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INTRODUCTION

The Indonesian education system has undergone major reforms over the past decade,
culminating in the introduction of the Merdeka Curriculum (Kurikulum Merdeka) (Lutfi Altahayneh et
al., 2014; Laila et al., 2025). This curriculum redefines the role of teachers as facilitators of
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contextualized, student-centered, and project-based learning (Boke & NORMAN, 2022). In contrast to
previous curricula which were more prescriptive and standardized, the Merdeka Curriculum provides
autonomy and flexibility to educators in designing lesson plans that align with students’ interests,
abilities, and local culture (Theresa et al., 2019; Hunaepi & Suharta, 2024; Anugradia et al., 2025;
Ikhsan et al., 2025; Jarnawi et al., 2025). This shift brings not only pedagogical freedom but also
substantial instructional and administrative responsibilities, particularly for Physical Education (PE)
teachers who must integrate physical literacy with cognitive and character development (Bessa et al.,
2021; Eirin-Nemifa et al., 2022; Jalmasco et al., 2025; Kheang et al., 2025). However, while the
Merdeka Curriculum places high expectations on teacher competence, commitment, and innovation,
few studies have explored the specific organizational and psychological conditions that determine
teacher performance in this new educational landscape.

This study is grounded in the need to address several crucial gaps in the current body of
research. First, although various scholars have investigated teacher performance in general, most have
not focused on PE teachers who face distinct instructional challenges compared to their peers in
academic subjects. PE instruction under the Merdeka Curriculum demands a combination of movement-
based learning, inclusive practices, and reflective teaching strategies that foster the values of Pancasila
student profiles (Mouloud et al., 2016; Nascimento et al., 2016). Despite this, empirical research that
centers on PE teacher performance within the framework of educational reform remains scarce
(Prasetijo & Samidjo, 2019; Simaremare et al., 2023; Jumaera et al., 2024; Nou et al., 2025). Second,
existing studies on school leadership, school climate, and job satisfaction often examine these variables
in isolation. A comprehensive model that integrates these factors and explores how they interact to
influence teacher performance, especially in PE settings, is lacking (Aygiin, 2021; Rahmah et al., 2021;
Salamah et al., 2023; Obenza et al., 2025; Putri et al., 2025). The absence of such integrative models
creates a limited understanding of how school organizational factors translate into improved classroom
practices and learning outcomes.

The urgency of this research is further underscored by the pressures PE teachers face in
adapting to reform mandates without clear guidance or institutional support. While the curriculum
offers freedom, it also assumes that teachers are self-motivated, professionally competent, and
emotionally resilient assumptions that are not always supported by the realities on the ground (Ridwan
et al., 2024; Muspawi et al., 2025). School leaders, as agents of change, are expected to bridge this gap
by providing vision, resources, and emotional encouragement (Balga & Antala, 2022). Transformational
leadership has been consistently linked with improvements in teacher motivation, job satisfaction, and
instructional quality (Berkovich & Eyal, 2017; Bush, 2018; Morris et al., 2020). Yet, in the context of
PE teaching, which is often marginalized in school planning, the extent to which leadership can
influence teacher performance remains an open question. In parallel, a positive school climate—marked
by collegiality, trust, shared norms, and effective communication—has been shown to enhance teacher
engagement and collaborative behavior (Salamah et al., 2023; Marini et al.,, 2024; Rachmatika &
Salighehdar, 2024; Rubio et al., 2025; Salim et al., 2025), but its specific impact on PE contexts has not
been clearly established.

Moreover, job satisfaction plays a central mediating role in educational performance. Teachers
who experience autonomy, recognition, adequate workload distribution, and professional growth
opportunities are more likely to feel satisfied and committed to their roles (Dogan et al., 2018; Silitonga
et al., 2020). Job satisfaction has been found to buffer the effects of stress and burnout, conditions
commonly experienced during times of educational reform (Yan et al., 2022; Zhengkang & Yaakob,
2025). However, despite this established link, little is known about how satisfaction interacts with
leadership and climate to influence PE teacher performance under the Merdeka Curriculum (Basalamah
& As’ad, 2021; Somantri, 2024; Siddique et al., 2025). These conceptual voids create an empirical and
theoretical opportunity to develop a structural framework that incorporates all three variables and maps
their direct and indirect effects on teaching effectiveness.

