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Abstract

The implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum in elementary schools requires school principals to possess adequate
managerial competencies to manage changes in a more flexible learning system that is based on students' needs.
The managerial competencies of school principals play a key role in the successful implementation of educational
policies, including the Merdeka Curriculum, which emphasizes flexibility, differentiated learning, and independent
learning. This study aims to analyze the managerial competencies of school principals in the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum in elementary schools in Central Aceh Regency. The research method used is a qualitative
descriptive approach with data collection techniques through questionnaires, observations, and interviews. The
subjects of the study consist of school principals and teachers from nine elementary schools in Central Aceh Regency.
The results indicate that school principals have adequate managerial competencies in managing schools, covering
the stages of planning, organizing, implementing, supervising and evaluating, decision-making, and leadership in
educational innovation. However, there are still several competencies that need improvement, particularly in the
execution of administrative management and documentation aspects required to ensure that all students benefit
optimally and to facilitate changes in student-centered learning methods by the principles of the Merdeka
Curriculum. This study recommends enhancing training and support for school principals in the implementation
of the Merdeka Curriculum. Thus, the improvement of managerial competencies among school principals is
expected to support the successful implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum in elementary schools.
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Abstrak

Penerapan Kurikulum Merdeka di sekolah dasar menuntut kepala sekolah untuk memiliki kompetensi
manajerial yang memadai guna mengelola perubahan dalam sistem pembelajaran yang lebih fleksibel
dan berbasis pada kebutuhan siswa. Kompetensi manajerial kepala sekolah memegang peranan kunci
dalam kesuksesan penerapan kebijakan pendidikan, termasuk Kurikulum Merdeka yang menekankan
fleksibilitas, diferensiasi pembelajaran, dan merdeka belajar. Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk
menganalisis kompetensi manajerial kepala sekolah dalam implementasi Kurikulum Merdeka di
sekolah dasar di Kabupaten Aceh Tengah. Metode penelitian yang digunakan adalah pendekatan
deskriptif kualitatif dengan teknik pengumpulan data melalui angket, observasi dan wawancara.
Subjek penelitian terdiri dari kepala sekolah dan guru pada 9 (sembilan) sekolah dasar di Kabupaten
Aceh Tengah. Hasil penelitian menunjukkan bahwa kepala sekolah telah memiliki kompetensi
manajerial yang memadai dalam mengelola sekolah mulai dari tahapan perencanaan,
pengorganisasian, pelaksanaan, pengawasan dan evaluasi, pengambilan keputusan serta
kepemimpinan dalam inovasi pendidikan. Namun, masih terdapat beberapa kompetensi yang perlu
ditingkatkan, khususnya pada kompetensi pelaksanaan aspek pengelolaan administrasi dan
dokumentasi yang diperlukan, memastikan semua siswa mendapat manfaat optimal serta
memfasilitasi perubahan metode pembelajaran yang berpusat pada siswa sesuai dengan prinsip
Kurikulum Merdeka. Penelitian ini merekomendasikan adanya peningkatan pelatihan dan
pendampingan untuk kepala sekolah dalam pelaksanaan Kurikulum Merdeka. Dengan demikian,
peningkatan kompetensi manajerial kepala sekolah diharapkan dapat mendukung suksesnya
implementasi Kurikulum Merdeka di sekolah dasar.

Kata Kunci: kompetensi manajerial; kepala sekolah; kurikulum merdeka; sekolah dasar
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Introduction

Education in Indonesia has undergone various phases of change aimed at improving the
quality of learning, the relevance of the curriculum, and the effectiveness of teaching. One of
the most significant changes in the last decade is the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum, which aims to provide greater autonomy to schools in designing learning programs
tailored to the potential and needs of students. This curriculum emphasizes the importance of a
competency-based learning approach and character development, aligning with the national
education vision to build a generation that is adaptive, creative, and innovative. (Kemendikbud,
2021).

The Merdeka Curriculum is designed to replace an educational model that is considered
too rigid and bureaucratic. The old model often restricts the flexibility of teachers and schools
in implementing teaching innovations. The Merdeka Curriculum emphasizes the importance of
independent learning, where teachers and students are given the freedom to determine the
direction and methods of learning that are relevant and meaningful. Within this framework,
schools not only act as implementers of the curriculum but also as agents of change that are
expected to foster creativity and active participation in the learning process (Susanto et al.,
2022).

