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The Merdeka Belajar Kampus Merdeka (MBKM) program, lannched in 2019,
provides students opportunities to strengthen their professional competencies through
direct engagement in the real world. Within this framework, civic engagement is
essential, as it encourages students to actively participate in community-based activities
that support their academics and social responsibilities. This study analyzes how
students develop soft skills and teaching professionalism through MBKM activities.
This qualitative descriptive study involved students of the Pancasila and Citizenship
Education Department at Medan State University, class of 2019—2021, who had
participated in MBKM programs such as Kampus Mengajar (Teaching Campus),
student excchange programs, and internships. Data were collected throngh interviews,
observations, and documentation, then analyzed using an interactive model. The
research findings indicate that civic engagement integrated into MBKM improves
adaptability, leadership, communication, collaboration, and innovation, while instilling
cvic  values and  professional - ethics. This study recommends  systematically
institutionalizing civic engagement in teacher education curricula to ensure holistic and
sustainable outcomes.

ABSTRAK

Program Merdeka Belajar Kampus Merdeka (MBKM) yang diluncurkan
memberikan peluang bagi mahasiswa untuk memperkuat kompetensi

profesional melalui ketetlibatan langsung dalam dunia nyata. Dalam
kerangka ini, civic engagement sangat esensial, karena mendorong mahasiswa
untuk berpartisipasi aktif dalam kegiatan berbasis masyarakat yang tidak
hanya mendukung akademik, tetapi juga tanggung jawab sosial mereka.
Penelitian mencoba menganalisis bagaimana mahasiswa mengembangkan
soft skills dan profesionalisme keguruan melalui aktivitas MBKM.
Penelitian deskriptif kualitatif melibatkan mahasiswa Jurusan Pendidikan
Pancasila dan Kewarganegaraan Universitas Negeri Medan angkatan
2019-2021 yang telah mengikuti program MBKM seperti Kampus
Mengajar, pertukaran mahasiswa, dan magang. Data dikumpulkan melalui
wawancara, observasi, dan dokumentasi, kemudian dianalisis
menggunakan model interaktif . Temuan penelitian menunjukkan bahwa
civic engagement yang terintegrasi dalam MBKM meningkatkan
kemampuan adaptasi, kepemimpinan, komunikasi, kolaborasi, dan
inovasi, sekaligus menanamkan nilai-nilai kewargaan dan etika profesional.
Penelitian ini merekomendasikan pelembagaan civic engagement secara
sistematis dalam kurikulum pendidikan guru untuk memastikan hasil yang
holistik dan berkelanjutan.
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INTRODUCTION

Education plays a pivotal role in the development and advancement of a nation,
aligning with its national vision and mission. As stated in the Preamble to the 1945
Constitution of the Republic of Indonesia, one of the fundamental goals of the state is to
educate the Indonesian nation. In this regard, education becomes a strategic instrument for
shaping human resources, which are intellectually capable and morally and socially
responsible (Tilaar, 1999). The development of a nation is closely linked to the quality of its
educational system, where education acts as a catalyst for social mobility and national
progress (Djojonegoro, 1998).

One of the critical elements in the education system is the curriculum. The curriculum
is not merely a list of subjects or content but a comprehensive framework that determines
education's direction, process, and outcomes. As Ornstein & Hunkins (2018) state, the
curriculum is a dynamic system composed of interconnected components such as objectives,
content, methods, and evaluation, all of which must be harmonized to achieve educational
goals. It is a philosophical and practical guide for educators in organizing learning
experiences.

The curriculum is central to educational reform and innovation in the Indonesian
context. Junaidi et al. (2025) emphasize that the quality and relevance of the curriculum
significantly influence the success of education in achieving national development goals. It is
the backbone of the teaching and learning process, guiding educators in planning and
implementing instructional activities aligned with national standards and societal needs.
Similarly, Setiawan & Abrianto (2021) assert that the curriculum is a living system
continuously evolving in response to knowledge, technology, and cultural changes.
Therefore, an effective curriculum must be adaptable, inclusive, and holistically oriented
toward developing students’ competencies.