This study responds to the above concerns by developing a path analysis model that connects
principal leadership, school climate, and teacher job satisfaction with the performance of PE teachers in
implementing the Merdeka Curriculum. The study aims to answer the following research questions: (1)
To what extent does principal leadership influence teacher job satisfaction and performance? (2) How
does school climate contribute to teacher satisfaction and effectiveness? (3) Does job satisfaction
mediate the relationship between leadership and teacher performance? By applying a quantitative ex
post facto design and structural equation modeling, this research will quantify the causal relationships
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among these variables, offering both theoretical insights and practical recommendations. The expected
outcomes will inform school administrators and policymakers on how to structure professional
environments that support teacher excellence and sustain curriculum reform.

The significance of this study lies not only in its methodological innovation but also in its focus
on a neglected population—PE teachers—within a policy area that is critical to national development
goals. Improving PE teacher performance through leadership, climate, and satisfaction interventions is
essential for realizing the holistic competencies envisioned by the Merdeka Curriculum (Claassen &
Broding, 2019; Mudjisusatyo et al., 2024). Furthermore, by situating the research in an Indonesian
context, this study contributes localized evidence to the global discourse on teacher development under
education reform.

RESEARCH METHOD

This study employed a quantitative approach with an ex post facto design. The rationale for
choosing this approach is to investigate causal relationships without manipulating the Merdeka
variables, relying on empirical data that reflects real conditions in the field. The main objective is to
develop and validate a structural model connecting principal leadership, school climate, teacher job
satisfaction, and the performance of physical education (PE) teachers in implementing the Merdeka
Curriculum.

The population of this study comprised PE teachers and school principals from public
elementary schools in Langsa City, Aceh Province, Indonesia, that had implemented the Merdeka
Curriculum. A simple random sampling technique was applied, involving 30 PE teachers and 30 school
principals. According to Cohen's (1988) power analysis table, this sample size is adequate for path
analysis involving three exogenous variables and one endogenous variable, with medium effect size (f>
= 0.15), statistical power > 0.80, and significance level o = 0.05. Therefore, the statistical power of this
study is considered sufficient to detect significant causal relationships.

Data were collected using a structured closed-ended questionnaire based on a 5-point Likert
scale, ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” The instrument was developed based on
relevant theoretical constructs and previous empirical studies. Each construct was operationalized
through multiple indicators as outlined in the following instrument blueprint:

Table 1. Instrumen items
Variable Indicators Number of Items

Vision and mission, teacher
Principal Leadership (X1) empowerment, supervision and 14
evaluation, participatory decision-making

Collegiality, trust, school norms and

o o 13
values, communication, principal support

School Climate (X2)

Work recognition, workload balance,
professional growth, life-work harmony
Lesson planning, instructional

Teacher Performance (X4) implementation, student involvement, 12
assessment practices

Job Satisfaction (X3) 12

The questionnaire was pilot-tested on 15 PE teachers outside the sample to examine item
validity and reliability. Pearson product-moment correlation was used to evaluate content validity, and
Cronbach’s Alpha was employed for reliability testing. All items met the required correlation (r > 0.30)
and internal consistency standards (a > 0.80), indicating strong reliability.

The research was conducted in several phases: (1) constructing and validating the questionnaire
through expert judgment, (2) conducting a pilot test and revising items, (3) administering the finalized
questionnaire to selected respondents, (4) collecting and organizing the data, (5) conducting statistical
assumption tests, and (6) analyzing data using structural equation modeling. Respondents completed the
questionnaire Merdekaly after receiving brief instructions and consent forms.

The collected data were analyzed using both descriptive and inferential statistics. Descriptive
statistics included means, standard deviations, and frequency distributions to provide an overview of the
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data. Inferential statistics involved path analysis using SPSS and AMOS software to examine the causal
relationships between variables. Before running the main analysis, the assumptions of normality,
linearity, and multicollinearity were tested. Normality was assessed using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov
test; linearity was examined via scatterplots; and multicollinearity was checked through tolerance values
and Variance Inflation Factors (VIF). Structural model testing employed covariance-based Structural
Equation Modeling (CB-SEM), with model fit indices including Chi-square, Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA < 0.08), Comparative Fit Index (CFI > 0.90), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI >
0.90), and Goodness of Fit Index (GFI > 0.90). Bootstrapping was also performed to estimate indirect
effects and test the mediating role of job satisfaction. The analysis followed the guidelines provided by
Hair et al. (2014) for model evaluation.