In this case, the school principal plays a strategic role in ensuring the successful
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum in elementary schools. They not only act as
administrative leaders but also as managers and instructional leaders responsible for resource
management, teacher capacity development, and providing a conducive learning environment
for students (Leithwood et al., 2020).

However, the role of the school principal in the implementation of this curriculum faces
various challenges, ranging from a lack of deep understanding of the philosophy of the Merdeka
Curriculum to technical issues such as insufficient supporting resources. Principals are also
expected to facilitate collaboration among teachers, as well as encourage innovation and
student-centered learning. Therefore, an analysis of the managerial competencies of school
principals in the application of the Merdeka Curriculum is crucial to identify areas that need
improvement and strategies that can be implemented to strengthen the managerial capabilities
of school principals. (Nurhemah, 2018).

Managerial competence is a set of skills necessary for effectively managing an
organization. In the context of education, school leaders must possess the ability to manage
human resources, lead change, and ensure that national educational goals can be achieved
through the implementation of an appropriate curriculum. Previous research has shown that the
managerial competence of school leaders is closely related to school effectiveness and student
achievement. (Harris & Jones, 2018).

In the context of the Merdeka Curriculum, school principals are faced with more
complex tasks. They must possess the ability to adapt to changes in education policy, manage
resistance to change, and ensure support from the entire school community in implementing a
more flexible learning approach. A study by Day, Gu, and Sammons (Day et al., 2016) shows
that school leaders with strong managerial competencies can encourage teacher involvement in
learning innovations, which in turn has a positive impact on student achievement.
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Although the Merdeka Curriculum promises greater flexibility for schools, its
implementation is not without challenges. One of the main challenges is the readiness of human
resources, particularly teachers and school principals. Many school principals do not yet have a
deep understanding of the competency-based learning approach and how to apply it in everyday
contexts. Additionally, resistance to change often arises from teachers who are accustomed to a
more structured and patterned system (Mcgill, 2006).

This study has a strong empirical basis in highlighting the importance of principal
managerial competence in the implementation of the Independent Curriculum. The principal
has a central role as a leader who not only manages administrative aspects but is also responsible
for inspiring, motivating, and leading change in schools. Transformational leadership
introduced by Bass (1985) is one of the relevant theories in this context (Day et al., 2016).
Principals who adopt a transformational leadership style are able to create a positive
organizational culture, facilitate collaboration, and encourage innovation in the learning
process. Hallinger and Heck's (2018) research shows that transformational leaders in education
can increase teacher involvement in curriculum innovation, which is very relevant to the
demands of flexibility and student-based learning in the Merdeka Curriculum (Junanto, 2019).

In addition, the theory of change management by Kotter (1996) emphasizes the
importance of leadership in managing resistance to change and ensuring the active involvement
of all stakeholders (Hitt et al., 2018). In implementing the Independent Curriculum, principals
are faced with challenges such as lack of teacher training, resistance to new teaching methods,
and limited resources. A study by Hitt (2018) shows that the success of educational change is
highly dependent on the principal's ability to manage these changes in a planned and gradual
manner.

Many previous studies have shown that the managerial competencies of school
principals remain an issue that needs to be improved in various regions, including Central Aceh.
The lack of relevant training, limited resources, and minimal structural support often become
obstacles in the implementation of educational policies. Therefore, it is important to conduct an
analysis of the managerial competencies of school principals in Central Aceh Regency in the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum. This analysis is expected to provide a clear picture
of the readiness of school principals to manage curriculum changes and to identify the factors
that support and hinder its implementation.

Research by Haq & Wakidi (2024) indicates that the lack of comprehensive training for
school principals and teachers is one of the biggest obstacles to the implementation of the
Merdeka Curriculum. The insufficient support in terms of resources, both in budget and
facilities, further exacerbates the situation. This highlights the need for improving the
managerial competencies of school principals in aspects of change management and the
empowerment of school resources to support the implementation of this curriculum (Hagq,
2024).