The curriculum must be designed, implemented, and evaluated dynamically and
continuously to respond to the rapid development of Science, Technology, and the Arts and
the evolving competencies demanded by society and the labor market. A flexible and
adaptive curriculum ensures that higher education remains relevant and responsive to global
shifts (Taba & Spalding, 1962). In the 21st century, the growth of science and technology
has followed an exponential (logarithmic) trend, requiring higher education institutions to
adjust their academic standards quickly and content to remain competitive and future-
oriented (Trilling & Fadel, 2009).

In the Indonesian context, the National Standards for Higher Education in Indonesia
have undergone multiple revisions to reflect these changes. Notably, there have been three
significant regulatory transitions in the last decade: Regulation of the Minister of Research,
Technology, and Higher Education No. 49 of 2014 to No. 44 of 2015, later updated to
Minister of Education and Culture Regulation No. 3 of 2020. These revisions reflect a
paradigm shift in Indonesian higher education towards greater flexibility, interdisciplinarity,
and relevance to societal needs. The most recent policy transformation aligns with the
Ministry of Education and Culture’s initiative Independent Learning—Independent Campus
(Merdeka Belajar - Kampus Merdeka/ MBKM), which aims to provide students with more
autonomy and broader learning opportunities beyond the confines of the classroom
(Sopiansyah et al., 2022).

The emergence of the MBKM curriculum was not only a strategic response to the
learning disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic but also a reflection of the broader
transformation towards Outcome-Based Education (OBE). This approach emphasizes
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student competency, measurable learning outcomes, and graduate employability—principles
now central to educational quality assurance and curriculum development worldwide (Spady,
1994). As Junaidi & Wulandari (2020) highlight, the MBKM model reorients educational
priorities from mere content delivery toward real-world application, cross-sector
collaboration, and future skill development.

Through the MBKM program, there are important reasons for its implementation in
an era of technological progress. First, this program helps students discover interests and
talents that suit their scientific discipline. Second, this program provides space and
motivation for students to explore learning outside campus, allowing them to expand their
social networks and gain more meaningful experiences. Third, this program encourages
universities to design and implement learning processes innovatively to achieve knowledge,
attitudes and skills that align with the demands of the times (A. Junaidi & Wulandari, 2020).

Implementing the Independent Learning—Independent Campus (Merdeka Belajar -
Kampus Merdeka/ MBKM) program holds significant potential in enriching students’ soft
skills, which are essential for enabling them to be adaptive and responsive in facing rapid
societal and workforce changes. MBKM encourages experiential learning outside the
classroom, such as internships, community service, and research activities, forms of learning
that have been proven to foster non-cognitive skills, including communication,
collaboration, and critical thinking (A. Junaidi & Wulandari, 2020; Sopiansyah et al., 2022).
These learning opportunities align with Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (1984), which
emphasizes that knowledge is created through experience transformation, making
developing soft skills an integral part of holistic education (Kolb, 2015).

The end goal of education in the 21st century is no longer limited to academic
excellence but includes the ability to apply knowledge in real-world situations. As Jaenuri
(2017) argues, the relevance of higher education must be measured by students' capacity to
integrate cognitive understanding with practical problem-solving in diverse contexts. In this
light, soft skills become a complementary aspect and a core outcome of education.

In the educational context, soft skills encompass a wide range of personal attributes
and interpersonal abilities necessary to achieve learning goals effectively. For future
educators, these skills include self-confidence, empathy, adaptability, communication, and
leadership, which are critical in managing classrooms and engaging meaningfully with
students and colleagues (Robles, 2012). According to Hodriani et al. (2024), developing soft
skills among teacher candidates significantly influences their professional identity and
teaching effectiveness. Therefore, integrating soft skill development within the MBKM
framework is essential in preparing students to become knowledgeable graduates and socially
competent and emotionally intelligent individuals.

The MBKM program significantly impacts the development of students' soft skills,
including communication skills, career adaptability, leadership, innovation and collaboration.
The selection of soft skills is based on suitability with MBKM objectives and the main
petformance indicators (Indikator Kinerja Utama/IKU) in the seventh component, namely
collaborative learning. Apart from that, these soft skills are also very relevant to future
challenges students may face (Kuncoro et al., 2022).

In the broader context of educational transformation, cultivating civic engagement
among university students, particularly in teacher education programs, emerges as a strategic
approach to enhance soft skills development. Civic engagement refers to individual and
collective actions designed to identify and address issues of public concern, often involving
participation in community service, political processes, and social advocacy (Ehrlich, 2000).
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Within higher education, civic engagement is not merely a form of volunteering, but an
integral component of active citizenship that encourages students to apply their academic
knowledge in meaningful, socially responsible ways (Battistoni, 2017). This aligns with the
goals of the MBKM program, which promotes community-based and experiential learning
models.