Given a sample size of 60 respondents and four latent variables in the path model, this study
fulfills the minimum sample size requirement for achieving sufficient statistical power. With an
assumed medium effect size (f* = 0.15) and alpha = 0.05, the power exceeds 0.80, according to Cohen's
(1988) standards. This ensures the capability to detect meaningful relationships among variables and to
draw valid and reliable conclusions from the data. The core of the statistical analysis involved
computing direct, indirect, and total effects among variables using path coefficients. Significance was
determined based on p-values (< 0.05). The coefficient of determination (R?) was also computed to
understand the proportion of variance in the dependent variable explained by the model. For mediation
testing, the Sobel test and bootstrapped confidence intervals were used. All analyses were conducted
using SPSS 26 and AMOS 24. This study adhered to ethical research standards by ensuring voluntary
participation, informed consent, confidentiality, and respect for participants’ autonomy. Each
participant received an informed consent form explaining the study’s objectives, their right to withdraw
at any time, and the anonymity of their responses. Data were stored securely and used solely for
academic purposes. The research protocol was reviewed and approved by the research ethics committee
of Universitas Negeri Medan and authorized by the Langsa City Education Office.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results of this study indicate that principal leadership (X1), school climate (X2), and
teacher job satisfaction (X3) have a direct and significant influence on the performance of PJOK
teachers (X4) in implementing the Independent Curriculum as in Table 2.

Table 2. Path coefficient values of direct, indirect, total and non-linear influences

Exogenous Causal Influence Non-Line
Variables to

Model Endogen ous Direcly Indirectly Total S Correlation
Variables Through X3 Impact
X1 towards X3~ 0.239 - - - - 0.523
X2 towards X3 0.407 - - - - 0.574
2b X1 towards X4  0.149 0.217 0.655 0.195 - 0.605
X2 towards X4 0.208 0.238 0.650 0.204 - 0.651
X3 towards X4  0.416 - 0.710 0.119 0.174 0.711

Note: you = Unanalyzed Components, and S = Fake Components

Substructure Analysis 1: Hypotheses 1 and 2
Leadership influence (X1) to job satisfaction (X3) is shown in the following picture:

€1

X4 p31= 0,523
P32 = X3
0,574

X2

Figure 1. Structure of the causal relationship between X; and X, towards X3
In accordance with the above relationship structure, riz = P31+ P3; Riz and 23 = P+ P3 R12.
So, the direct effect is relative to X; ke Xs, that is, ri3 = P 31 = 0.523. Furthermore, using the
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proportional effect formula developed by Al-Rasjid, the proportional direct effect is calculated as P31 X
P31 =0.523 x 0.523 = 0.273 (rounded). Thus, the leadership of the school principal (X), which directly
determines changes in teacher job satisfaction (X3), is 0.273 = 27.3%. The relative direct influence of2
on X3, namely the river23 = P3; = 0.574, then using the proportional effect formula developed by Al
Rasjid, the proportional direct effect is calculated as Pz X P =0.574 x 0.574 = 0.329 (rounded). Thus,
the school climate (X;) which directly determines changes in job satisfaction (X3) is 0.329 = 32.9%. The
research results show that there is an influence of leadership on job satisfaction in schools. The results
of this research partially show that leadership has a direct positive effect on teacher job satisfaction by
27.3%. This means that increasing participative leadership will increase job satisfaction. The research
results show that there is an influence of school climate on teacher satisfaction at school. Partial
research results show that school climate has a direct positive effect on teacher job satisfaction by
32.9%.

Substructure Analysis 2: Hypotheses 3 and 4
Leadership influence (X;) against KTeacher Performance in Implementing the Merdeka
Curriculum (X4) is shown in the following figure 2:

