PRIMARYEDU

Primaryedu: Journal of Elementary Education
Volume 9, Number 2, September 2025

P-ISSN: 2580-9326 | E-ISSN: 2580-7714

Perceptions of Primary English Teachers in Indonesia on
Shifting Curriculum from Compulsory to Extracurricular

Viona Lorenza'’, Jianhui Huang **

1.2 Jiangxi Normal University, China

Article Info

Abstract

Article history:

Received August 11, 2025
Revised August 28", 2025

This study explores Indonesian primary English teachers’ perceptions
of policy shifts that repositioned English in the curriculum: from local
content in KTSP (2006), to a compulsory subject under early drafts of
Curriculum 2013, and later to an extracurricular subject under
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resources, irregular student participation, and uncertainty over
national policy. Perceptions were further shaped by teachers’ own
English qualifications and training backgrounds, which influenced
their confidence in navigating the policy shift. The findings suggest
that without clear national guidance, disparities in access to English
learning will persist. The study recommends that English be
reintegrated as a core or clearly guided local-content subject, and calls
for LPTKSs (teacher training colleges) to better prepare teachers for
policy fluctuations in primary English education.
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INTRODUCTION

English is vital for creating opportunities worldwide. It provides access to valuable
information for learning and connects individuals to essential networks. As a common language,
English facilitates the sharing of knowledge and ideas, fostering relationships that go beyond
business (Tan, 2024). It encourages appreciation of cultural differences and builds the trust
necessary for effective collaboration. In this way, English serves as a passport that opens doors to
new possibilities and experiences around the globe.

In Indonesia, the 2013 Curriculum (K13) classified English as an optional subject rather
than a core subject at every primary school level. This policy continues with the current Merdeka
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Curriculum, where English remains an extracurricular subject (Agustiana et al., 2024). As a result,
not all students across different grade levels or primary schools in Indonesia are required to study
English as part of their mandatory curriculum. While introducing English is crucial for language
proficiency, its inclusion depends on the school and grade level, as it is not a required core subject
in all primary schools. This raises concerns about its potential impact on students' overall learning
experiences.

The removal of English as a core subject in primary schools is crucial because it has
significant implications for the quality of language education in Indonesia (Jazuly & Prystiananta,
2019). English plays a vital role in shaping students’ academic growth and career opportunities,
and its absence at the primary level may limit students’ access to higher education and reduce their
competitiveness in the workforce.

In contrast, the Indonesian government’s decision diverges from the policies of other Asian
countries, which treat primary schools as a foundational stage for advancing English language
learning in later years. This policy comparison highlights the unique trajectory Indonesia is taking
in relation to regional educational trends.

Exploring the reasons behind removing English as a core subject and its impact on students
is crucial for guiding informed decisions on language instruction. Interviewing English teachers
is key, as they have firsthand experience of how curriculum changes affect classroom dynamics,
student engagement, and learning outcomes. English teachers can offer valuable insights into the
challenges and benefits of teaching English, drawing on their direct classroom experiences. They
are well-placed to assess how removing English from the curriculum affects students' language
skills and academic performance(Herlambang & Adri, 2024).

This paper examines the shift of English from a core subject to an extracurricular activity,
beginning with the 2013 Curriculum (K-13) and continuing under the Merdeka Curriculum. Such
curricular reforms are crucial to examine because empirical studies show that introducing English
at the primary level significantly improves students’ linguistic competence, confidence, and long-
term academic outcomes. Conversely, late exposure to English often results in lower proficiency
and reduced readiness for secondary education. In the Indonesian context, research has
documented how teachers and students struggle to adapt when English is excluded from the
primary curriculum, leading to gaps in learning opportunities and unequal access across regions.

These findings highlight the urgency of exploring how policy shifts, such as relegating
English to an extracurricular subject, affect language learning in primary schools. In contrast to
neighboring countries like Malaysia, Singapore, and Vietnam, which emphasize English early as
a foundational skill, Indonesia’s approach diverges from regional trends and may have long-term
consequences for students’ competitiveness in higher education and the global workforce.

