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ABSTRACT @ OPEN ACCESS
Objective - The Merdeka Curriculum requires IRE Teacher Leader (Guru

Penggerak Pendidikan Agama Islam) to develop pedagogical creativity in  ARTICLEHISTORY
designing contextual and student-centered learning materials. However, Rec.eived: 18-08-2025
current IRE teaching practices in schools still show limited variety and Revised:20-11-2025
optimization of learning materials, meaning that the integration of Islamic ~Accepted: 31-12-2025
values with the objectives of the Merdeka Curriculum has not yet been fully
achieved. This study aims to analyze the role of IRE Teacher Leader in designing,
adapting, and evaluating learning media based on the Merdeka Curriculum at the
junior high school level in Lhokseumawe City.

Design/method/approach - This study employed an exploratory qualitative
approach involving three IRE Teacher Leaders, supported by Vice Principals for
Curriculum and IRE Teacher Leader Coordinators at Public Junior High Schools
A, B, and Cin Lhokseumawe City as informants representing pilot schools. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews, participatory observation,
and document analysis, then analyzed using thematic analysis with method
triangulation to ensure validity.

Findings - The research findings indicated that IRE Teacher Leader possess
professional awareness in planning instructional media and are capable of
adapting it to the characteristics of students and the context of IRE instruction.
Instructional media is used to support social interaction, the internalization of
religious values, and more contextual learning. However, this study also found
that these practices still face a number of obstacles, including limited
technology-based creativity, weak collaboration among teachers in media
development, and the lack of systematic and continuous evaluation of learning
media. These conditions indicate a gap between the ideal role of IRE Teacher
Leader as learning leaders and the implementation of learning media in practice.
Research implications/limitations - These findings indicated the need to
strengthen techno-pedagogical capacity, provide media evaluation training, and
foster a collaborative culture through school-policy-based Professional Learning
Communities (PLC).

Originality/Value - This study offers an original contribution by integrating the
perspectives of Islamic education, the Merdeka Curriculum policy, and the role
of IRE Teacher Leader as agents of value-based educational change.
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Introduction

The transformation of Islamic education through the role of IRE Teacher Leader in
designing learning materials at junior high schools in Lhokseumawe City is a strategic factor.
The Merdeka Curriculum requires a shift from knowledge transmission to developing
students’ character, spirituality, and adaptive capacity to face global and technological
challenges (Schofer et al., 2021; Dai et al., 2022). In this context, teachers act as key agents
who translate educational goals into meaningful practices (Merdiaty & Sulistiasih, 2024).
Teachers who function as facilitators, motivators, and innovators create contextual and
learner-centered learning; therefore, strengthening IRE Mover-Teacher competencies is
essential for transforming Islamic education (Rahmi & Rassanjani, 2025).

Legally, Law No. 14 of 2005 and Law No. 20 of 2003 establish teachers as
professionals who must possess pedagogical, personal, social, and professional
competencies (Beatty et al., 2021). However, 21st-century demands require teachers to be
adaptable, innovative, and able to integrate learning technologies meaningfully (Figueredo
& Ortega, 2023). This condition shows that normative standards alone are insufficient to
meet contemporary learning needs (Dai et al., 2022). In response, the Indonesian Ministry
of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology launched the Guru Penggerak Program
through Ministry Regulation No. 26 of 2022 to prepare teachers as learning leaders and
agents of Islamic educational transformation (Sherly et al., 2023). Within this framework,
IRE Mover-Teachers hold a strategic role in integrating pedagogical leadership,
professional collaboration, and learner-centered instructional innovation (Lau et al., 2025).

The success of the Merdeka Curriculum’s implementation is largely determined by
the ability of IRE Teacher Leader to design contextual learning experiences supported by
appropriate instructional media (Woods & Gencturk, 2024). Instructional media no longer
serve merely as supplements but as pedagogical tools that shape the quality of students’
learning experiences. The effectiveness of media is determined more by the instructional
design created by teachers than by the level of technological sophistication used (McLaren
et al., 2022). Thus, the ability of IRE Motivational Teachers to design meaningful learning
media is a key indicator of learning success at the Junior High School (SMP) level (Stefany
& Helmi, 2024).

