust teaching methods, and engage in professional
development related to the Merdeka Curriculum. This adaptability is particularly
important in the early stages of curriculum reform, where teachers are required to
reinterpret and operationalize new policy frameworks in classroom
practice(Megawati et al., 2023).

Moreover, teacher motivation contributes to the sustainability of curriculum
implementation. The Merdeka Curriculum requires continuous adjustment and
reflection in learning practices. Motivated teachers are more likely to maintain
consistency and resilience in implementing curriculum changes, even when faced
with practical challenges. In Islamic Religious Education, this consistency supports
the continuous internalization of Islamic character values among students(R et al,,
2023).

Overall, the findings of this study suggest that teacher motivation functions as
a driving force that enables the effective implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum
in Islamic Religious Education. Without adequate motivation, even a well-designed
curriculum may fail to achieve its intended outcomes. Therefore, strengthening
teacher motivation is essential for ensuring that the objectives of the Merdeka
Curriculum, particularly those related to Islamic character education, are realized in
a meaningful and sustainable manner(Judul, 2023).

C. Islamic Character Education as an Outcome of Islamic Religious Education

The findings of this study indicate that Islamic character education among
students is categorized as good, suggesting that Islamic values have been effectively
internalized through Islamic Religious Education learning. This outcome reflects the
substantive objective of Islamic Religious Education, which is not limited to the
transmission of religious knowledge but emphasizes the formation of attitudes and
behaviors rooted in Islamic teachings(Wijaya et al., 2024).

Islamic character education encompasses fundamental values such as
honesty, discipline, responsibility, and religiosity. The findings reveal that these
values are not taught in isolation but are integrated into daily learning activities and
school practices. This integration enables students to experience Islamic values in
concrete and meaningful ways, thereby supporting deeper internalization. Such an
approach aligns with the holistic perspective of Islamic education, which views
character formation as a continuous and contextual process.

The role of teachers emerges as a critical factor in the effectiveness of Islamic
character education. The findings suggest that teachers function not only as
instructors but also as moral exemplars whose attitudes and behaviors influence
students’ character development. Through consistent modelling and guidance,
teachers help translate Islamic values from abstract concepts into lived experiences.
This reinforces the understanding that character education is most effective when
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(Harefa et al, 2024)supported by authentic examples within the learning
environment.

Within the framework of the Merdeka Curriculum, Islamic character
education gains additional relevance. The curriculum’s emphasis on character
development provides institutional support for the integration of Islamic values into
learning processes. The flexibility afforded by the Merdeka Curriculum allows
teachers to design learning activities that connect Islamic teachings with students’
real-life contexts, thereby enhancing the applicability of Islamic character values.
Overall, these findings suggest that Islamic character education represents a
substantive outcome of Islamic Religious Education when supported by appropriate
curriculum implementation and teacher engagement. Islamic character education is
not merely an aspirational goal but a realizable outcome that can be achieved through
structured, consistent, and value-oriented learning practices.

D. The Relationship between Merdeka Curriculum Implementation and Islamic
Character Education

The findings of this study indicate a significant relationship between the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum and Islamic character education. This
relationship suggests that the quality of curriculum implementation plays an
important role in achieving the objectives of character education within Islamic
Religious Education. The curriculum functions not merely as a technical guide for
learning activities but as a strategic framework that shapes the direction and
substance of character formation(lkmal et al., 2022).

The Merdeka Curriculum emphasizes flexibility, contextual learning, and
character development as core principles. The results of this study show that when
these principles are implemented effectively, teachers are better able to integrate
Islamic values into learning activities. This integration allows Islamic character
values, such as honesty, responsibility, and religiosity, to be internalized through
meaningful learning experiences rather than being conveyed solely as abstract moral
concepts. Consequently, improvements in curriculum implementation are
accompanied by improvements in the achievement of Islamic character education
(Sirait et al.,, 2024).

These findings also demonstrate that the Merdeka Curriculum is compatible
with the substantive goals of Islamic education. Islamic education fundamentally aims
to develop individuals who possess faith, piety, and noble character. When the
Merdeka Curriculum is implemented with attention to these values, it serves as a
supportive structure that reinforces the objectives of Islamic Religious Education. In
this sense, the relationship between curriculum implementation and Islamic
character education is complementary rather than contradictory(Ali et al., 2018).

However, the findings also suggest that this relationship is not automatic.
Variations in the level of curriculum implementation indicate that the positive impact
of the Merdeka Curriculum on Islamic character education depends on how the
curriculum is enacted in practice. A curriculum that is not implemented consistently
or contextually may fail to produce the intended character outcomes. This
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underscores the importance of effective instructional strategies and teacher
engagement in translating curriculum principles into meaningful learning
experiences(Rahila, 2024).