Against this backdrop, this paper reviews data to support the curricular changes and
explores their impact on primary-level language learning. It also aims to serve as a key resource
in fostering collaboration among educators, policymakers, and school leaders. The ultimate goal
is to improve the quality of education and ensure that curriculum reforms benefit students,
addressing challenges posed by the reclassification of English in the curriculum.



PrimaryEdu. Volume 9, Number 2, September 2025, pp. 1-16. P-ISSN: 2580-9326 | E-ISSN: 2580-7714

The curriculum in Indonesia has evolved significantly over the years, adapting to the
changing needs of the education sector and the demands of a globalized world (Oktavia et al.,
2023). Evolution goes beyond just updating content; it involves rethinking how education is
delivered by incorporating new teaching methods, like project-based learning and technology use,
which encourage students to engage more actively. Including English subject has been part of
every educational curriculum since the country’s independence.

Since Indonesia gained independence in 1945, English has been taught as the first foreign
language in secondary schools, following a policy set by the government to help students develop
skills for global communication. This focus on English reflects the country's understanding of its
importance in areas like business, science, and diplomacy. Many people believe English would be
the language of the future. As a result, it is prioritized over other foreign languages like French,
Arabic, and Chinese. The evolution of Indonesia's English curriculum reflects the country's
adaptation to global changes and local needs. Initially focused on international communication
and modernization, it has since expanded to include critical thinking, communication, and cultural
awareness.

In the 1947 Curriculum, English became an official subject through Presidential Decree
No. 28/1990. This policy required English to be taught in all secondary schools under the Ministry
of Education and Culture, including junior high schools (SMP), senior high schools (SMA), and
vocational schools (SMK). English was also made compulsory in religious schools, specifically
Madrasah Tsanawiyah and Madrasah Aliyah. The curriculum aimed to equip students with basic
English skills, focusing on reading and translation.

During the 1952 Curriculum in Indonesia, the Grammar Translation Method (GTM) was
the primary approach to teaching English. GTM was suitable for Indonesia's large classrooms,
where teachers did not necessarily need to be highly proficient in English .However, the method
became less popular when the Ford Foundation established Standard Training Centers, which
introduced new teaching approaches. This led to a shift toward the Oral Approach, which
emphasized developing students' listening and speaking skills (Nukhbatunisa et al., 2024).The
Oral Approach aimed to make language learning more interactive and practical, focusing on real-
life communication. This transition marked a significant change in English language teaching in
Indonesia.

The 1968 Curriculum marked a significant shift in English education in Indonesia, with a
stronger focus on practical language use. This curriculum aimed to prepare students for effective
global communication in a modernized world. It emphasized improving English proficiency to
help students engage more confidently in international settings. The changes reflected Indonesia's
growing recognition of English as essential for global trade, diplomacy, and access to knowledge.
Rather than just teaching grammar and translation, the curriculum stressed the importance of real-
world language skills. As a result, English education became more communicative, focusing on
listening, speaking, reading, and writing in everyday contexts.

In the 1975 Curriculum, the Structural Approach was introduced as a method for language
learning. This approach focused on acquiring language through repetitive practice, emphasizing
the learning of sounds, words, and phrases. The key principle was that language skills could be
built by reinforcing specific linguistic structures through repetition. The method placed a strong
emphasis on spoken language, particularly pronunciation and fluency. English phonetics were
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taught in detail to help learners pronounce words correctly. Ultimately, the goal was to enable
students to use language naturally through consistent practice and reinforcement (Febrianto et al.,
2020).

The Structural Approach remained in place until 1984 when the Ministry of Education and
Culture introduced the 1984 Curriculum. This new curriculum was influenced by Dell Hymes'
Communicative Approach, which viewed language as a tool for communication rather than just a
set of grammatical rules. (Hermanto & Pamungkas, 2023; Sumintono et al., 2012). It shifted the
focus toward meaning and language use in context while still retaining some traditional grammar
instruction. Despite its emphasis on communication, the curriculum was not fully communicative
and continued to rely on some formal structures. Scholars (Oktavia et al., 2023). The 1984
Curriculum lacked clear guidelines on teaching pragmatics or the practical use of language in real-
life situations. As a result, many felt the curriculum did not fully address how language functions
in social contexts.