In Islamic Religious Education, the role of IRE Teachers Leaders is complex because
itintegrates students’ knowledge, spirituality, and character development (Succarie, 2024).
Teachers must design learning that balances cognitive, affective, and psychomotor
domains (Potgieter et al., 2025). Research by McLaren et al. (2022) and Kerimbayev et al.
(2023) reveals that the effectiveness of learning media is determined more by how
teachers design learning experiences than by the form or sophistication of the technology
used. Therefore, IRE media should be informative, inspirational, and value-based to
connect Islamic teachings with students’ real-life experiences (Ginanto et al., 2024; Suhid
etal., 2021). Creatively and adaptively designed media function as a pedagogical bridge that
strengthens meaningful learning (Alvarez et al., 2025).

Although the Merdeka Curriculum allows innovation, its implementation still faces
obstacles (Mujiburrahman et al., 2025; Lindermayer et al., 2024). Limited resources, uneven
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school readiness, and insufficient techno-pedagogical competence restrict IRE Mover-
Teachers in developing contextual and interactive media (Stefany & Helmi, 2024; Astuti et
al., 2024). These conditions lead to limited media variety, weak technology integration, and
suboptimal media evaluation (Kosiol & Ufer, 2024). Moreover, inadequate systemic
support-such as continuous training, mentoring, and learning resources-hinders IRE Mover-
Teachers’ role as agents of educational transformation (Ventista & Brown, 2023; Huyen et
al., 2024; Kim, 2025; Rahmi & Rassanjani, 2025).

The okseumawe has a strong religious character and cultural potential that
supports the development of contextual Islamic Education instruction. However, practices
in schools reveal a gap between the ideal role and actual implementation. IRE teacher
leader still face difficulties in designing creative learning materials, collaborating
professionally, and developing innovative digital media. This gap indicates that the
transformation of Islamic education has not yet been fully realized in teaching practices,
even though opportunities for innovation are available.

The urgency of this study lies in the limited empirical research on how IRE Mover-
Teachers design learning materials within the Merdeka Curriculum, especially at the junior
high school level and in local contexts such as Aceh. International studies mainly discuss
Mover-Teacherhip, technology integration, or pedagogical innovation without addressing
religious education as a value-based context requiring distinct media design approaches
(Ghamrawi et al., 2024). National studies often examine curriculum implementation or
teacher competence separately, thus lacking a comprehensive view of how IRE Mover-
Teachers integrate technology, Islamic values, and student needs into instructional media
(Amin, 2024; Purwati & Sukirman, 2024). This gap limits empirical evidence on the quality
of IRE media design and the effectiveness of IRE teacher leader as models of good practice
at the junior high school level.

Based on this gap, this study aims to analyze the role of IRE teacher leader in
designing and using Islamic Religious Education media within the Merdeka Curriculum at
junior high schools in Lhokseumawe City. Specifically, it aims to: (1) identify the
characteristics and practices of IRE learning media design and use in classroom contexts;
and (2) analyze technopedagogical and institutional barriers affecting the development of
contextual, value-based Islamic learning media.

Method

This study employed a qualitative approach with an exploratory design to examine
the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum (Creswell, 2017). The study selects this
approach because it enables an in-depth analysis of the role of IRE teacher leader as agents
of pedagogical change. Through this design, the researcher explores how teachers
interpret and enact curriculum flexibility, contextual learning, and student-centered
practices within authentic classroom settings. Consequently, the qualitative framework
provides a critical lens to uncover not only observable practices but also the underlying
meanings and constructions that shape instructional decisions (Creswell, 2017).
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This study employed an exploratory qualitative approach to analyze in depth the
competencies of IRE teacher leader in designing instruction at the junior high school level
in Lhokseumawe City. The researcher selects informants through purposive sampling
based on experience, involvement, and understanding of the Merdeka Curriculum and IRE
lesson planning, so that the data obtained remain rich, focused, and relevant (Creswell,
2017).

The study involved eleven informants from three schools, SMP Negeri A, SMP
Negeri B, and SMP Negeri C, consisting of three IRE Teacher Leader, two Vice Principals for
Curriculum, three School Principals, and three Merdeka Curriculum Coordinators. This
variation in roles enables the researcher to construct a more comprehensive analysis of the
relationship between school policy, curriculum management, and IRE instructional design
practices within the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum.

Furthermore, the study positions IRE Teacher Leaders as the primary subjects
because they hold a strategic role in designing, developing, and implementing instruction,
supported by strengthened professional competencies that reflect pedagogical leadership
(Mulyasa, 2021). At the same time, supporting informants provide institutional
perspectives that clarify curriculum management and reveal the dynamics of its
implementation at the school level (Kemendikbud RI, 2022).