Empirical evidence demonstrates that civic engagement can strengthen civic
knowledge, attitudes, skills, and actions, fostering social cohesion and community well-being
while enhancing individual self-efficacy, leadership, and critical thinking (Ardoin et al., 2023).
Furthermore, active involvement in civic activities has improved academic achievement,
resilience, and stronger school connectedness, especially when students participate in
leadership roles, extracurricular groups, and community-based projects (Voight et al., 2020).
Integrating civic engagement into teacher education develops professional competencies and
nurtures the capacity to contribute to democratic life and address complex societal challenges
(Rossettt et al., 2020).

From a theoretical standpoint, civic engagement is transformative in fostering non-
cognitive competencies, including empathy, collaboration, ethical reasoning, leadership, and
intercultural communication, core elements of soft skills (Colby et al., 2003; Jacoby &
Ehtlich, 2009). These experiences empower students to become socially aware and proactive,
fostering a sense of ownership and responsibility towards societal challenges. Civic learning
becomes a vehicle for character formation and social competence, both essential qualities in
teacher professionalism. As conceptualized in the literature, teacher professionalism is not
merely about technical competence but involves a commitment to ethical responsibility,
continuous professional learning, research literacy, and engagement in collegial communities
(Tatto, 2021). Moreover, true professionalism encompasses occupational dimensions
autonomy, expert knowledge, and professional judgment and organizational dimensions
shaped by policy, accountability systems, and performance standards (Mayer & Mills, 2021).
Balancing these dimensions enables teachers to navigate complex educational contexts,
uphold ethical practice, and contribute to developing self-improving education systems
where research-informed teaching and reflective practice are central (Torres & Weiner,
2018).

Furthermore, studies show that when students are involved in structured civic
engagement programs, such as service-learning or community-based projects, they exhibit
higher levels of self-efficacy, interpersonal communication, and reflective thinking—skills
that are highly valued in the teaching profession (Astin et al., 2000; Finley, 2011). These
findings are particulatly relevant in Civic Education, which inherently carries the mission to
develop citizens who are intelligent, participatory, and ethically grounded (Hoskins & Crick,
2008).

The integration of civic engagement into the MBKM framework provides a
pedagogical space where future teachers can practice democratic values, contribute to
community development, and, at the same time, enhance their social-emotional learning.
Through community service, teaching internships, or collaborative village projects, students
engage directly with societal realities, thereby strengthening their empathy, cultural literacy,
and problem-solving skills in diverse and dynamic settings (Musil, 2009). These competencies
are indispensable for teachers in the 21st century, especially in multicultural classrooms and
complex social environments.

Therefore, civic engagement should not be viewed as an extracurricular activity but
rather as a structured and intentional learning experience within the MBKM curriculum. It
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contributes significantly to the holistic development of teacher candidates, bridging the gap
between theoretical learning and societal application, and preparing them to become
educators who are not only intellectually capable but also socially conscious and morally
committed.

Generally, the term “teacher” is often defined in a functional sense, referring to
educators' diverse roles and responsibilities in shaping and guiding learners. These roles
include educators, facilitators, motivators, and evaluators in the learning process.
Functionally, a teacher is an individual who is entrusted with the responsibility of transferring
knowledge, fostering skills, and shaping character (Hamalik, 2001). More than just a
transmitter of information, a teacher must possess in-depth subject matter expertise,
pedagogical knowledge, and the confidence to communicate concepts effectively to learners.
Edu et al. (2017), emphasize that a teacher’s authority and social recognition are rooted in
their mastery of content and ability to meaningfully engage students, thus creating an
environment conducive to learning.

From a juridical standpoint, Law No. 14 of 2005 concerning Teachers and Lecturers,
specifically Article 10, outlines four core competencies that every teacher in Indonesia must
possess. First, pedagogical competence involves a comprehensive understanding of learners,
including their characteristics, development, and learning needs; the ability to design,
implement, and evaluate learning; and to develop innovative teaching strategies. Second,
personality competence refers to the teacher’s personal integrity and behavior, including
having a noble character, being steady, wise, and authoritative, and becoming a moral
exemplar for students (Naibaho, 2023). Personality competence is essential for maintaining
ethical teaching standards and building trust between teachers and learners (Mulyasa, 2009).