As a result, the 1994 Curriculum shifted its focus to communicative language teaching,
promoting a more interactive and practical approach to learning English. (Irsyad et al., 2024) noted
the "meaning" in this curriculum emphasized the importance of meaningful communication in
real-world contexts. This focus allowed themes and practical topics to be more prominent than
traditional linguistic elements. The curriculum encouraged active language use, fostering skills
needed for effective communication. By prioritizing communication over formal grammar
instruction, the 1994 Curriculum made English learning more relevant to students' needs.
Ultimately, it sought to better prepare students for global communication and engagement in an
interconnected world.

In the 2004 Curriculum, known as the Competence-Based Curriculum (KBK), the Ministry
of National Education renewed the curriculum in line with the National Education System Act No.
20/2003. English learning in this curriculum aimed to (1) develop communicative skills in
listening, speaking, reading, and writing; (2) raise awareness of English as a foreign language for
communication and learning; and (3) promote an understanding of the connection between
language and culture, fostering intercultural awareness. This shift marked a move away from the
previous communicative language teaching approach and introduced a focus on systemic
functional linguistics (SFL) and a genre-based approach (GBA). The change was met with mixed
reactions from teachers, educators, researchers, and policymakers. Many felt the transition was
abrupt and challenging, as it shifted the focus from communicative competence to more formal
linguistic structures. Despite the initial resistance, the curriculum aimed to provide a more
comprehensive framework for understanding language in context and its role in communication

The 2006 Curriculum, known as KTSP, maintained a focus on developing student
competencies while giving schools more autonomy in designing their curricula. Like the previous
Competence-Based Curriculum (KBK), KTSP emphasized the development of communicative
skills and competencies in listening, speaking, reading, and writing. (Oktavia et al., 2023)
Although KTSP was still based on systemic functional linguistics (SFL) and a genre-based
approach (GBA), it allowed schools to develop their syllabi, lesson plans, learning materials, and
assessments. The central government only sets the standard and basic competencies, leaving
flexibility for teachers to adapt the curriculum to local contexts. This decentralized approach was
intended to better address the diverse social, economic, cultural, and educational needs of each
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school. By utilizing local resources effectively, KTSP aimed to make education more relevant and
responsive to the specific needs of different communities. However, after seven years, the Ministry
of Education began shifting toward a new direction for English education, indicating further
changes in curriculum design.

In 2013, the Ministry of Education introduced the K13 Curriculum. It has become the
hottest issue in Indonesia. Like previous curricula, the 2013 Curriculum also adopted Core
Competencies and Basic Competencies as its guiding principles, which SFL and GBA maintained
to develop students’ communicative competence. What made it unique was the decision of the
government to reduce hours for English instruction in junior high school (i.e., SMP, Madrasah
Tsanawiyah) and senior high school (i.e., SMA, SMK, Madrasah Aliyah) and reduce the contents
materials, limit the discussion topics, add grammar points, integration of language skills, and
reduce, teachers' duties in material and curriculum development (Harits et al., 2016). Furthermore,
The government has decided to remove the English subject from primary school. This undoubtedly
sparked a lot of debate among various groups, particularly parents who anticipated greater support
from the government towards English language learning.

Recently, Indonesia just introduced the Merdeka Curriculum (2022). The new curriculum
discussion has entered a new phase, with English still being removed from primary schools,
particularly for grades 1 to 3. It offers teachers the flexibility to tailor English instruction to meet
their students' needs and interests, making learning more engaging and personalized. The
curriculum emphasizes a student-centered approach, and teachers play as facilitators and guides,
helping students navigate their learning journeys. Overall, the Merdeka Curriculum aims to create
a more relevant, engaging, and adaptable English language education for students (Irsyad et al.,
2024).