This study collects data through observation, in-depth interviews, and
documentation to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the pedagogical practices of
IRE Teacher Leader in implementing the Merdeka Curriculum (Creswell, 2017). The
researcher conducted direct, non-participatory observations of IRE learning at junior high
schools level by focusing on the use of learning media as a representation of curriculum
implementation. The observation instrument measures planning appropriateness, media
variety and relevance, technology integration, student engagement, learning
management, alignment with student characteristics, and teacher reflection. The
researcher records findings in descriptive field notes that capture learning activities,
interactions, and media use practices (Spradley, 2016).

Furthermore, the researcher conducts face-to-face in-depth interviews with IRE
Teacher Leaders as primary informants to explore their experiences and professional
reflections (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The researcher used a semi-structured interview
guidance to examine understanding of the Merdeka Curriculum, media development and
selection, techno-pedagogical competence, training experiences, professional
collaboration, challenges, and strategies for adapting media to student characteristics. The
researcher documents the results in the form of transcripts that represent the informants’
perspectives.

In addition, the researcher analyzed documentation to strengthen and to verify
findings from observation and interviews (Riswanto et al., 2023). The documents include
teaching materials, learning media, assessment instruments, reflection records, and school
policies related to the Merdeka Curriculum. Through this analysis, the researcher evaluates
the consistency between planning, implementation, and reflection, particularly in the
development and use of learning media by IRE Teacher Leader.
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This study conducted a thematic analysis of qualitative data from data collection
through to drawing conclusions to understand the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum by IRE Teacher Leader (Braun & Clarke, 2019). The researcher analyzed each
type of data separately, then integrated the findings to reveal the relationship between
planning and the use of instructional media.

The data from observation were analyzed through reduction, categorization, and
interpretation to identify patterns of IRE teaching practices in the classroom (Braun &
Clarke, 2023). The researchers classified the data based on key indicators, such as the
variety and relevance of media, technology integration, student engagement, and the
alignment with the principles of the Merdeka Curriculum, and then interpreted them to
describe trends in the pedagogical practices of IRE Teacher Leader.

Next, the data from interview were analyzed by transcribing, re-reading, and
thematically coding the data to identify the informants’ meanings and professional
reflections (Braun & Clarke, 2023). The researchers grouped the data into main themes,
such as understanding the Merdeka Curriculum, techno-pedagogical competencies,
training experiences, professional collaboration, and challenges in developing learning
media. The data from documentation were systematically analyzed to assess consistency
between the planning, implementation, and evaluation of IRE instruction. The researcher
examined teaching modules, learning media, and assessment instruments to identify the
implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum principles and to verify findings from
observations and interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2023).

This study ensured the validity of the data through systematic triangulation of
sources to confirm that the findings regarding the role of IRE Teacher Leader truly reflect
the actual teaching practices . (Carter et al., 2014). The researchers used triangulation as a
mechanism to verify the findings by comparing the consistency of data from observations,
interviews, and documentation.

The researcher began the analysis by examining observational data to identify
patterns in the use of IRE learning media in the classroom, which revealed a dominance of
presentation and video media alongside limitations in interactive media. The researcher
then tested these findings through interviews to explore pedagogical rationales, including
less training, the available time, and structural support. This was done to assess the
alignment between teachers’ reflections and their teaching practices. The researcher
subsequently analyzed instructional documentation to assess the alignment between
planning and implementation. The data analysis revealed that media planning was
documented in the materials but did not explicitly reflected variation, adaptation to
student characteristics, or media evaluation.

The researcher compared the three data sources to identify consistent patterns.
The results of the triangulation revealed a gap between planning, implementation, and
learning reflection, which simultaneously explains the limitations of the IRE teacher
leader’s role in designing learning media within the context of the Merdeka Curriculum
implementation (Carter et al., 2014).
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Results and Discussion
1. IRE Teacher Leaders and Their Roles

The IRE teacher leader program is a strategic initiative of the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Research, and Technology of the Republic of Indonesia aimed at preparing
teachers as agents of educational change through a nine-month intensive training
program. This program equips teachers with measurable pedagogical and leadership
competencies through professional certification (Waluyo et al., 2023). According to
Regulation of the Minister of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology of the Republic
of Indonesia No. 26 of 2022 on IRE Teachers Leaders, Article 1, Paragraph (2), IRE Teachers
Leaders are teachers who have undergone a selection process, completed nine months of
education and training, passed a final exam, and possess the competencies to initiate
changes in learning (Permendikbud Ristek No. 26 Tahun 2022, n.d.). Thus, this formal
framework indicates that the state systematically positions IRE Teacher Leaders as key
actors in educational reform.