These competencies reflect broader theoretical perspectives in teacher
professionalism. Shulman (1987) concept of “pedagogical content knowledge” underscores
the necessity for teachers to integrate subject mastery with effective teaching strategies, while
Hargreaves (2001), highlights the emotional labor and moral commitment required in
teaching. Thus, being a teacher is not merely about performing instructional duties, but about
embodying the values, attitudes, and commitments that define the teaching profession as
both a vocation and a societal responsibility.

Third, professional competence refers to the teachet's mastery of subject matter,
including a deep understanding of the discipline they teach and the ability to conduct
educational research, apply critical thinking, and integrate knowledge into instructional
design (Shulman, 1987). Fourth, social competence includes a teacher’s ability to
communicate effectively, interact positively with students, colleagues, and the wider
community, and to act as a moral and social role model. These competencies involve
empathy, cooperation, emotional intelligence, and leadership in classroom and community
settings (Hodriani et al., 2024; Mulyasa, 2009).

In this context, the Independent Learning—Independent Campus (Merdeka Belajar -
Kampus Merdeka/MBKM) policy initiated by the Indonesian Ministry of Education
provides strategic momentum for students, especially in teacher education programs, to
strengthen their soft skills and prepare for real challenges in the educational field. The
MBKM program enables students to design and manage their learning pathways based on
their interests and career aspirations. This includes the development of 21st-century
competencies such as critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and creativity, which
are crucial for teachers in today’s educational environment (Howells, 2018; A. Junaidi &
Wulandari, 2020).
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Despite the various studies examining the MBKM program’s impact on student
competencies, there remains a paucity of research focusing specifically on integrating civic
engagement within the MBKM framework, particularly in the context of teacher education.
Previous research has largely emphasized the program’s role in fostering employability skills,
pedagogical innovation, or curriculum flexibility (Howells, 2018; Sopiansyah et al., 2022), yet
limited attention has been given to how civic engagement—understood as active, reflective,
and collaborative participation in community life—serves as a strategic vehicle for cultivating
soft skills and reinforcing teacher professionalism. This gap is significant because civic
engagement has been recognized as a transformative element in higher education that
connects academic learning to societal needs, bridging civic knowledge, civic skills, and civic
dispositions (Battistoni, 2017; Colby et al., 2003).

The MBKM program, introduced by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Research,
and Technology, redefines the learning process by encouraging experiential learning,
interdisciplinary collaboration, and community-based projects (Sopiansyah et al., 2022).
Among its flagship initiatives, the Kampus Mengajar (Teaching Campus) program
exemplifies how students, especially in teacher education, can engage directly with
communities, applying their knowledge to address educational and social challenges. This
approach resonates with Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb, 2015) as a grounded theory,
which posits that knowledge emerges through transformative experiences. As a middle-range
theory, Civic Voluntarism Model (Verba et al., 1995) explains how resources, motivation,
and networks influence individuals’ participation in civic life. At the applied level, Service-
Learning Theory (Jacoby, 2014) provides a framework for integrating academic content with
community service to enhance civic responsibility and soft skills.

Recent studies have shown that integrating civic engagement into higher education
fosters essential non-cognitive competencies such as empathy, leadership, intercultural
communication, and ethical reasoning skills indispensable for 21st-century teachers (Astin et
al., 2000; Battistoni, 2017; Finley, 2011). However, state-of-the-art analysis reveals that while
research on MBKM’s impact on skill development is growing (Howells, 2018; Kuncoro et
al., 2022), few studies have explicitly examined the role of civic engagement as a deliberate
pedagogical tool within MBKM to strengthen both soft skills and teacher professionalism.
Most existing literature treats civic engagement as a supplementary activity rather than an
integrated, structured component of teacher preparation programs. This represents a
research gap that this study seeks to address.

The novelty of this research lies in positioning civic engagement not as a
supplementary activity but as a structured and intentional educational strategy within
MBKM, particularly the Kampus Mengajar program. This study contributes to civic studies
and teacher professionalism discourses by focusing on Civic Education students, bridging
theoretical and applied perspectives. Accordingly, the research problem addressed is How
integrating civic engagement within the MBKM program, particularly the Kampus Mengajar
initiative, contributes to developing the soft skills and professional competencies of Civic
Education teacher candidates.