X4

X2

Figure 2. Structure of the causal relationship between X and X, towards X4

In accordance with the above relationship structure, 113 = Psi+ P Ri2 and 124 = P3+ P41 Ria. So,
the direct effect is relative to X; ke X4, that is, r14 = P 3; = 0.605. Next, using the proportional effect
formula developed by Al-Rasjid, the proportional direct effect is calculated as P41 X P41 = 0.605 x 0.605
=0.366 (rounded). Thus, the leadership of the school principal (X,), which directly determines teacher
performance in implementing the Merdeka curriculum (Xs), is 0.366 = 36.6%. The relative direct
influence of2 on X4, P 24 = P4 = 0.651, then using the proportional effect formula developed by Al
Rasjid, the proportional direct effect is calculated as Pa» X Py =0.651 x 0.651 = 0.423 (rounded). Thus,
a strong school climate (X;), which directly determines teacher performance in implementing the
Merdeka curriculum (X4), is 0.423 = 42.3%. The research results show that there is an influence of
leadership on teacher performance in implementing the Merdeka curriculum in schools. The results of
this research partially show that leadership has a direct positive effect on teacher performance in
implementing the Merdeka curriculum by 36.6%. This means that the principal's leadership will
improve teacher performance in implementing the Merdeka curriculum. The results of the research
show that there is an influence of school climate on teacher performance in implementing the Merdeka
curriculum in schools. The results of this research partially show that school climate has a direct
positive effect on teacher performance to improve teacher performance in implementing the Merdeka
curriculum 42.3%.

Substructure Analysis: Hypothesis 5
The Influence of Job Satisfaction (X3) on teacher performance in implementing the Merdeka
curriculum (X4) is shown in the following figure 3:
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X3 P31= 0,711 X4
—>

Figure 3. Structure of the causal relationship between X3 towards X4

In accordance with the above relationship structure, r3s = P34+ P34 Ras. So, the direct influence is
relative to X3 against 4, that is, 134 = P34 = 0.711. Next, using the proportional effect formula developed
by Al-Rasjid, the proportional direct effect is calculated as P43 X P43 =0.711 x 0.711 = 0.505 (rounded).
So, job satisfaction (X3), which directly determines changes in teacher performance (X4), is 0.505
=50.5%. The relative direct influence of3 on X4, namely the river34 = P34 = 0.711, then using the
proportional effect formula developed by Al-Rasjid, the proportional direct effect is calculated as P43 X
P43=0.711 x0.711 = 0.505 (rounded). Thus, job satisfaction (X3), which directly determines changes in
teacher performance in implementing the Merdeka curriculum (X4), is 0.505 = 50.5%. The results of the
research show that there is an influence of teacher job satisfaction on teacher performance in
implementing the Merdeka curriculum in schools. The results of this research partially show that job
satisfaction has a direct positive effect on teacher performance in implementing the Merdeka curriculum
by 50.5%. This means that as job satisfaction increases, teacher performance will improve in
implementing the Merdeka curriculum.

Path analysis shows that teacher job satisfaction provides the most dominant contribution to
improving teacher performance with a contribution of 50.5%, followed by school climate 42.3%, and
principal leadership 36.6%. In more detail, the direct influence of leadership on teacher performance
was recorded at 0.149 with an indirect influence through job satisfaction of 0.217, so that the total
influence was 0.655. Likewise, school climate has a direct influence of 0.208 and an indirect influence
of 0.238, with a total influence of 0.650. Meanwhile, teacher job satisfaction has a direct influence of
0.416 on the performance of PJOK teachers.

The findings of this study are in accordance with the results (Hursepuny et al., 2021), which
found that participative leadership gives employees more responsibility for organizational performance
and for making planning and organizing decisions (Khalilullah et al., 2024), suggests that leadership has
the potential to balance the involvement of managers and subordinates in information processing, which
can give teachers influence over organizational decisions, and participative leadership as the creation of
an environment that provides more opportunities to acquire resources (Gwiazdowska-Stanczak, 2021;
Gazali et al., 2024; Syahrul et al., 2025) leading to higher levels of satisfaction and lower levels of
burnout. Increased job satisfaction is expected to result from role expansion and a sense of
empowerment brought about by being part of the decision-making process, an expected outcome in
individualistic cultures (Iis & Yanita, 2021; Yulianti & Awingan, 2024). Good leadership will be able to
increase teacher job satisfaction in schools.

Demonstrating improvements in school climate will have an impact on increasing teacher job
satisfaction (Goémez-Zepeda et al., 2017; Hidayat & Patras, 2024). The values, beliefs, hopes and
commitment to quality are reflected in an individual who carries out their duties, so that, whether they
realize it or not, they show teacher job satisfaction, at least in the form of satisfaction when the product
or service produced reaches a quality that meets predetermined standards (Harrison et al., 2023;
Istiqomah et al., 2025). Interactions between students, teachers and staff during the educational process
must create a strong school climate (Muchlis et al., 2025). Therefore, schools must focus on teacher job
satisfaction by strengthening value-oriented aspects, norms, attitudes, beliefs, morals, innovative
awareness, competitive awareness, and professional traditions.