However, in practice, the role of IRE Teacher Leaders extends beyond
administrative functions as learning innovators. Teachers actively serve as agents of
transformation supporting the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum and the
strengthening of the Pancasila Student Profile. Teachers facilitate adaptive learning
tailored to students’ needs while encouraging peers to innovate (Hasanah et al., 2022). This
situation indicates that the role of IRE Teacher Leaders is multidimensional, as teachers
not only transfer knowledge but also build a collaborative and contextual learning
ecosystem.

Conceptually, IRE Teacher Leader wundertake strategic functions that include
mobilizing learning communities, mentoring teaching practices, strengthening student
leadership, and facilitating collaboration among educators (Istikomah et al., 2024). This
role aligns with the progressive paradigm that positions teachers as facilitators of student-
centered learning. Teachers encourage students to actively discover solutions through
meaningful learning experiences, thereby shifting the learning process from a transmissive
model toward the development of learning capacity and independence (Suyamti et al.,
2024). Inthis context, IRE Teacher Leader not only perform pedagogical functions but also
internalize a shift toward a more participatory educational paradigm.

Legally, this role is reinforced by Law No. 14 of 2005, which stipulates that teachers
must possess pedagogical, personal, social, and professional competencies as the primary
foundation of educational practice (Nasional, 2005). These four competencies form the
basis of professional legitimacy for IRE Teacher Leader in carrying out their
transformational role. However, the existence of this legal framework does not yet fully
guarantee optimal implementation in the field, as its effectiveness remains dependent on
the institutional context of each school.

Research findings indicate that IRE Teacher Leaders play a significant role in
shaping students’ social dynamics through systematic learning stages. In the initial stage,
teachers create a supportive classroom climate. During the implementation stage,
teachers facilitate discussions and collaboration to foster social skills. In the final stage,
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teachers guide reflection so that students can transfer their learning experiences to daily
life (Fadhilah et al., 2025). Additionally, teachers integrate local cultural values into learning
by linking religious content to local cultural practices and facilitating cultural-religious
reflection. Teachers instill values of faith through habit formation, modeling, and spiritual
reflection, thereby continuously shaping students’ religious character (Shanti & Shohib,
2026). These findings affirm that the role of IRE Teacher Leader is not merely cognitive but
also social, cultural, and spiritual.

Furthermore, IRE Teachers serve as agents of pedagogical change who introduce
learning innovations in line with the spirit of the Merdeka Curriculum. Teachers actively
design contextual learning experiences and encourage student engagement, consistent
with the concept of Teacher Leadership that positions teachers as drivers of curriculum
transformation through collaborative and reflective practices (Luo et al., 2024). Teachers
not only perform instructional functions but also initiate and guide continuous learning
changes (Harris et al.,, 2025). Teachers facilitate student agency and encourage
collaboration among teachers, making Teacher leadership organic and adaptive.

Nevertheless, the effectiveness of this role still faces structural and cultural
challenges. Research indicates that the success of teacher leadership is highly dependent
on policy support and a collaborative culture within schools (Mydin et al., 2024). In reality,
IREd Mover-Teacher still face limitations in policy support and weak collaboration among
teachers, so their role as agents of change has not yet been fully internalized at the
institutional level (Akkaraputtapong et al., 2025). This situation indicates a gap between
normative constructs and empirical practices in the field.

Thus, IRE teacher leader hold a strategic position in learning transformation, but
their effectiveness is highly dependent on systemic school support. Without the
strengthening of institutional structures and a collaborative culture, the role of IRE Mover-
Teacher tends to be reduced to partial, individual innovations that are not yet capable of
driving comprehensive educational change.

2. Instructional Planning and Limitations on Media Variation Among IRE -Teacher Leader

Instructional planning plays a strategic role in implementing the Merdeka
Curriculum in Islamic Religious Education , which is normative and applied (Amalia et al.,
2025). IRE teacher leaders design instruction by considering student characteristics,
Islamic content, and holistic competency goals (Chanifah et al., 2021). High-quality planning
ensures effective implementation by aligning objectives, methods, media, and assessment
(Almulla & Al-Rahmi, 2023). In this context, teacher autonomy requires strong instructional
design skills, especially in integrating media as a core pedagogical component (Tohir, 2020;
Adipat, 2021). Therefore, media planning competence is integral to the professionalism of
IRE teachers leader in technology-based learning.