The objective is to explore the experiences and perceptions of Department of
Pancasila and Citizenship Education (Pendidikan Pancasila dan Kewarganegaraan/PPKn)
students at Universitas Negeri Medan, highlighting how civic engagement fosters innovation,
communication, leadership, collaboration, and adaptability, while reinforcing their ethical,
cultural, and social responsibilities as future educators. By aligning civic engagement with
national educational objectives and grounded theories, this study provides a novel
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contribution to understanding how higher education policies like MBKM can strengthen not
only graduate competencies but also the democratic and civic fabric of Indonesian society.

METHOD

This research employs a qualitative descriptive approach (Creswell, 2013), within the
post-positivist paradigm, also called interpretive, as the primary focus is interpreting field
data (Siyoto & Sodik, 2015). The study involves alums of the Department of Pancasila and
Citizenship Education, cohorts 2019-2021, who participated in the Independent Learning—
Independent Campus (Merdeka Belajar - Kampus Merdeka/MBKM) programs, including
student exchange, Kampus Mengajar (Teaching Campus), and Magang Merdeka
(Independent Internship). Data collection techniques were categorized into primary and
secondary sources. Primary data were obtained through in-depth interviews and direct
observations of student experiences. Secondary data were collected from reports, books,
journals, and other credible documents relevant to the research focus. Interviews and
observations were complemented with documentation to enhance data validity.
Observations were conducted systematically by recording students’ engagement patterns in
MBKM activities, but the researcher must provide more detailed descriptions of these
observation procedures.

To strengthen the research rigor, the analytical framework followed the Miles and
Huberman interactive model, consisting of three stages: data condensation, data display, and
conclusion drawing/verification. Data were then organized into categories and codes using
a coding grid aligned with the research objectives, which clustered data into three thematic
domains: (1) types of civic engagement activities, (2) soft skills indicators, and (3) professional
teaching competencies. The coding and categorization process was supported by ATLAS.ti
software (Archive of Technology, Life-World, and Everyday Langnage), which allowed systematic
identification of recurring themes, ensured traceability, and improved analytical reliability
(Afriansyah, 2016; Warsono et al., 2022). To validate the data, the researcher employed
triangulation techniques, including triangulation of data sources (interviews, observations,
and documents) and triangulation of methods, ensuring that the findings accurately reflected
the phenomena under study.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Pancasila and Citizenship Education program at Universitas Negeri Medan
continues to improve the quality of its students through implementing the MBKM program.
This initiative provides real-world learning experiences that align with the development of
essential soft skills, which are pivotal for students preparing to become professional
educators in the 21st century (Jaenuri, 2017; A. Junaidi & Wulandari, 2020).

Students actively participating in the MBKM program demonstrate increased
awareness of the relevance of innovation, communication, leadership, collaboration, and
adaptability in teaching. According to Trilling & Fadel (2009), these competencies, often
grouped under 21st-century skills, are essential for future educators who must navigate rapid
technological, social, and pedagogical changes. Moreover, Hodriani et al. (2024) emphasize
that educational transformation cannot be separated from the development of educators who
possess both cognitive and non-cognitive competencies, particularly in their ability to
respond to complex and dynamic classroom contexts. Through MBKM, students in the
PPKn program gain theoretical insights and apply them in real settings, contributing
significantly to experiential learning (Kolb, 2015).

In this regard, civic engagement serves as a pedagogical foundation that enhances the
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development of essential soft skills such as communication, collaboration, leadership, and
adaptability, particularly in teacher education programs. Civic engagement refers to the active
participation of individuals in community and democratic life to improve conditions for
others or to help shape the community's future (Ehrlich, 2000). It includes various activities
ranging from volunteering, social action, public advocacy, to community-based research and
service-learning (Jacoby & Ehtlich, 2009). Within the context of MBKM, civic engagement
becomes an experiential platform for students to interact with diverse societal groups, apply
theoretical knowledge in complex environments, and develop a sense of public responsibility.