Other empirical studies show a significant relationship between school principals'
managerial competence and the successful implementation of educational policies. According
to Leithwood et al. (Leithwood et al., 2020), principals who have good managerial skills can
create a collaborative school environment where teachers feel supported in carrying out their
duties and students are allowed to learn optimally. This is also confirmed by research conducted
by Harris and Jones (Harris & Jones, 2018), who found that principals who play an active role
in managing change have a positive impact on school climate and student performance.

In the context of the Merdeka Curriculum, principals' managerial competencies include
the ability to conduct strategic planning, manage teacher development programs, and ensure
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the involvement of all stakeholders in the change process. Principals who can adapt to
curriculum changes will be more successful in leading their schools towards effective
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum (Robinson et al., 2008).

Given the important role of school principals in the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum, it is necessary to conduct an in-depth analysis of the extent to which their
managerial competencies influence the successful implementation of this curriculum in primary
schools. This analysis is important not only to assess the readiness of school principals but also
to identify areas that require further improvement or intervention.

This research is expected to contribute to the development of strategies to strengthen the
managerial competence of school principals, which in turn will support the creation of a better
and more inclusive learning environment for students. In addition, the results of this study can
also serve as a reference for policymakers in designing principal training and development
programs that are more in line with the demands of the Merdeka Curriculum, especially in
primary schools in the Central Aceh District area.

This research will use a theoretical framework based on transformational leadership
theory and change management. Transformational leadership theory emphasizes the
importance of leaders in motivating and inspiring change within organizations. In the context
of education, principals who act as transformational leaders are expected to be able to influence
positive changes in schools, including in the implementation of a more flexible curriculum such
as the Merdeka Curriculum (Junanto, 2019).

Previous studies have shown that the principal's transformational leadership plays an
important role in the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum. A study by Efendi et al.
(2023) found that the transformational leadership style applied by the principal was able to
increase teachers' work commitment in the implementation of Merdeka Belajar, which in turn
improved teacher performance in the process (Efendi et al., 2023).

Furthermore, research by Botutihe et al. (2023) examined the transformational
leadership of principals in implementing the Independent Curriculum in elementary schools
(Botutihe P et al., 2023). The results of the study showed that principals who implemented
transformational leadership succeeded in encouraging active participation from teachers,
students, and parents in the curriculum implementation process.

These findings support the importance of developing principals' managerial
competencies in implementing the Merdeka Curriculum. Thus, this study is expected to provide
practical and theoretical contributions in efforts to improve the quality of education by
strengthening the role of principals as transformational leaders and agents of change.

Research Methods

This study began with the formulation of the problem related to the principal's managerial
competence in the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum in Central Aceh Regency. After
that, a descriptive quantitative approach was determined with a survey method to describe the
extent to which these competencies have been implemented and their influence on the success
of curriculum implementation. This approach is in accordance with Creswell's (2018) view
which states that descriptive quantitative research aims to describe phenomena and measure the
relationship between variables in a particular population (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

The next step is the selection of research locations, namely nine elementary schools in
Central Aceh Regency that have implemented the Merdeka Curriculum. The selection of these
schools was carried out based on the diversity of backgrounds of the principals and the schools
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themselves, which allows for a broader analysis of the application of managerial competence in
various conditions. The study population included all elementary school principals and
representatives of the school committee in the nine schools. The purposive sampling technique
was used to select principals who had participated in training or socialization of the Merdeka
Curriculum so that they had relevant experience in curriculum implementation.

Data collection was carried out using a questionnaire as the main instrument. This
questionnaire was adapted from the principal's managerial competency assessment model and
covers aspects of planning, organizing, monitoring and evaluation, decision-making, and
leadership in educational innovation. In addition to the questionnaire, semi-structured
interviews were also conducted with several principals to explore more deeply the challenges
they face in implementing the Independent Curriculum.

After the data was collected, the analysis stage was carried out using descriptive statistical
analysis techniques. The results of this analysis are used to provide an overview of the principal's
managerial competency and the factors that support or hinder the successful implementation of
the Independent Curriculum. Thus, this study contributes to identifying aspects that need to be
strengthened in the development of principal managerial competency so that the
implementation of the Independent Curriculum can run more effectively.