Interview results revealed that IRE Teacher Leaders have developed professional
awareness systematically in designing lesson plans. TM, an IRE teacher leader at SMP
Negeri B Lhokseumawe, stated that:
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“In lesson planning, | always draft the lesson plan first, including determining the
teaching methods and media to be used. | incorporate all of this into the teaching
module, as the module serves as my primary guide in conducting classroom
instruction.”

This statement underscores that teachers view the teaching module as the primary

tool for guiding the learning process. Furthermore, TM added that:

“The teaching module is not merely a formality, but serves as my guide to ensure
that learning remains focused and aligned with the principles of the Merdeka
Curriculum, particularly in selecting strategies and media relevant to the students’
characteristics.”

This statement indicates that planning is not merely administrative but also serves

a substantive pedagogical function. This finding is reinforced by a statement from MN, the
Vice Principal for Curriculum, who affirmed that the development of teaching modules is
an institutional policy. MN stated:

“At our school, IRE Teacher Leaders are required to develop teaching modules as
part of the implementation of the Merdeka Curriculum. These teaching modules
serve as official learning documents and simultaneously represent the teachers’
administrative responsibilities.”

He also added that:

“The development of teaching modules is a school policy to ensure every teacher
has a clear lesson plan, including in determining teaching methods and media.”
This statement confirms that learning planning is systematically structured and

supported by school policy.

Observations indicate limited variation in learning media. In the “Dangers of Gossip”
lesson, the IRE Teacher Leader used only PowerPoint slides and instructional videos.
Although these media are effective for conveying information, these media do not reflect
the multimodal approach required in 21st-century learning. This limitation is influenced by
a lack of continuing professional development, limited time for exploration, and low
technological literacy in developing interactive media (Karamouzis & Fokides, 2017). This
condition shows an imbalance between planning readiness and implementation innovation.

These findings align with the research by Jazil et al. (2025), showing that IRE teacher
leaders understand the importance of media in theory but they have limited creativity in
its development. This limitation leads to suboptimal internalization of Islamic values, which
should be delivered through contextual and meaningful learning experiences (Halstead,
2007).

Based on data triangulation, this study identifies a gap between conceptual
understanding and practical implementation in using instructional media. First, IRE Teacher
Leaders demonstrate competence systematically in designing lesson plans aligned with
professional awareness and instructional leadership demands (Mendoza et al., 2022).
Second,the media used remains limited to conventional formats such as PowerPoint and
video, without exploring interactive media to enhance student engagement (Chernikova
et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2021; Zainuddin et al., 2020).

Third, IRE Teacher Leaders understand the relationship between media and learning
methods, aligning with multimedia design principles that stress coherence between media
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and instructional strategies (Mayer, 2021). Fourth, they still require stronger technological
competencies, particularly in developing creative, interactive, and pedagogically sound
digital media (Tondeur et al., 2025). Fifth, the gap between theory and practice indicates
the need for continuous mentoring and reflection-based academic supervision to improve
instructional quality.

This condition shows that the role of IRE Teacher Leader in the Merdeka Curriculum
is not yet fully optimized, especially in learning media innovation. In modern society, Islamic
education requires learning that not only conveys information but also provides authentic,
reflective, and relevant religious experiences (Purwowidodo, 2024). Therefore, teachers’
creativity in designing varied and contextual media has become urgent.

Thus, strengthening the techno-pedagogical competencies of IRE Teacher Leaders
must be integrated into professional development through workshops, coaching, lesson
study, and practice-based learning communities. Without such support, the Merdeka
Curriculum  risks remaining administrative without achieving substantive learning
transformation.

3. Teacher Collaboration in the Planning of Instructional Materials

The findings indicate that teacher collaboration in planning instructional materials
for the Merdeka Curriculum in junior high schools in Lhokseumawe City remains at an early
stage and has not become a stable institutional practice. The IRE Teacher Leader has
initiated a Professional Learning Community (PLC) as a forum for collaboration and
reflection, but its implementation is not optimal due to low participation and a weak
collaborative culture. This condition shows that structural initiatives are not yet supported
by cultural readiness.

Based on the Interview with AM, the primary informant, indicated initial efforts to
build collaboration but face internal resistance. AM stated:

“l have formed a teacher learning group to facilitate collaboration, but some
teachers refuse and disagree because not all teachers are IRE Teacher Leaders. So
the collaboration has not succeeded.”

This statement indicates that some teachers view status differences as a barrier,

thereby rejecting the principle of equality that forms the foundation of the Merdeka
Curriculum. Thus, the issue of collaboration is not merely technical but also ideological and
cultural.