The changes in the English curriculum in Indonesian schools have not led to better learning
outcomes. Many students struggle to learn English because teachers often focus more on theory
than on practical skills, especially speaking and writing. The implementation of the ELT process
and the position of the teachers as the most responsible for the failure (Marthawati & Setyo,
2024).As a result, students find English difficult and lose motivation. Some teachers also lack the
skills or training needed to teach English effectively. This gap in teacher competence makes it
harder for students to learn the language. English has been taught in primary schools since 1994,
but due to limited effectiveness, the policy is set to be discontinued (Suwarni, 2023).

In response to concerns about the impact of foreign language instruction on primary school
students, the Ministry of Education and Culture of the Republic of Indonesia (KEMDIKBUD-RI)
decided to remove English from the primary school curriculum starting in the 2013/2014 academic
year, aiming to prioritize strengthening Bahasa Indonesia before introducing foreign languages.
The ministry, along with educational experts, views English as an added burden during the early
stages of learning. Musliar Kasim, the Deputy Minister of Education and Culture, explained that
this move aims to give students more time to strengthen their proficiency in Bahasa Indonesia as
a national language before introducing foreign languages. Sulistiyo, Chairman of the Central
Board of the Indonesian Teachers Association (PB PGRI), also supported this decision,
emphasizing the importance of Bahasa Indonesia in shaping national identity and ensuring
effective communication across the country.
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One reason the Indonesian government seeks to limit English instruction is concern over
its harmful cultural impact on primary students. Since language and culture are deeply intertwined
(Oyeronke & Adeoye, 2024) (Hamdi et al., 2020). The government is concerned that English-
speaking cultures may overshadow local traditions, which has led to discussions about removing
English from the elementary school curriculum. This is based on the belief that learning English
may distract students from focusing on Indonesian and could impact their sense of nationalism
(Efendi et al., 2024) .Intensive English teaching in primary schools could also lead to the erosion
of indigenous languages, as students may prioritize English over their native tongues (Suryahadi
et al., 2010). English should be taught as a secondary subject, with greater emphasis placed on
Bahasa Indonesia and local languages (Kirkpatrick, 2012).

In Indonesia, the primary competencies emphasized for students, especially in primary
school, are reading, writing, and arithmetic. These foundational skills are essential for further
learning and are prioritized in the National Curriculum to ensure students develop strong literacy
and numeracy abilities (Ainissyifa et al., 2024). Musliar Kasim stated that children do not require
an excessive focus on advanced knowledge in their early educational experiences. A limited
amount of stress can have a positive impact on the motivation and creativity of teachers, while
excessive pressure can hurt them. Therefore, the ministry believes the absence of the English
subject is still relevant to the aims of the primary school curriculum.

Indonesia is the only government in Southeast Asia that excludes English as a core subject
in primary schools. All ASEAN countries have compulsory classes in English at the primary level,
except Indonesia. (Efendi et al., 2024) ASEAN state members share the same interest in
introducing English as a subject in primary education level. ASEAN member states share the same
interest in introducing English as a subject at the primary education level.

(Kirkpatrick, Andy, 2012; Zhao et al., 2008)

In addition, (Zhao et al., 2008) noted that the Chinese government prioritized improving
English proficiency nationwide by introducing English at the primary school level. Similarly, in
Vietnam, policymakers have decided to make English a compulsory subject in the primary
curriculum (Hieu & Thuy, 2021) .In Thailand, English is more prestigious than other foreign
languages and vital for education, business, and social status (Stewart & Strathern, 2017).

Effective communication is crucial in today’s globalized world, where English is widely
used across various systems. Mastering English presents a challenge, but it is essential for
improving the international readiness of human resources and enhancing participation in the global
community. According to a report by VOI in November 2023, Indonesia ranks 79th out of 113
countries on the English Proficiency Index (EPI), with a score of 469, placing it in the "low"
proficiency category. English language skills are recognized as a key factor for a brighter, more
competitive future. Indonesia needs to actively improve these skills across its population to
enhance its global competitiveness. By strengthening English proficiency, Indonesia aims to better
engage in international trade, develop its workforce, and improve its standing in the global arena.