This approach resonates strongly with Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb, 1984) as a
grounded theory, which posits that knowledge emerges through transformative experiences
mirroring the way MBKM students integrate academic knowledge with real-world
community challenges. In addition, the findings align with the Civic Voluntarism Model
(Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995), which explains how resources, motivation, and networks
influence individuals’ participation in civic life. MBKM provides these three dimensions:
resources through structured programs, motivation through exposure to societal issues, and
networks through inter-institutional collaborations. At an applied level, the activities reflect
Service-Learning Theory (Jacoby, 2014), in which academic content is intentionally
integrated with community service to enhance civic responsibility and soft skills. This
theoretical triangulation highlights how MBKM-based civic engagement fosters individual
growth and creates systemic pathways for sustained community impact.

Empirical studies have demonstrated that students involved in civic engagement
programs report significant gains in interpersonal communication, ethical reasoning, social
awareness, and collaborative problem-solving (Astin et al., 2000; Finley, 2011). In particular,
Battistoni (2017) emphasizes that civic engagement activities embedded within academic
curricula foster political awareness, personal growth, and leadership capacity. For students
of Civic Education, whose role is later to instill democratic values and civic responsibilities
in learners, participation in these activities is crucial for embodying the very principles they
aim to teach.

Moreover, research by Colby et al. (2003) highlights that civic-oriented experiential
learning helps students form deeper connections between classroom content and real-life
social challenges, leading to greater reflective judgment and professional maturity. As a result,
the MBKM program, when- implemented through a civic engagement lens—functions as a
skill-building initiative and a character-shaping experience, preparing students to become
socially responsive and ethically grounded educators.

First, adaptation is an individual’s capacity to modify their skills, behaviors, and
attitudes in response to changing environmental demands (Pinder et al., 2017). In career
adaptability, students in the Pancasila and Civic Education program at Universitas Negeri
Medan reported significant growth in their adaptability competencies after participating in
the Merdeka Belajar Kampus Merdeka (MBKM) program. These findings align with
Savickas’ Career Construction Theory, which emphasizes that career adaptability is a
psychosocial resource for coping with current and anticipated career tasks, transitions, and
traumas (Savickas, 2020).

These adaptability outcomes also indicate that civic engagement activities within
MBKM are not incidental but systematically cultivated through structured exposure to
diverse social environments. This connection reinforces the idea that civic engagement in
higher education must be intentionally designed to bridge academic learning with lived
community experiences. Unlike prior studies (Mevia et al., 2024) that focus solely on skill
acquisition, the current research positions adaptability as a civic competence—enabling
future educators to navigate socio-cultural complexities while contributing to community
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resilience.

The majority of students stated that they had successfully developed career adaptability
skills during their MBKM experience. They highlighted that the program enabled them to
engage with diverse cultures and environments across Indonesia. Fouad (2007) noted that
exposure to multicultural contexts helps develop intercultural competence and adaptability,
which are essential for future professionals, especially in education. Through direct
interaction with individuals of different ethnic, religious, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds,
students reported an increased ability to adapt to new situations, an important indicator of
cross-cultural adaptability (Ang et al., 2007).

Furthermore, students noted that the MBKM program provided opportunities for pre-
service teaching, workshops, and professional development activities, which helped them to
strengthen skills necessary for a future career in education. These experiences align with
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (1984), which asserts that learning occurs most
effectively through active engagement in real-world experiences (Kolb, 2015). In this case,
students developed communicative competence and an enhanced ability to collaborate with
diverse populations, skills critical for teachers in inclusive and multicultural classroom
settings (Byram et al., 2014).

Second, leadership is defined as an individual's capacity to influence social
relationships, motivate a group, and direct collective efforts toward the achievement of
shared goals (Kuncoro et al., 2022). According to Northouse (2025), effective leadership also
involves adapting to change, managing group dynamics, and inspiring followers to grow and
transform. In this regard, leadership within educational settings is often conceptualized
through various models—such as transformational, instructional, distributed, and
sustainability leadership—each emphasizing direction-setting, influence, and fostering
collective efficacy (Gumus et al., 2018). Transformational leadership, in particular, employs
idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration to inspire members toward higher performance and engagement (Lai et al.,
2020). Within higher education, sustainability leadership highlights a systemic and inclusive
approach, promoting long-term thinking, innovation, and the ability to manage complexity
to benefit present and future generations (Filho et al., 2020).