Observations confirm low teacher engagement in collaborative activities. Some
teachers discussed digital platforms, while others focused on administrative tasks.
Meeting records show that AM primarily initiated media design, not team collaboration.
The uniformity of teaching module formats, resembling AM’s style, indicates that
collaboration remains individual-dependent rather than systemic.

This condition is reinforced by the Vice Principal for Curriculum, who stated that AM
“remains the leading teacher in driving initiatives at the school” and supports others when
needed. This pattern reflects a top-down relationship, where AM acts as a personal mentor
rather than a collaborative partner. Consequently, media innovations, such as Canva,
Liveworksheet, and the Merdeka Mengajar platform, center on one individual, causing
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uneven competency distribution.

These findings reveal a gap between the ideal PLC concept and field practice.
Theoretically, IRE Teacher Leader should act as collaborative learning designers (Tohir,
2020). Research by Liu et al. (2024) confirms that equal collaboration can enhance media
innovation and differentiated learning. However, this study indicates uneven participation,
causing PLC to operate in a limited and elitist manner.

Conceptually, effective PLC require a shared mission, collaborative teams, collective
inquiry, action orientation, and continuous improvement (DuFour & Eaker, 2009). This
study shows that although PLC frameworks exist, they lack a shared vision and clear
structure, preventing sustained reflective practice. Further analysis indicates that
collaboration limits stem from structural and cultural factors. Structurally, schools do not
allocate dedicated time, and administrative demands, such as Dapodik and the National
Assessment, restrict collaboration (Liu et al., 2024). Culturally, teachers remain
individualistic and are not accustomed to collective reflection (De Jong et al., 2022).
Additionally, limited leadership support hinders strengthening PLC as a professional
culture (Ardhi et al., 2024).

In this study, school leadership has not integrated PLC into strategic policy. Support
remains mostly moral without regular scheduling, collaborative supervision, or reward
systems. However, collaborative professionalism requires an ecosystem that enables
shared practice and collective experimentation (Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018) and
demands cultural change as a prerequisite for educational innovation (Fullan, 2016).

Overall, this study indicates that teacher collaboration in instructional media
planning has not been optimal due to several key factors.

(1). PLC has not become part of the school culture and remains dependent on the
individual initiatives of IRE Mover-Teacher.

(2).Teacher participation in collaboration remains low due to perceptions of status,
workload, and cultural unpreparedness.

(3).Institutional structures do not yet support collaboration, including the lack of
allocated time and formal policies.

(4).School leadership has not integrated collaboration into its strategic vision.

(5).Teachers’ professional culture remains individualistic and hierarchical, thereby
hindering collective inquiry practices.
These findings confirm that collaboration cannot be built solely through curriculum

policies but requires systemic interventions involving school leadership, the strengthening
of professional culture, and sustained structural support. Without such efforts, innovations
in learning media within the Merdeka Curriculum risk developing only in a limited and
uneven manner among teachers.

4. Adapting Instructional Media to Student Characteristics

Selecting learning media that align with student characteristics is essential for
effective and meaningful learning (Langelaan et al., 2024; Mayer, 2024). Misaligned media
reduce attention, motivation, and content delivery effectiveness (Dron et al., 2023).
Therefore, teachers must understand student characteristics, including learning styles,
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prior knowledge, socio-cultural backgrounds, and digital preferences, to apply inclusive
media differentiation within a student-centered framework (Maier & Klotz, 2022;
Hangartner et al., 2024; Hollenstein & Brihwiler, 2024).

Theilnterviews indicated that IRE Teacher Leaders have attempted to adapt media
based on initial assessments. AH, an IRE Teacher leader at SMP Negeri A in Lhokseumawe
City, stated:

"I have adapted the learning media | use to the students’ characteristics; | know
their characteristics through the initial assessment."
This statement shows that the teacher uses initial needs assessment as the basis

for media selection, aligning with instructional design principles that emphasize mapping
student profiles before intervention (Abuhassna & Alnawajha, 2023). It also reflects an
understanding of learner variability, which requires adaptive and flexible media (Lambert
etal., 2023).

However, the Vice Principal for Curriculum noted that media adaptation is not
consistently applied across all materials. This condition indicates a gap between school
policy and classroom practice, likely caused by time constraints, limited pedagogical skills,
and challenges in conducting ongoing diagnostic assessments.