As of the most recent EF English Proficiency Index, Indonesia ranked below Malaysia,
Singapore, and Vietnam in the Southeast Asia region. Indonesia's position reflects low proficiency
levels, alongside several other Asian countries such as China, Myanmar, and Japan. With the
growth of Indonesia’s English proficiency level progressing very slowly, the University of
Indonesia’s international law expert, (Sulasmi, 2025; Ennis, 2016), warned that the country could
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face problems once the AEC was in place. The AEC, created from the ASEAN Vision 2020, aimed
for a single market with free movement of goods, services, capital, and skilled labor. However, he
is also concerned that without strong English skills, Indonesia's workforce will struggle to compete
with other countries, both regionally and globally. The government will be key to improving
Indonesia's English language skills.

Head of Academic Affairs EF Education First David Bish stated that the development of
English language proficiency often occurs not in the classroom but rather when individuals enter
the workforce. English is a significant long-term investment, beneficial for both children and
adults. Early English language education is essential, as it equips children with greater
opportunities to compete professionally and helps them pursue their ambitious dreams. Following
the release of the report, it is hoped that the government will take action to enhance English
language proficiency in preparation for Indonesia's Golden Era in 2045 (Schleicher, 2018).

Since education is the most effective way for the government to save the demographic
bonus of the Indonesian nation, English should be an essential component of our curriculum
education, as it supports the development of Indonesia's future generation (Widiati & Cahyono,
2006). Indonesians must recognize the urgency of English education to prepare them to compete
in the global arena. Considering the rapid advancements in globalization, science, and technology.
Individuals need to have a good understanding of English to effectively access these fields (Irsyad
et al., 2024). It is important to highlight that Mastering English is not colonialism or a decline in
nationalism; the incorporation of English in Indonesia's education curriculum aims to enhance
mastery in science, technology, and economics for Indonesia's Golden Era in 2045.

METHOD

The demographic profile of the respondents reveals several important characteristics. In
terms of gender, the sample is dominated by female participants (75%), while only 25% are male.
With respect to age, the majority of respondents are above 30 years old (75%), whereas a smaller
proportion are above 50 years old (25%). Regarding educational background, most participants
hold a master’s degree (75%), while a quarter of them possess a bachelor’s degree (25%). In terms
of teaching experience, the group is evenly split, with half of the respondents having more than 5
years of teaching experience and the other half having more than 10 years of experience. Overall,
the demographic data indicate that the respondents are generally mature, well-educated, and
experienced in their profession, with a strong representation of female educators.

Table 1. Demographic Respondent

Demographic N Percentage (%)
Gender Male 1 25%
Female 3 75%
Age Above30 3 75%
Above50 1 25%
Level education Bachelor degree 3 25%
Master degree 1 75%
Teaching experience above 5 years 2 50%
above 10 years 2 50%
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Interview Questions

To investigate the impact of curriculum changes on English education in Indonesian
primary schools, a comprehensive set of interview questions was developed. These questions are
designed to elicit detailed responses from primary school teachers regarding their perceptions and
experiences with the English curriculum shift from a compulsory to an extracurricular subject in
2013. The interview instrument is divided into several thematic sections, each aimed at exploring
different facets of the curriculum change and its effects on teaching and learning.

The Introduction section of the interview begins with a general question asking teachers
to introduce themselves and describe their experience with teaching English. This not only sets
the tone for a conversational interview but also helps contextualize their responses based on their
professional background.

The section on Perception of the Curriculum Change includes questions designed to gauge
teachers' initial awareness and reactions to the curriculum shift. Questions probe their first
impressions, whether they were surprised, concerned, skeptical, or excited about the change. This
part aims to uncover the subjective interpretations that may influence their acceptance and
implementation of the curriculum changes.

Under Impact on Teaching and Learning, the questions focus on the practical implications
of the shift. Teachers are asked about the alterations in their teaching methods and materials, as
well as observable differences in student engagement and interest in learning English since the
curriculum became extracurricular. This section seeks to identify the direct outcomes of the
curriculum policy on educational practices and student interactions.

