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DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION IN INDEPENDENT CURRICULUM
(KURIKULUM MERDEKA): THE PERSPECTIVES OF ENGLISH

TRANSFORMATIVE TEACHERS
—_————————

ABSTRACT

This study focuses on English Transformative teachers (Guru Penggerak) understanding in differentiated
instruction approach, as well as the challenges they face while implementing differentiated learning in the
independent curriculum. The participants of this study were three English Guru Penggerak. The data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. The findings revealed that
the teachers have a solid understanding of the concept, philosophy, and purpose of differentiated instruction.
Although the Guru Penggerak English teachers demonstrated a strong theoretical grasp, they continue to face
real-world challenges in implementation. These include managing student diversity, time constraints in lesson
preparation, increased teacher workload, and students' varying levels of physical and mental readiness. To
address these issues, the teachers have shown proactive efforts in seeking effective solutions, such as
implementing better time management strategies and adapting instructional planning to suit diverse learners’
needs. Therefore, greater attention must be given to the actual conditions and limitations they face in the school
environment. Moreover, smooth and two-way communication with parents is considered essential to support
the success of differentiated instruction and to ensure students' learning needs are fully met both at school and

at home.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

This chapter describes the background, problems, objectives, significance of the study, and

the limitation of the study.
1.1. Background of the Study

Albert Einstein once stated his argument concerning the unique talents and interests
of individuals, "Everyone is a genius. But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it
will live its whole life believing that it is stupid.” This highlights that each individual student
possesses his or her own potential and talents, shaped by his or her experiences and
intellectual maturity. Therefore, teachers must recognize this diversity and refrain from
equating their students' abilities. This sentiment aligns with remarks made by the former
Indonesian Minister of Education and Culture, Mr. Muhadjir Effendi (2018), who
emphasized that a child who struggles in Mathematics does not imply a lack of skills in other
areas; It is the teacher's role to guide students in uncovering their potential and talents
because each student is unique, teachers should not judge them solely on areas where they
may struggle.

It is clear that effective solutions are crucial for optimizing the teaching system. The
curriculum serves as a critical tool for defining the goals and methods of the teaching and
learning process. In essence, it provides guidelines for designing lesson plans and
establishing rules for assessing learning outcomes (Gunahardi, 2019). Therefore, the
curriculum and the learning process are interconnected and cannot be separated. In
Indonesia, curriculum has become a prominent issue among educators, particularly with the
introduction of the newest curriculum, Independent curriculum, which is initiated by the
Indonesian Ministry of Education and Culture in February 2022.

Now, in Indonesia, Schools can choose the curriculum that best fits their needs to aid
learning recovery. Even the Independent curriculum started in the 2022/2023 academic year,
schools can also still select the full Kurikulum 2013, the Emergency Curriculum (a
simplified Kurikulum 2013 used during the pandemic), or the Independent curriculum
(Kerikulum Merdeka). In implementing Independent curriculum, there are steps that school
must follow, such as registered on the Merdeka Belajar platform, be under the supervision
of the Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology and additionally, the

principal and teachers must have an active belajar.id account.



The Independent curriculum has three approaches: Mandiri Belajar (Independent
Learning), Mandiri Berubah (Independent Transformation), and Mandiri Berbagi
(Independent Sharing). Mandiri Belajar lets schools continue using the 2013 Curriculum
while gradually adding Independent curriculum principles. Mandiri Berubah involves using
the Merdeka Mengajar platform for resources and tools provided by the Ministry of
Education. Mandiri Berbagi allows well-prepared schools to share their teaching materials
and practices with others across Indonesia, with all shared content reviewed for quality (the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology, 2023)

A central feature of the Independent curriculum is its differentiated learning
approach, which emphasizes student-centered education. However, not all registered
schools are able to implement this approach. Differentiated learning can be effectively
applied only when a school has reached the Mandiri Berubah level, indicating an active
implementation of the Independent curriculum. This curriculum emphasizes differentiated
instruction as a key method for achieving teaching and learning goals, focusing on meeting
the individual needs of students.

As Nadiem Makarim, the Minister of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology
in Indonesia, said Independent curriculum emphasizes differentiated instruction
(pembelajaran berdiferensiasi) as a key approach to achieve teaching and learning goals,
focusing on meeting students’ individual needs. However, implementing student-oriented
learning based on their interests and talents requires effective solutions. This can be achieved
through the development of differentiated learning strategies, which emphasize that each
individual possesses unique interests, potentials, and talents. Therefore, teachers play a
crucial role in coordinating and integrating these differences using appropriate strategies.
Differentiated instruction involves aligning students' learning methods with suitable
pedagogical approaches, curriculum objectives, and opportunities for demonstrating
acquired knowledge (Spencer-Waterman, 2014). It is widely recognized as an effective
method to meet the diverse learning needs of students (George, 2005).

Differentiated instruction is currently a highly engaging and relevant topic. It serves
as a teaching process or philosophy that provides diverse ways for all students in a classroom
community to grasp new information effectively. This approach is implemented to cater to
the individual needs, learning styles, and interests of each student (Hasanah, Jabu, & Nur,
2023) Accordingto Tucker (2011), differentiation involves adjusting instruction, materials,
content, projects, and assessments to meet the diverse learning needs of students. Tomlinson

and Imbeau (2010) expand on this by highlighting that differentiated instruction provides



students with multiple pathways to acquire information, allowing teachers to customize their
instructional delivery and assignments accordingly. Successful implementation of
differentiated instruction depends on factors such as teachers' willingness, commitment,
readiness, and the support they provide as facilitators to their students.