Overall, the findings of this study affirm that the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum has a meaningful relationship with Islamic character education.
The curriculum provides a structural foundation that supports character
development, but its effectiveness is contingent upon how well it is implemented
within the learning process of Islamic Religious Education(Sastradiharja et al., 2024).

E. The Relationship between Teacher Motivation and Islamic Character
Education

The findings of this study reveal a significant relationship between teacher
motivation and Islamic character education. This result indicates that teacher
motivation constitutes an essential factor in shaping students’ Islamic character,
particularly within Islamic Religious Education learning. Teachers with higher levels
of motivation tend to demonstrate stronger commitment to integrating Islamic values
consistently throughout the learning process (Primarni, Pujianti, et al., 2025).

Teacher motivation influences how educators perform their roles as
instructors and moral exemplars. The findings suggest that motivated teachers are
more inclined to prioritize not only academic achievement but also the cultivation of
students’ attitudes and behaviors. In the context of Islamic education, teacher
motivation is closely associated with moral awareness and spiritual responsibility,
which encourage teachers to embed Islamic values such as honesty, discipline, and
responsibility in everyday learning activities (Primarni, Masuwd, et al., 2025).

Furthermore, teacher motivation contributes to the creation of a learning
environment conducive to Islamic character formation. Motivated teachers tend to
display patience, consistency, and responsiveness to students’ needs, thereby
fostering positive interactions that support the internalization of Islamic values.
Students learn not only from the content delivered but also from teachers’ conduct
and attitudes, which serve as implicit lessons in character education (Primarni,
Sugito, M. Daud, et al.,, 2022).

The findings also indicate that teacher motivation supports the sustainability
of Islamic character education. Character formation is a long-term process that
requires continuous guidance and reinforcement. Teachers with strong motivation
are more likely to maintain consistency in applying character values despite
challenges encountered in instructional practice. This consistency plays a vital role in
ensuring that Islamic character education is not episodic but becomes an integral part
of students’ daily experiences (Primarni, Fa’atin, et al., 2025).

Overall, the results of this study suggest that Islamic character education
cannot be separated from the quality of teacher motivation. Teacher motivation acts
as a critical bridge between the objectives of Islamic education and their realization
in classroom practice. Strengthening teacher motivation, therefore, is a key strategy
for enhancing the effectiveness and sustainability of Islamic character education
within Islamic Religious Education learning (Primarni, Nuhdi, et al., 2025).
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F. The Synergy between Merdeka Curriculum Implementation and Teacher
Motivation in Islamic Character Education

The findings of this study indicate that the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum and teacher motivation simultaneously contribute significantly to Islamic
character education. This result suggests that the formation of students’ Islamic
character is not influenced by a single factor, but rather emerges from the interaction
between structural factors, represented by curriculum policy, and personal factors,
represented by teacher motivation. The synergy between these two dimensions is
essential in creating effective and meaningful Islamic Religious Education
learning(Nasir et al., 2024).

The Merdeka Curriculum provides a structural framework that offers
direction, flexibility, and opportunities for character-oriented learning. However, this
framework alone is insufficient to produce optimal outcomes without active
engagement from teachers. The findings of this study demonstrate that when the
Merdeka Curriculum is implemented by highly motivated teachers, learning practices
become more adaptive, contextual, and aligned with the objectives of Islamic
character education. Motivated teachers are better positioned to utilize curriculum
flexibility to design learning activities that integrate Islamic values into students’ lived
experiences(Indra et al.,, 2022).

This synergy also enhances consistency in the internalization of Islamic
character values. The curriculum outlines learning objectives and character-oriented
outcomes, while teacher motivation determines the intensity and quality of value
implementation in daily instructional practices. As a result, Islamic character
education is not confined to formal curriculum documents but is realized through
continuous interaction between teachers and students in the learning process
(Primarni, Sugito, Yahya, et al., 2022).

The findings further suggest that weakness in one factor may reduce the
effectiveness of the other. A well-designed curriculum may fail to achieve its intended
character outcomes if teachers lack sufficient motivation to implement it
meaningfully. Conversely, high teacher motivation may not yield optimal results in
the absence of a clear and supportive curriculum framework. This interdependence
highlights the importance of balance between curriculum policy and teacher capacity
in strengthening Islamic character education (Primarni, Qadir, et al.,, 2024).

Overall, the synergy between Merdeka Curriculum implementation and
teacher motivation emerges as a critical prerequisite for the successful development
of Islamic character education. The findings of this study emphasize that efforts to
strengthen students’ Islamic character require a holistic approach that integrates
curriculum policy with sustained teacher motivation and professional commitment
within Islamic Religious Education learning (Musthan et al.,, 2022).