Observations reinforce these findings. IRE teacher leader use visual and
audiovisual media aligned with student preferences in some sessions, but in others, they
rely on uniform conventional media without considering individual needs. Teaching
module analysis also shows inconsistent integration of student profiles into media
planning. Thus, adaptation efforts exist but remain unsystematic and unsustainable.

To support these findings, visual documentation provides empirical evidence of
media adaptation by IRE Teacher Leader in responding to student characteristics and the
local socio-cultural context.
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Figure 1. Student-Centered Teaching Modules
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The figure shows that the IRE teacher leader uses varied visual, contextual, and
narrative media to enhance engagement and support understanding based on Aceh’s
socio-cultural context, reflecting efforts to create relevant learning.

Figures 1 and 2 show the use of visual presentations with illustrations and
communicative narratives to attract attention at the start of learning. The inclusion of Ki
Hajar Dewantara and his quotes reflects the integration of philosophical values through a
concrete and contextual visual approach (Wang et al., 2022). Figures 3 and 4 show
integration of content with the local socio-cultural context through the Khanduri Maulod
tradition in Aceh. Teachers adapt media not only to visual learning styles but also to cultural
backgrounds. Community activities, religious symbols, and local values indicate content
differentiation based on student experience, strengthening learning relevance (Mayer,
2024).

Figure 5 shows the use of table-based media to present analytical information on
socio-cultural challenges and solutions, reflecting adaptation to students’ cognitive
abilities in developing analytical and reflective thinking (Mayer, 2024). Figures 6 and 7 show
visual documentation of real community and school activities. These media apply an
authentic approach that connects abstract concepts with social reality, facilitating
understanding and value internalization through concrete experience (Zakariyah et al,,
2024).

These findings align with constructivist theory, which emphasizes the alignment
of media with student characteristics (Lambert et al., 2023). Media adaptation also
enhances engagement and achievement, especially in competency-based learning (Plooy
et al., 2024), and aligns with the Universal Design for Learning model, emphasizing diverse
representation, expression, and engagement (Zakariyah et al., 2024).

Thus, effective media adaptation depends on accurate initial assessment and
consistent integration into instructional design. The observed inconsistencies indicate the
need for teacher capacity building and structural school support to achieve responsive and
inclusive learning oriented toward students’ needs.

5. Evaluating Instructional Media

Instructional media evaluation is essential in modern instructional design because
it determines effectiveness in achieving learning objectives (Abuhassna & Alnawajha, 2023).
In the Merdeka Curriculum, which emphasizes differentiated and student-centered
learning, evaluation ensures media alignment with student characteristics and efficient use
(Langelaan et al., 2024). Ideally, media should undergo formative and summative
evaluation to assess content quality, pedagogical appropriateness, technical effectiveness,
and learning experience (Mayer, 2021).

However, practice shows that instructional media are often treated as final
products without evaluation (Polikoff & Silver, 2021). This condition contradicts design
models such as ADDIE, ASSURE, and TPACK, which consider evaluation as a key stage
before and after implementation (Shakeel et al., 2023). The absence of evaluation leaves
design flaws-such as excessive text, low interactivity, and visual inaccuracies-undetected,

Jurnal Pendidikan Agama Islam: Vol. 22, No. 2, 2025 | 555



Doi: https://doi.org[10.14421/jpai.v22i2.11908

limiting support for students’ cognitive processes (Mayer, 2024). It also neglects learning
analytics principles as a standard for measuring the effectiveness of technology-based
media (Pan et al., 2024).

The findings of this study confirm this situation. TM, a IRE teacher leader at SMP
Negeri C Lhokseumawe, stated:

“l have never evaluated the learning media | designed or developed; once I finish
creating it, | use it immediately. | also do not understand how to evaluate learning
media.”

This statement shows that media evaluation has not been internalized as a

pedagogical practice, despite teachers’ design ability. It indicates a gap between design
and evaluation competencies, reflecting underdeveloped techno-pedagogical literacy
(Adnan et al., 2024), and limited training in media assessment and digital quality assurance
(Redecker & Punie, 2017).

The observations supported these findings. Instructional media do not fully apply
multimedia principles such as coherence, modality, segmentation, and redundancy (Mayer,
2021). Some slides contain dense text without visuals, and the videos are | without
segmentation, increasing cognitive load. Document analysis also shows that media
evaluation is rarely included in instructional modules, indicating it is not formally integrated
into planning.