In this context, the MBKM program has proven to be a significant platform for the
development of leadership competencies among students in the Department of Pancasila
and Citizenship Education Program at Universitas Negeri Medan. Based on interviews
conducted with several students, it was found that their participation in the MBKM program
provided them with meaningful opportunities to strengthen leadership skills. They reported
improved ability to complete tasks within dynamic and unpredictable environments, select
contextually appropriate strategies, and manage stress effectively. These findings resonate
with Goleman’s emotional intelligence framework, particularly the elements of self-
regulation and social skills, which are critical for adaptive leadership (Goleman, 2009).

Moreover, students shared that the MBKM experience enhanced their group
leadership, decision-making, and responsibility management skills. This supports the
perspective of Kouzes & Posner (2010), who argue that leadership is cultivated through
challenge-based experiences where individuals must make decisions, solve problems, and
inspire others in real-world contexts. The MBKM program, emphasizing autonomy and
experiential learning, created challenges that accelerated their personal leadership
development. These competencies are especially relevant in preparing students to become
professional educators. In the modern educational landscape, teachers are expected to take
on leadership roles not only in the classroom but also in curriculum development, school
improvement initiatives, and community engagement. Thus, leadership skills acquired
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through the MBKM program become critical assets for future teachers, enabling them to
foster positive school cultures and drive transformational educational practices.

Third, effective communication is an essential soft skill that plays a crucial role in
education. It refers to verbally and non-verbally exchanging information to influence
perspectives, attitudes, and behavior through direct interaction or mediated platforms
(Hartini et al., 2021). According to these authors, communication effectiveness is anchored
in five key principles: respect, empathy, audibility, clarity, and timeliness. These principles are
the foundation for building trust, collaboration, and meaningful interaction, which are vital
in a teaching context.

The MBKM program has demonstrably enhanced the communication competencies
of students, especially those in the Pancasila and Civic Education Program at Universitas
Negeri Medan. Through their engagement in community-based projects, inter-institutional
collaborations, and real-world teaching environments, students have developed the ability to
deliver motivational messages, express empathy, and listen actively, hallmarks of effective
and ethical communication.

More importantly, students reported an increased awareness of the value of honesty
and integrity, indicating that the MBKM program also promotes the ethical dimension of
communication. This aligns with moral communication, emphasising truthfulness,
consistency between words and actions, and a strong sense of responsibility (Lipari, 2017).
These characteristics are indispensable for educators, who serve as role models for students
and whose communication can significantly impact learners’ personal and academic growth.
Furthermore, students have learned to navigate diverse communication contexts, adapting
their style to different stakeholders, including peers, lecturers, school mentors, and
community members. This adaptability is in line with the findings of Hargie (2021), who
argue that communication competence entails the effectiveness and appropriateness of the
interaction across settings and cultures.

Fourth, innovation is the capacity to produce new ideas, refine existing concepts, and
critically assess their relevance and effectiveness to optimize outcomes (Kuncoro etal., 2022).
In education, innovation is not merely about introducing novelty but about systematic
improvement designing meaningful learning experiences, solving instructional problems, and
adapting to the evolving needs of students and society. This skill has become an
indispensable element in the professional profile of 21st-century teachers.

Implementing the MBKM program at Universitas Negeri Medan has significantly
contributed to developing innovation competencies among students of the Pancasila and
Civic Education study program. Through their involvement in diverse activities ranging from
teaching practicums in remote areas, community engagement, and collaborative projects with
schools and institutions students have demonstrated a heightened ability to generate,
communicate, and implement creative ideas effectively. For example, many students have
developed innovative educational videos, designed interactive learning modules, and initiated
social projects with tangible community impact.

These experiences reinforce the findings of Robinson (2011), who argues that
creativity and innovation in education emerge when individuals are given autonomy, context-
based challenges, and opportunities for experimentation. The MBKM program provides an
environment that encourages risk-taking, problem-solving, and iterative thinking. In
addition, students reported becoming more open-minded and receptive to new ideas. This
mindset reflects the dispositional aspect of innovation, wherein individuals are willing to
question existing practices, embrace feedback, and collaborate across disciplines to create
better solutions (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2015). These are essential attributes of an innovative
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educator who can thrive amid the dynamic and complex nature of the modern classroom.

Fifth, collaboration is the synergistic interaction between individuals who bring
together diverse competencies and perspectives to accomplish shared goals. In this context,
teamwork is 2 more structured form of collaboration, where individuals assume defined roles
and responsibilities, often coordinated by a designated leader (Deryane, 2023). Within the
framework of the MBKM program, collaboration is not merely encouraged it is embedded
as a core pedagogical and experiential value.