G. Theoretical and Practical Implications
Theoretical Implications

The findings of this study contribute theoretically to the field of Islamic
Religious Education by reinforcing the view that Islamic character education is
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shaped by the interaction between curriculum policy and teacher-related factors. This
study supports theoretical perspectives that position curriculum as a structural
framework that directs learning objectives, while teacher motivation functions as a
driving force that determines the effectiveness of curriculum implementation in
practice. By empirically demonstrating the simultaneous contribution of Merdeka
Curriculum implementation and teacher motivation, this study extends existing
discussions on character education within Islamic education by integrating structural
and personal dimensions into a unified analytical model.

Furthermore, this study highlights the relevance of the Merdeka Curriculum
to the substantive goals of Islamic education. The emphasis on flexibility, contextual
learning, and character development within the Merdeka Curriculum aligns with the
foundational objectives of Islamic Religious Education, which aim to cultivate faith,
piety, and noble character. The findings therefore strengthen the theoretical
argument that national curriculum reforms can be harmonized with Islamic
educational values when implemented thoughtfully and supported by motivated
educators.

This study also contributes to character education theory by positioning
Islamic character education as an outcome that emerges from a holistic educational
process. Rather than viewing character formation as a supplementary component of
learning, the findings emphasize that I[slamic character education is an integral result
of curriculum implementation and teacher engagement. This perspective enriches
theoretical discussions by framing character education as a systemic and process-
oriented phenomenon within Islamic Religious Education.

Practical Implications

Practically, the findings of this study offer importantimplications for teachers,
schools, and educational policymakers. For teachers of Islamic Religious Education,
the results underscore the importance of maintaining and enhancing motivation in
carrying out instructional responsibilities. Teacher motivation is shown to influence
not only instructional quality but also the consistency of Islamic character value
internalization among students. Teachers are therefore encouraged to continuously
develop professional competence and reflective practices in order to optimize the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum.

For schools, the findings suggest the need to create an environment that
supports both effective curriculum implementation and teacher motivation. School
leadership can play a strategic role by facilitating professional development
programs, providing opportunities for collaborative learning, and fostering a school
culture that emphasizes exemplary conduct and character development. Such
support is essential for ensuring that Islamic character education is consistently
integrated into daily learning practices.

For educational policymakers, this study highlights the importance of
designing curriculum policies that are accompanied by strategies to strengthen
teacher motivation and capacity. Curriculum reform efforts, including the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum, should be complemented by sustained
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support mechanisms such as training, mentoring, and professional recognition. By
addressing both structural and personal factors, policy initiatives can more effectively
contribute to the strengthening of Islamic character education within Islamic
Religious Education learning.

Overall, the theoretical and practical implications of this study emphasize that
strengthening Islamic character education requires a comprehensive approach that
integrates curriculum policy, teacher motivation, and instructional practice
coherently and sustainably.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum and
teacher motivation play significant roles in strengthening Islamic character education
within Islamic Religious Education learning. The findings indicate that the Merdeka
Curriculum, when implemented effectively, provides a flexible and contextual
learning framework that supports the internalization of Islamic values among
students. Through its emphasis on character development and student-centered
learning, the Merdeka Curriculum creates opportunities for Islamic Religious
Education to move beyond cognitive achievement toward the formation of religious
attitudes and behaviors.

In addition to curriculum factors, teacher motivation is confirmed as a critical
determinant in the success of Islamic character education. Teachers with high levels
of motivation demonstrate stronger commitment and consistency in integrating
Islamic character values into learning practices. Motivation enables teachers to adapt
to curriculum changes, maintain instructional quality, and serve as moral exemplars
for students. As a result, Islamic character education becomes a continuous and
meaningful process rather than a fragmented or incidental activity.

The study further demonstrates that the simultaneous interaction between
Merdeka Curriculum implementation and teacher motivation produces a stronger
contribution to Islamic character education than the influence of each factor
independently. This finding highlights that Islamic character formation is the result
of synergy between structural elements, such as curriculum policy, and personal
elements, such as teacher motivation. Effective curriculum implementation requires
motivated teachers, while strong teacher motivation needs to be supported by a clear
and relevant curriculum framework.

Based on these conclusions, strengthening Islamic character education
requires a comprehensive and sustainable approach. Efforts to optimize the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum should be accompanied by strategies to
enhance teacher motivation and professional commitment. This study contributes to
the field of Islamic Religious Education by providing empirical evidence on the
integrated role of curriculum policy and teacher motivation in shaping students’
Islamic character. Future research is encouraged to explore additional factors, such
as school leadership and learning environments, to further enrich the understanding
of Islamic character education in diverse educational contexts.
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