Result and Discussion
The main instrument used in this study is a questionnaire adapted from the principal's

managerial competency assessment model including planning competence, organizing
competence, supervision and evaluation competence, decision-making competence, and
leadership competence in educational innovation.

In addition to questionnaires, semi-structured interviews will also be conducted with
several school principals to deepen understanding of the challenges faced in implementing the
Merdeka Curriculum. The data collected from the questionnaire will be analyzed using
descriptive statistical analysis techniques.

Planning Competence in Implementing Merdeka Curriculum

Planning competence is the principal's ability to design, organize, and plan various
learning and school management activities by considering internal and external conditions. The
Merdeka Curriculum emphasizes flexibility and school autonomy, so principals must be able to
develop lesson plans that support students' independence and creativity and involve various
parties, including teachers and parents.

In this study, it was found that principals in Central Aceh generally have good planning
skills, especially in formulating the school's vision and mission, preparing the school's annual
strategic plan, identifying school needs to implement the Merdeka Curriculum effectively,
preparing teacher training programs and allocating the school budget to support the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum. More details regarding planning competencies can
be seen in Figure 1.
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Planning Competence

m Very suitable M Suitable Fair mNot Suitable ™ Very Unsuitable

Principals are able to allocate school budget

s s %
Principals are able to develop teacher training —Bﬂ/
programs ’

Principals are able to identify school needs
Principals are able to develop annual school _ %%
strategic plan ’
Principals are able to formulate the school's vision _ E.
and mission __ &

Figure 1. Principal's managerial competence in planning

In general, all planning competencies have been implemented by school principals, it
can be seen from the percentage of each competency indicator dominated by the very
appropriate and appropriate categories. But here it can be seen that, in formulating the
vision and mission, there are obstacles where the preparation of the vision and mission still
does not involve the school community such as parents of students.

Good planning competencies enable school principals to prepare a mature strategy
in dealing with curriculum transitions. Comprehensive planning should include an
assessment of school conditions, the availability of resources, and the ability of educators
to implement new learning methods. Given the importance of data-based and participatory
planning, principals need to involve all education stakeholders in the planning process (Hitt
et al., 2018).

A study by Isnawan and Sudirman (2022) showed that planning involving
collaboration between principals and teachers significantly improved the effectiveness of
new curriculum implementation, especially when teachers felt involved in the development
of learning materials (Isnawan & Sudirman, 2022).

In line with this, Utaminingsih et al (2023) also highlighted the importance of careful
planning in the implementation of the Independent Curriculum. Through their research,
they found that principals who are effective in planning are able to identify school needs
and formulate appropriate strategies to achieve the desired educational goals (Utaminingsih
et al., 2023). In addition, Hidayat et al. (2023) emphasized that effective planning must
involve the active participation of all stakeholders, including teachers, students, and parents
(Hidayat et al., 2023). This participatory approach ensures that the plans drawn up are in
accordance with the needs and expectations of all parties involved in the educational
process (Karim et al., 2023).

Organizing Competence in Implementing the Independent Curriculum

Organizing is the principal's ability to manage human and material resources to achieve
educational goals effectively. This competency is important to ensure that the roles and
responsibilities of each school component, such as teachers, administrative staff, and students,
are well distributed and support the achievement of learning targets. In a study conducted by
Fitriani et al. (2024), it was found that the principal plays an important role in organizing by
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making a clear division of tasks so that each teacher understands their role and responsibilities.
This includes class division and adjusting teaching actions according to student needs (Fitriani
et al., 2024).

In the context of implementing the Merdeka Curriculum in primary schools, it was found
that principals generally have good abilities in organizing teachers to work collaboratively in
developing project-based learning modules. In some schools, principals have formed internal
curriculum development teams consisting of experienced teachers to design project-based
learning programs. More details of the research results related to organizing competence are as
follows.

Organizing Competence

B Very suitable M Suitable Fair mNot Suitable ™ Very Unsuitable
Principals are able to facilitate a school
: ity and.. 54 SN 17% 0%
environment that supports creativity and.. .