Theoretically, media evaluation includes three dimensions: content structure,
design efficiency, and internal evaluation systems (Laksana, 2024; Muhammad et al., 2020;
Suson et al., 2024). Content structure concerns alignment with learning outcomes and
coherence. Design efficiency relates to visual quality, accessibility, and usability. Internal
evaluation systems include feedback, reflection, and formative assessment supporting
learning. These dimensions ensure media support competency-based learning. The
absence of systematic evaluation indicates weak institutional support and professional
culture. Globally, media evaluation is integrated into professional learning communities
through reflection and collaborative practice (Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018). However, in
this study, evaluation remains individual-based and not part of school culture, showing a
lack of collaborative mechanisms for improving media.

This gap affects learning quality. Teachers focus on media production rather than
evaluation, reducing pedagogical effectiveness and increasing cognitive load (Skulmowski
& Xu, 2022). In fact, evaluation is essential to sustain innovation and ensure media
relevance to student needs (Trixa & Kaspar, 2024). Thus, instructional media evaluation
must be treated as a strategic process in modern education (Rojas-Estrada et al., 2024).
Strengthening this competence requires training in content analysis, effectiveness testing,
and data-based revision (Xie et al., 2017). Schools also need collaborative mechanisms such
as lesson study, peer review, and instructional coaching to make evaluation a sustainable
collective practice (Kraft et al., 2018).

The following is a conceptual representation of the relationships between research
themes:
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Figure 2. The Representation Across Themes—Research Findings

The figure shows that IRE lesson planning is central to the competencies of IRE
Adult-Teacher.

The structure of the graph positions planning as the “starting node” that connects
several dimensions of the findings, ranging from conceptual understanding and the
relationship between media and methods to the limited variety of media available in the
field. This underscores that IRE teacher leader conceptual mastery does not automatically
lead to innovative instructional implementation, particularly regarding instructional media.

Furthermore, the diagram illustrates a cause-and-effect sequence: limitations in
media variety create a gap between theory and practice, thereby driving the need for
teachers to develop their creativity. This means that the main problem does not lie in the
Merdeka Curriculum as a framework, but in teachers’ ability to translate curriculum
principles into concrete instructional designs.

Thus, this visual representation indicates that planning competence cannot stand
alone but is linked to teachers’ ability to produce media that is varied, interactive, and
relevant both pedagogically and religiously. Overall, the diagram illustrates that the main
problem does not lie in the substance of the Merdeka Curriculum, but rather in teachers’
capacity to convert curriculum principles into learning innovations, particularly in the
dimension of media. Therefore, this finding reinforces the argument that IRE teacher
leader must be positioned as learning innovators, not merely as curriculum implementers.

Jurnal Pendidikan Agama Islam: Vol. 22, No. 2, 2025 | 557



Doi: https://doi.org[10.14421/jpai.v22i2.11908

Conclusion

This study indicates that IRE Teacher Leader at public junior high schools in
Lhokseumawe City have demonstrated strong professional awareness in planning lesson.
This is reflected in the systematic development of teaching modules and their efforts to
adapt instructional media based on initial assessments of student characteristics. The
media used also demonstrate contextual relevance through the integration of Islamic
values with the local socio-cultural context of Aceh, ensuring that learning is not merely
informative but also fosters deeper engagement and meaning-making.

However, the implementation of learning media remains dominated by
conventional formats such as PowerPoint and video, without exploration of more varied
interactive media. This situation indicates a gap between conceptual mastery and the
practice of pedagogical innovation in the classroom. This gap is further evident in the lack
of systematic media evaluation, where designed media tend to be used directly without a
quality assessment process. This indicates that the techno-pedagogical competencies of
IRE teacher leader, particularly in the integration of content, pedagogy, and technology,
have not yet fully developed.

At the institutional level, initiatives to establish Professional Learning Communities
(PLC) have not been optimally implemented due to structural and cultural barriers. Low
teacher participation, the lack of allocated collaborative time, and minimal school policy
support result in collaboration remaining individualistic and failing to become a sustainable
professional culture. These findings underscore that the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum cannot rely solely on individual initiatives but requires strong systemic support
from school leadership.

Overall, the role of IRE Teacher Leaders as agents of Islamic educational
transformation remains at the awareness and planning stages, but has not yet fully
achieved substantive pedagogical transformation. Therefore, an ecosystemic intervention
is needed that includes strengthening techno-pedagogical competencies, media
evaluation mentoring, and the development of a collaborative culture through a
structurally supported PLC. With this approach, the implementation of the Merdeka
Curriculum in Islamic Education has the potential to produce more innovative, contextual,
and meaningful learning in shaping students’ character in accordance with the Islamic
values of rahmatan lil ‘alamin.
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