The Challenges in Implementation section queries teachers about the obstacles they have

encountered in adapting to the new curriculum format. It also explores the level of support and
resources provided by school administrations for teaching English as an extracurricular activity,
highlighting the infrastructural and administrative challenges in educational reform.
Finally, the section on Teacher Suggestions and Future Outlook invites teachers to propose
improvements and express their opinions on whether English should be a core subject or remain
extracurricular. This section aims to gather insights on potential future directions for policy and
practice in English language education in Indonesia, including the broader role English should
play within the national educational framework.

Overall, the structured interview questions are meticulously crafted to elicit
comprehensive, informative, and reflective responses from teachers, providing a robust qualitative
data set for analyzing the impact of the 2013 curriculum change on English education in
Indonesian primary schools.

Research Focus

The research primarily focuses on understanding how English subject is carried out at the
school. The qualitative approach is used to investigate this topic, which is more valuable for
gaining a deeper and more nuanced understanding of this complex phenomenon. It can inform
policy-making and practical interventions to help design more effective programs that are aligned
with students' needs and interests. The purpose of qualitative research is to understand how people
make sense of their lives and experiences.
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Qualitative research is not just about gathering data but about understanding it within its
context (Bowen, 2009). This research used a qualitative research study approach that typically
focuses on an individual’s experience in a specific setting. The data were collected through an
interview via online by Google Meet with Primary teachers in Indonesia. The researcher uses the
interview method because it enables exploration of the interactions between various factors,
including students, teachers, and the curriculum. Furthermore, interviewing primary school
teachers about the implementation of the new English curriculum in Indonesia can provide
valuable insights into several critical aspects of education.

First, teachers, being directly involved with students, can offer important perspectives on
how the new curriculum influences student learning outcomes and engagement in English
language acquisition. Through these interviews, researchers can gain a deeper understanding of
how students interact with the curriculum, their level of motivation, and how effectively they are
learning. This response can help identify strengths and areas for improvement in student
engagement and performance.

Second, interviews with teachers help researchers see how well the curriculum policy
matches what happens in the classroom. In many cases, the curriculum created by policymakers
may not fully work in the classroom due to various factors. Teachers often find themselves
adapting and innovating within the framework of the new curriculum to meet the diverse needs of
their students. By talking to teachers, researchers can uncover these creative adjustments and
discover strategies that work well in the real classroom context, providing a clearer picture of what
is effective and what might need further adjustments.

Third, these interviews give researchers a chance to see if teachers feel ready to use the
new curriculum. This involves checking if teachers understand the changes, have enough
resources, and feel the training programs are helpful. By looking at teachers' readiness, researchers
can better understand how the curriculum works in real classrooms and find areas where extra
support, training, or resources might be needed to improve teaching and learning. Overall, talking
to teachers gives a clear picture of how the new curriculum is being used and highlights the
challenges and successes for both teachers and students.

The data collection methods in this study include interviews and document review, both
of which are primary methods. In qualitative research, interviews are the most common data
collection method used to explore the lived experiences of individuals, while document review
complements this by providing objective evidence about the context, policies, and practices under
study.

1. Interview

The interview method is a way of collecting detailed information by asking questions,
helping the interviewer focus on important topics, and adjusting based on answers (Fetters et al.,
2013). It's useful when researchers want to explore personal experiences or views in detail,
especially early in a study, to identify key issues. Interviews help get deep insights from a small
group of people, which might not be possible with surveys or large studies. Trustworthiness in
qualitative research means ensuring the study is honest and reliable. As Othman et al., (2024)
explains, a researcher’s background and beliefs can influence how they understand and report their
finding
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2. Document review

Document review is a way of collecting information in research by looking at existing
written or recorded materials. These materials can include things like school reports, online
articles, official papers, and teaching guides. For example, in educational research, a researcher
might read through curriculum guides, school policies, or online content to learn how a curriculum
is being used in schools. This helps the researcher to understand how the curriculum is being
implemented in schools, identify patterns or gaps in its use, and gather context for their study. By
reviewing these materials, the researcher can see if the curriculum is being followed as intended
and how it might be affecting teaching practices and student learning.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Results
The decision to remove English as a core subject from primary schools in Indonesia has

sparked significant concern among educators, many of whom view this shift as a potentially
detrimental step in the overall development of students. While the reform intends to prioritize local
content and more relevant subjects in the curriculum, it is becoming increasingly clear that this
change poses significant challenges. Teachers' feedback highlights both the immediate
disadvantages and the potential long-term consequences for students, especially in terms of their
global competitiveness, educational opportunities, and future career prospects. Below, this
analysis will examine the primary issues raised in the interviews, explore the potential benefits of
the policy revision, and examine the broader implications for educational equity and the
preparation of students for an increasingly interconnected world.
1. Teacher Concerns: The Risks of Reduced English Proficiency