Principals encourage collaboration among —98/
teachers to plan learning ’
Principals are able to manage human and material _98/
resources ’

Principals form work teaes -

The principal is able to organize the tasks and _ 8% l

responsibilities of the school community g

Figure 2. Principal's managerial competence in organizing the implementation of the Merdeka
curriculum.

From the data above, it can be seen that overall the organizing competence of elementary
school principals in implementing the independent curriculum has been carried out very well,
which includes the competence of school principals in organizing the duties and responsibilities
of school members according to the needs of the Merdeka Curriculum, forming work teams to
support the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum at school, managing human and
material resources well in implementing the Merdeka Curriculum, encouraging collaboration
between teachers to plan learning in accordance with the Merdeka Curriculum and facilitating
a school environment that supports creativity and innovation in the Merdeka Curriculum.
However, there is a problem with the uneven distribution of tasks. Some teachers who have
higher competencies tend to be burdened with additional tasks, while teachers who are less
familiar with the new curriculum are less involved in the design process.

According to Wardana (2021), good organization in schools requires a fair distribution of
tasks, as well as continuous training for all teachers so that they can adapt to the demands of
the new curriculum (Wardana, 2020). Effective organization requires principals to have a deep
understanding of each teacher's abilities and potential (Brundrett et al., 2003). Principals who
can organize and empower teachers will maximize collaboration among teaching staff, leading
to improved learning quality (Isnawan & Sudirman, 2022). A study by Sunbanu (2019) shows
that collaborative team-based organizations not only increase efficiency but also encourage
innovation in learning development (Sunbanu et al., 2019).
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To maximize the potential of the Merdeka Curriculum, principals must be able to
build an inclusive and collaborative work environment, where every school member feels
valued and plays an important role in curriculum implementation (Sunbanu et al., 2019).

Implementation Competencies in Implementing Merdeka Curriculum

Implementation competence relates to the principal's ability to implement the plans that
have been prepared and ensure that the learning process runs according to the set targets. In the
context of the Merdeka Curriculum, implementation competencies include implementing
project-based learning, using educational technology, and implementing formative assessments.
Research by Nursalam et al. (2023) highlighted that the implementation of the Independent
Curriculum through project-based learning involves three main stages: the initial stage, the
development stage, and the conclusion stage (Nursalam et al., 2023). Each stage requires an
active role from the principal in directing and supporting teachers and students to achieve
optimal learning outcomes (Muljawan, 2018).

Based on the research results, principals in several elementary schools in Central Aceh
have been able to implement the independent curriculum implementation very well. More
details regarding the competencies in implementing the independent curriculum owned by
school principals can be seen in the following diagram.

Implementation Competence

H Very suitable M Suitable Fair ®mNot Suitable ™ Very Unsuitable

The principal facilitates changes in student-
centered learning methods

A |

The school principal seeks to ensure that all
students benefit optimally from the...

School principals manage the necessary
administration and documentation

|

School principals ensure that all teachers
understand the principles of the Merdeka. ..

13%

The principal is able to coordinate the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum...

X

Figure 3. Principal's managerial competence in terms of implementation in implementing an
independent curriculum

However, in some schools, principals could not fully ascertain whether teachers in their
schools had understood the principles of the independent curriculum in learning. This can be
seen from the limitations of teachers in understanding how to integrate projects into daily
learning, especially in exact subjects.

According to research by Putra and Widodo (2022), principals who act as facilitators in
curriculum implementation should be able to provide resources and an environment conducive
to project-based learning. However, often the lack of ongoing training becomes an obstacle in
the implementation of new methods. Good implementation competence requires the principal
to not only supervise but also ensure that each component of the curriculum is effectively
implemented. This includes providing support to teachers in the form of ongoing training,
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mentoring, and providing facilities that support the implementation of project-based learning.
Principals must ensure that the curriculum is implemented consistently and any obstacles that
arise in the implementation can be addressed immediately.

In addition, Dinanty and Ramadan (2023) found that principals face challenges in
implementing the Independent Curriculum in elementary schools. One of the problems faced
is the lack of teacher understanding of the principles of the Independent Curriculum, which has
an impact on the implementation of project-based learning (Dinanty & Ramadan, 2024). To
address these issues, training and professional development are needed for teachers and
principals. The training aims to strengthen their understanding of the concepts and practices of
the Merdeka Curriculum so that they can integrate the project into daily learning more
effectively (Day et al., 2016; Wardana, 2020).