These results indicate that the quality of school principal leadership contributes significantly to
the creation of a conducive work climate and promotes a higher level of teacher job satisfaction, which
ultimately enhances the performance quality of teachers in implementing the Merdeka Curriculum. This
interpretation is consistent with the previous study by (Sliwka et al., 2024), which demonstrated that
participative leadership styles strengthen employee commitment and performance. Moreover, this
finding reinforces the results of (Simaremare et al., 2023), who found that a supportive school climate
positively influences teacher performance.

Furthermore, the results are aligned with the organizational behavior model proposed by (do
Nascimento et al., 2023), which explains that job satisfaction mediates the relationship between
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leadership and organizational commitment. This implies that improving teacher performance does not
rely on a single aspect, but rather on a combination of structural and psychological factors that reinforce
each other. This study confirms that teachers who feel valued, morally supported, and given
opportunities for professional growth are more likely to demonstrate optimal performance. The practical
implication of these findings is the urgency to enhance the transformational leadership capacity of
school principals. Principals must be able to foster a working environment that supports collaboration,
open communication, and professional trust. Likewise, the establishment of a positive school climate
should be prioritized to strengthen teachers’ work motivation and professional satisfaction, especially in
the subject of physical education, which has often been overlooked in curriculum reform efforts.

In terms of novelty, this research highlights the importance of school organizational
dimensions—such as climate and job satisfaction—as key determinants of PE teacher performance
within the context of the Merdeka Curriculum. While many previous studies have focused primarily on
academic subject teachers, this study offers a unique contribution by placing PE teachers at the center of
attention, thus providing a new perspective for policymaking in enhancing the quality of physical
education in Indonesia. However, the limitation of this study lies in its relatively small and localized
sample (limited to Langsa City), so the generalization of results to other regions or educational levels
should be approached cautiously. Therefore, future research is recommended to use a broader regional
scope, a longitudinal approach, and the integration of qualitative data to explore psychosocial
dimensions more deeply.

Overall, this study concludes that improving the performance of PE teachers in implementing
the Merdeka Curriculum cannot be achieved solely through technical training. It must be supported by
strong principal leadership, a healthy work climate, and a high level of teacher job satisfaction as
foundational elements for fostering meaningful and transformative learning experiences.

This study concludes that the performance of physical education (PE) teachers in implementing
the Merdeka Curriculum is significantly influenced by three key variables: principal leadership, school
climate, and teacher job satisfaction. Among these, job satisfaction emerges as the most dominant
predictor of teacher performance, reinforcing the notion that psychological and emotional factors are
critical to effective curriculum implementation. Principal leadership and school climate also play crucial
roles in shaping a professional environment that supports teacher motivation, engagement, and
instructional effectiveness. The findings affirm that a transformative school leadership approach, a
collegial and supportive school climate, and high levels of job satisfaction must coexist to optimize
teacher performance. This interrelationship contributes to a deeper understanding of how organizational
and psychological dynamics impact educational reform outcomes. The implication is clear: professional
development strategies must not only focus on content mastery but also emphasize leadership
development, organizational culture enhancement, and teacher well-being. Moreover, the study
proposes a conceptual reinforcement: job satisfaction acts as a psychological bridge linking
organizational structures (leadership and climate) to performance outcomes. This concept may serve as
the foundation for future empirical frameworks in educational leadership and teacher development,
particularly in non-academic subject areas like physical education. Accordingly, policymakers and
school leaders must integrate structural and affective strategies to build sustainable reform capacity,
especially in subjects often marginalized in curriculum innovation.

The authors would like to express their sincere gratitude to the principals and teachers of
elementary schools in Langsa City who participated in this research and provided valuable data and
insights. Special thanks are also extended to the Postgraduate Education Management Doctoral Program
at Universitas Negeri Medan for the academic support and guidance provided throughout the research
process. The authors acknowledge the contribution of colleagues who provided constructive feedback
during the development of the research instruments and data analysis. This research would not have
been possible without the collaborative efforts and shared commitment of everyone involved.
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