A concern expressed by educators (T1) is the long-term academic and professional
consequences of diminishing English language instruction. English is widely regarded as the
lingua franca of academia, business, technology, and international relations in today's globalized
world. The teachers in the study emphasized that proficiency in English is often a prerequisite for
accessing higher education, job opportunities, and even networking at a global level. As T1
pointed out, the removal of English as a core subject is concerning because it could reduce
students’ chances of competing effectively in both the higher education system and the job market.

The concern here is not merely about learning the language for the sake of communication
but about its practical role as a tool for accessing a wealth of academic resources, research, and
professional opportunities, many of which are only available in English. The lack of sufficient
English proficiency could restrict students’ ability to pursue academic fields, particularly those in
science, technology, and business, which rely heavily on English-language textbooks, journals,
and scholarly discourse. Furthermore, the absence of English in the curriculum during the critical
"golden age" for language learning (ages 7—12) may have serious implications. Teachers
emphasized that young learners are highly receptive to new languages during these years, and
learning English at this stage can enhance cognitive flexibility, improve problem-solving skills,
and increase students’ overall academic performance. If English is removed or reduced in schools,
students may face significant difficulties when learning the language later in life, a challenge that
is widely documented in educational research (Amran et al., 2019; Agustina et al., 2022).
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These findings also point to important implications for teacher preparation and
professional development. LPTKs (teacher training colleges) must equip pre-service and in-
service teachers with strategies to navigate the uncertain policy landscape surrounding primary
English education. This includes preparing teachers to advocate for equitable access to English,
adapt instructional practices when English is positioned as extracurricular, and support students’
long-term language development despite curricular fluctuations. Strengthening teacher confidence
and professional agency in this context is critical for mitigating the negative effects of policy
shifts.

2. Potential Impact on Social Equity and Educational Inequality

The policy shift is also likely to exacerbate existing educational inequalities. As noted by
T3, public and private schools in Indonesia already experience a significant disparity in the quality
of education they provide, particularly in the realm of English language learning. Private schools
often have access to specialized English teachers and well-developed extracurricular language
programs, while many public schools, particularly those in rural and underfunded areas, lack
qualified teachers and adequate resources to teach English effectively. This inequality could be
further intensified by the removal of English as a core subject. Students from wealthier
backgrounds, who can afford private tutoring, additional language classes, or access to
international schools, will likely continue to learn English and maintain their competitive edge.

In contrast, students from lower-income backgrounds, who often have limited access to
additional educational resources, may fall further behind. The result could be an even greater
divide between the educational outcomes of students based on socioeconomic status. Moreover,
T4 raised concerns about the demotivation students might experience if English is no longer
emphasized in the curriculum. Without the formal structure of English as a core subject, students
may begin to perceive it as non-essential for their future success, leading to a decrease in interest
and engagement in the language. This shift could reinforce the notion that English is not a
necessary skill for success in Indonesia’s local context, even though it remains crucial for global
competitiveness. Over time, this could reduce the motivation of students from underserved areas
to pursue language learning, deepening the educational gap between them and their peers who
receive more robust language instruction (Amin, 2024; Emilda Sulasmi, 2025).

These findings underscore the need for policy clarity and equitable resource allocation to
ensure that access to English instruction does not become another marker of social inequality in
Indonesian education.