Supervision and Evaluation Competencies in Implementing the Merdeka Curriculum

Supervision and evaluation is the process of monitoring and evaluating curriculum
implementation to ensure that the stated objectives are achieved. Good supervision and
evaluation allow principals to make adjustments and improvements if there are problems in
curriculum implementation.

The results showed that some principals in Central Aceh have implemented a periodic
supervision system to monitor curriculum implementation. Principals conduct supervision
through classroom observations, discussions with teachers, and monitoring student learning
outcomes. Some schools have used the evaluation results to make improvements in the
implementation of learning in accordance with the principles of an independent curriculum.

Supervision and Evaluation Competencies

H Very suitable M Suitable Fair ®mNot Suitable ™ Very Unsuitable

The principal is able to identify problems and

obstacles faced during the implementation of the _ 8% I

Merdeka Curriculum and find solutions.
The principal provides regular feedback to

teachers regarding the implementation of the _

Merdeka Curriculum.
The principal has a clear evaluation system to

measure the success of implementing the Merdeka _

Curriculum.
The principal evaluates teacher performance —"/I
The school principal regularly monitors the _
implementation of Merdeka Curriculum

Figure 4. Principal's managerial competence in supervision and evaluation in implementing the
independent curriculum
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From the data above, it can be seen that all indicators of supervision and evaluation
competencies are very good. However, not all schools have optimally utilized technology-based
evaluation data. Many schools still conduct manual evaluations, which often take longer and
do not provide a comprehensive picture of student achievement. According to Sari and Arif
(2021), regularly conducted data-based evaluations are essential for measuring the success of
new curriculum implementation. This data can also be used to make better decisions in
subsequent planning and organizing processes.

Good supervision requires principals to actively monitor curriculum implementation and
conduct regular evaluations of student learning outcomes and the effectiveness of teaching
methods. The use of technology in monitoring and evaluation, such as online evaluation
platforms, will help speed up the data analysis process and provide faster feedback to teachers
and students. Principals also need to ensure that evaluation is not only done on the cognitive
aspect but also on the affective and psychomotor aspects of students.

Hartini (2020) emphasized that supervision, control, and evaluation of curriculum
implementation aim to ensure the accuracy and use of the curriculum and syllabus that have
been set in the implementation of education (Hartini et al., 2022). Khotimah and Noor (2023)

stated that the role of the principal as a supervisor is very important in the implementation of
the Independent Learning Curriculum (Khotimah & Noor, 2024). Through -effective
supervision, the principal can monitor the implementation of the curriculum and provide
feedback for improvement. Wullur et al. (2025) highlighted that supervision management by
the principal contributes significantly to the quality of learning (Wullur et al., 2025). With good
supervision, the principal can ensure that the implementation of the curriculum goes according
to plan and make adjustments if necessary. Utaminingsih et al. (2023) found that the leadership
of the principal in the implementation of the Independent Curriculum in elementary schools
plays an important role in ensuring that the objectives of the curriculum are achieved through
effective supervision and evaluation (Utaminingsih et al., 2023).

Decision-Making Competencies in Implementing Merdeka Curriculum

Decision-making is a very important competency in school management, especially in the
context of ever-changing education policies. Principals are faced with various situations that
require quick and precise decisions, both related to internal school policies and external policies
involving the education office or the community.

This study found that school principals in Central Aceh generally have a good ability to
make decisions, especially in facing the challenges of implementing the Merdeka Curriculum
(Figure 5). Many principals make decisions based on evaluation results and input from teachers
and parents.
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Decision-Making Competencies

m Very suitable  ® Suitable Fair ~®mNot Suitable ® Very Unsuitable

Principals prioritize decisions that have a positive
impact on students

Principals are quick to respond to problems that
arise

The principal considers various inputs before _

making decisions °

The principal involves teachers and staff in _(y
decision-making i

The principal is able to make appropriate
decisions based on available data.