In the context of differentiated instruction, teachers hold an important role in the
classroom. Recognizing that every student learns uniquely, teachers are tasked with meeting
the diverse needs and preferences of all learners. This presents challenges in addressing
students' varied learning needs (Villegas & Lucas, 2007). Specifically, in inclusive
classrooms, Differentiated instruction may pose challenges that hinder its effective use
(Onyishi & Sefotho, 2020). Lunsford (2017) highlights the importance of professional
development for teachers prior to full implementation of differentiated instruction. This
includes understanding the concept of differentiated instruction, learning effective
implementation strategies, gaining insights into students' needs, and observing how other
teachers successfully apply differentiated instruction in real classroom settings. Such
preparation is essential for teachers to effectively implement differentiated instruction and
meet the educational needs of all students.

In Indonesia, currently there is a program for teachers called the Transformative
teacher as "Guru Penggerak™. The Transformative teachers are educators who lead and
motivate their peers in adopting the Merdeka Belajar approach to foster students' holistic
development. These teachers act as learning leaders within the Merdeka Belajar framework,
equipped to influence the educational ecosystem to focus on student-centered education. To
achieve this, teachers need to creatively design their lessons, employing a variety of teaching
methods and resources. Additionally, teachers must be able to adapt to changing educational
policies (Sibagariang et al., 2021). In line with Nadiem Makariem, the Minister of Education
and Culture of Indonesia, emphasizes that the cornerstone of the Merdeka Belajar
educational transformation is the Transformative teacher.

The Transformative teacher program spans nine months training and encompasses
three primary areas: differentiated instruction, communities of practice, and social and
emotional learning (the Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology, 2020).
The Transformative teacher program, initiated by the Ministry of Education and Culture and
the Ministry of Research and Technology, aims to implement a new paradigm curriculum
known as the prototype curriculum (Faiz et al., 2022). Differentiated instruction is

highlighted as a key strategy to enhance the differentiated instruction within The



Transformative teacher program, aiming to tailor learning experiences that are centered
among students and to enhance teachers' understanding of the teaching process.

Differentiated instruction involves a series of thoughtful decisions made by teachers,
focusing on: 1) Creating a learning environment that motivates students to achieve high
learning goals; 2) Addressing students' diverse learning needs through customized lesson
plans, learning resources, teaching media, strategies, assignments, and assessments; and 3)
Effectively managing the classroom with clear structures that allow flexibility, ensuring
smooth operation despite varying activities (Suwartiningsih, 2021). This approach aims to
optimize learning outcomes by adapting teaching practices to meet the individual needs and
abilities of students within the educational setting.

Since it takes a lot of effort from the school and teacher to implement differentiated
instruction within their teaching, this present study is aimed at exploring the perspectives of
Transformative teachers in junior high school who have successfully integrated
differentiated instruction into their classrooms. It involves three teachers from different
schools that are registered and qualified in implementing differentiated instruction, meeting
the criteria of being categorized under Mandiri Berubah (Independent Transformation) and
Mandiri Berbagi (Independent Sharing). This study specifically seeks to understand how
English teachers, serving as Transformative teacher, conceptualize differentiation learning
and the challenges they encounter during its implementation. This study investigates into
their experiences, strategies employed, and the impact of differentiated instruction on

students’ learning outcomes.

1.2. The Problems of the Study
The research problems of the study are formulated in the following research
questions:
1) How well do English Transformative junior high school teachers understand the concept
of differentiated instruction?
2) What challenges do English Transformative junior high school teachers have in

implementing differentiated learning?

1.3. The Objectives of the Study
Based on the research questions, the objectives of this study are to find out:
1) How well English Transformative junior high school teachers understand the concept of

differentiated learning and



2) Challenges that English Transformative junior high school teachers have in

implementing differentiated learning.

1.4. The Significance of the Study

The research is important to help teachers, lecturers, and other education institutions
find out the teacher's understanding of differentiated learning. This research also helps bring
the effective approach in teaching and learning English as a foreign language to meet
students’ need and interest in the classroom based on the investigated problems above. This
research is also aimed at encouraging further study concerning differentiated learning in the
classroom. The study will offer insights into the current state of their understanding and
implementation of differentiated instruction. This can inform professional development
programs to address gaps in knowledge and practice. By identifying challenges faced by
teachers, this study assists them in avoiding the repetition of similar problems in the
implementation of differentiated instruction. Understanding how English Transformative
teachers perceive and implement differentiated instruction can empower other teachers to
adopt and refine their teaching methodologies to better meet the diverse needs of their
students. By ensuring that it can lead to better engagement, understanding, and academic

outcomes from student.

1.5. Limitation of the study

This study has several limitations. Firstly, the sample is limited to three
Transformative teachers in a specific region, especially in Palembang, which may not fully
represent the diversity of experiences and practices of teachers in other areas. Secondly, the
study focuses only on Transformative teachers at the junior high school level, within the
same phase, Phase D. This study does not cover Transformative teachers at the elementary
(SD) and high school (SMA) levels. Additionally the study focuses exclusively on English
Transformative teachers who have implemented differentiated instruction, potentially
overlooking valuable insights from other Transformative teachers who have not yet adopted
differentiated instruction. Furthermore, the research is based on self-reported data, which
may be subject to bias. Lastly, the study does not include perspectives from students or other
stakeholders, which could provide a more comprehensive understanding of the impact and

challenges of differentiated instruction.
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