3. Curriculum Flexibility: Opportunities and Risks

While the curriculum reform has been framed as an effort to offer greater flexibility and
tailor education to the interests of students, this flexibility introduces both opportunities and risks.
On the one hand, the reduction of English as a core subject may allow teachers to allocate more
time to subjects students find directly relevant to their future careers, such as mathematics, science,
and vocational training. As T1 noted, this could allow for a deeper exploration of subjects that
students feel are more aligned with their personal goals and career aspirations. Additionally, the
reform could create room for schools to offer more diverse extracurricular activities, such as
competitive sports teams, music, arts clubs, or drama groups, which are often not prioritized in the
traditional curriculum. For students with a particular interest in these areas, this shift could provide
more meaningful and engaging learning opportunities that can be pursued more freely and
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explored in more depth. As highlighted by T3’s example of students who prefer arts and sports to
language.

However, the downside of this increased flexibility lies in the potential for imbalanced
educational development. As teachers pointed out, schools may prioritize subjects that are more
directly linked to standardized tests and measurable outcomes, such as math and science. In doing
so, they may neglect subjects like language learning, critical thinking, and the arts—fields that are
essential for developing well-rounded individuals and global citizens. This narrowing of focus
could diminish the overall quality of education, especially when students are not given
opportunities to develop language skills that are critical for success in an interconnected world.

T1’s reference to Mandarin and Arabic as extracurricular activities highlights an important
point: while such languages might be highly valuable in specific global contexts, their inclusion
as central elements of the curriculum could be seen as an advantage in preparing students for future
opportunities. By prioritizing regional languages alongside core subjects, the school creates a more
specialized learning environment, which can deepen students’ understanding of key international
markets and cultures. However, this focus on localized content may come with challenges,
particularly in ensuring a balanced approach to other areas of study. In a rapidly changing and
interconnected world, the flexibility in the curriculum must be carefully managed to ensure
students are well-rounded, with the skills needed to thrive across diverse fields and industries.

4. Challenges for Teachers: Readiness and Expertise

A significant challenge highlighted by teachers is the lack of specialized English
instructors, which directly impacts the quality of English education. In many public schools,
English is taught by generalist teachers who may lack the necessary language proficiency and
pedagogical expertise. As T1 and T4 pointed out, primary school teachers often teach multiple
subjects, leaving limited time or space for specialization in English language instruction. This lack
of subject-specific expertise can lead to ineffective teaching methods and a lack of student
engagement, particularly in a complex subject like language acquisition.

In schools where English is not a core subject, teachers face further difficulties in
maintaining students' interest and ensuring that foundational language skills are effectively
developed. As noted by T2 and T3, insufficient resources, such as textbooks and teaching
materials, are especially problematic in rural or underfunded areas. The curriculum shift has only
exacerbated this issue, leaving teachers without adequate guidance or updated resources to support
English instruction. Moreover, the lack of professional development opportunities for teachers
further hinders their ability to adapt to the new curriculum and improve their teaching practices.
Without access to continuous training in English language instruction, many teachers struggle to
refine their language proficiency and pedagogical strategies, which directly impacts students'
learning outcomes. These findings suggest that teacher readiness and expertise must be prioritized
in both pre-service and in-service training, with LPTKs and education policymakers providing
targeted support, updated resources, and continuous professional development to strengthen
English instruction at the primary level.
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CONCLUSION

In conclusion, while Curriculum Merdeka presents promising opportunities for reform, its
long-term effects on English language instruction require careful consideration. English is not only
a tool for communication but a vital skill for academic success, professional growth, and global
engagement. Reducing its role in the curriculum could exacerbate educational inequalities,
particularly among disadvantaged students, and limit their ability to compete in the global
economy. The key challenge is ensuring that English remains a core subject across all regions,
especially in underfunded schools where barriers such as insufficiently trained teachers, limited
resources, and overcrowded curricula persist. Teacher proficiency remains a critical concern, as
many educators lack the advanced language skills needed for effective teaching. To address these
issues, policymakers must prioritize investment in professional development and resource
allocation, while encouraging collaboration between urban and rural schools to share expertise.
Schools should also provide extracurricular opportunities, such as language clubs or digital
platforms, to complement classroom learning and offer students real-world language practice. By
maintaining English as a core component of Curriculum Merdeka, Indonesia can equip students
with the skills needed to succeed in a globalized world, ensuring they are prepared for the demands
of the future workforce.
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