Figure 5. Principal's managerial competence in decision-making in implementing the independent
curriculum

However, budget constraints are often a factor that affects the quality of decisions made.
For example, when it comes to purchasing equipment or developing infrastructure, principals
often have to prioritize certain needs, causing other aspects to be neglected. According to Putra
(2020), data-driven decision-making is very important in the context of education, especially in
terms of resource allocation and curriculum implementation strategies.

Good decision-making requires accurate data and the involvement of all school
stakeholders. A wise principal must be able to prioritize school needs in accordance with the
established vision and mission and consider the long-term impact of each decision made. In the
context of the Merdeka Curriculum, quick and precise decision-making is needed to overcome
various obstacles that arise during the implementation process.

According to Rasyid et al. (2024), the principal's decision-making policies and actions are
very important components in determining the level of ability and skills of educators in order
to develop teacher professional competence (Rasyid et al., 2024). In addition, research by
Khotimah and Noor (2023) shows that the role of the principal as a supervisor is very important
in the implementation of the Merdeka Learning Curriculum (Khotimah & Noor, 2024).
Through effective supervision, the principal can monitor the implementation of the curriculum
and provide feedback for improvement (Avsec et al., 2022; Hitt et al., 2018).

Leadership in Education Innovation

Principal leadership is critical in driving innovation in the school environment. Principals
need to be visionary leaders, initiate change, and support innovation in learning methods and
school management (Figure 6). This study found that principals with strong leadership skills
tend to be more successful in initiating educational innovations. However, resistance from
teachers who are still accustomed to traditional learning methods is one of the challenges in
implementing these innovations. The lack of technical training and ongoing support from the
education office also hindered the overall implementation of the innovations.
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Leadership in Education Innovation
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Figure 6. Principal's managerial competence in educational innovation

According to Widodo and Susilo (2023), innovation in education can only be successful
if the principal is able to build a culture of innovation that involves all stakeholders, including
teachers, students, and parents. Innovative leadership is indispensable in the context of the
Merdeka Curriculum, especially in facing the challenges of globalization and technological
development. Principals must be able to create a culture of innovation in schools that supports
experimentation and change. Support for teacher professional development and access to
innovative resources will encourage a dynamic and adaptive learning environment.

According to research by Hasanah and Mustofa (2024), principals who have innovative
leadership can develop superior schools through various initiatives, including technology
integration in education and teacher professional development (Hasanah & Mustofa, 2024). In
addition, research by Harly et al. (2023) shows that principals who implement technology-based
leadership innovations can build superior education by improving the learning process and
creating a positive school culture (Harly & Hasri, 2024). Suyitno (2021) also highlights the
importance of innovative leadership of principals in dealing with major changes, such as the
COVID-19 pandemic, by developing communication and collaboration networks to support
productivity and formulate the best solutions in solving essential problems of school
organizations (Suyitno, 2021). Thus, principals who have innovative and visionary leadership
can drive significant changes and innovations in learning methods and school management,
thereby improving the overall quality of education.

In general, it can be concluded that principals in Central Aceh district have good
managerial competencies in planning, organizing, implementing, monitoring and evaluating,
decision-making, and leadership in educational innovation (Figure 7). However, there are some
challenges that need to be overcome, such as lack of technical training, limited resources, and
resistance to change. Principals who are successful in implementing the Merdeka Curriculum
are those who are able to lead innovatively, make the right decisions based on data, and involve
all parties in the decision-making and planning process.
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The Role and Competence of School Principals in the
Implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum
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Figure 7. Roles and competencies of school principals in leading the implementation of an independent
curriculum

Conclusion

From the results of the study, it can be concluded that Elementary School Principals in
Central Aceh District generally have adequate managerial competencies in managing schools
starting from the stages of planning, organizing, implementing, supervising and evaluating,
decision making, and leadership in educational innovation. However, in each of these
competencies, there are still some competencies that need to be improved, especially in the
competency of implementing aspects of administrative management and required
documentation, ensuring that all students benefit optimally and facilitating changes in student-
centered learning methods in accordance with the principles of the Merdeka Curriculum. In
general, principals have been able to carry out administrative tasks, manage resources, and lead
change but still need improvement in innovation and adaptation to the latest education policies.
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