Participation in the MBKM program has enhanced students' collaboration skills in the
Department of Pancasila and Citizenship Education at Universitas Negeri Medan. Engaging
in fieldwork, cross-disciplinary initiatives, and inter-institutional projects placed students in
authentic, dynamic environments that required effective negotiation, coordination, conflict
resolution, and shared decision-making. These real-world experiences have enabled students
to move beyond individual academic achievement toward collective problem-solving and co-
responsibility.

Moreover, students consistently demonstrated high levels of empathy, mutual support,
and adaptability, essential in building and maintaining collaborative relationships. The ability
to work collaboratively is a fundamental component of professional teaching, given that
teachers must engage with a wide range of stakeholders including colleagues, parents,
community members, and educational authorities to ensure the holistic development of
learners (Hargreaves, 2001a). In the interviews, students emphasized that their experiences
in MBKM taught them how to integrate their strengths into group objectives, showing a shift
from individualistic learning toward cooperative professional behavior. These are academic
competencies and social capabilities that build the foundation for democratic classroom
practices, inclusive school cultures, and community engagement hallmarks of transformative
civic education.

Beyond the five core soft skills, adaptability, leadership, communication, innovation,
and collaboration, students also acknowledge the importance of other complementary
competencies for professional teachers. These include implementing effective learning
strategies, creativity in instructional design, and the capacity to motivate learners. Such skills
are increasingly recognized as integral to navigating the complexities of 21st-century
classrooms, where teachers are expected to impart knowledge and inspire and facilitate
meaningful learning experiences. Research shows that professional teachers—equipped with
subject-specific pedagogy, sustained follow-up support, and active engagement in
professional development can significantly enhance student achievement across academic
domains, such as reading and science, by improving instructional quality and fostering deeper
conceptual understanding (Didion et al., 2020; Drewes et al., 2018; Popova et al., 2022).
Furthermore, developing a strong professional identity enables teachers to integrate personal
values with professional demands, adapt to contextual challenges, and maintain long-term
commitment to student success (Flores, 2020; J. Junaidi et al., 2024).

Students participating in the Merdeka Belajar Kampus Merdeka (MBKM) program
demonstrate a growing awareness that these additional competencies are not optional, but
fundamentally aligned with contemporary educational demands. Professional teachers must
be agile in integrating current technological and pedagogical advancements, while
maintaining ethical and empathetic interactions with students. This finding is consistent with
the research conducted by Mevia et al. (2024). The study concludes that MBKM activities
significantly enhance students’ soft skills, particularly in teamwork, communication in
professional environments, and adherence to workplace ethics.

However, this current study advances the discourse by framing soft skills as
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competencies gained through MBKM and as strategic instruments that transport students
toward becoming professional educators. In other words, soft skills are conceptualized not
merely as outcomes, but as foundational enablers of teacher professionalism. This
perspective positions soft skills as dynamic assets that support lifelong learning, professional
growth, and educational leadership.

Therefore, the MBKM program effectively enhances students' interpersonal and
intrapersonal capabilities and is pivotal in shaping their professional identity as future
educators. The program fosters a holistic approach to teacher preparation by cultivating
cognitive and character-based competencies needed to thrive in the evolving education
landscape.

Empirical evidence further demonstrates that MBKM activities such as the Teaching
Campus (Kampus Mengajar) program significantly improve students’ communication,
collaboration, problem-solving, and social awareness skills, which are essential in the era of
Society 5.0 (Sumani et al., 2022). Likewise, institutional studies show that MBKM
participation strengthens graduate competencies in hard and soft skills, bridging the gap
between academic preparation and industry demands while promoting career readiness and
employability (Wahyuningrat et al., 2025). Moreover, within the context of Islamic Religious
Higher Education (PTKI), a strong understanding of the MBKM curriculum correlates
highly with the fulfillment of students’ learning rights, thereby expanding their opportunities
for professional growth and enhancing their adaptability in diverse educational settings
(Rokhimawan et al., 2023).

The findings of this study are further reinforced by previous research, which
demonstrates that the enhancement of soft skills and teacher professionalism can be achieved
through participatory and experience-based approaches. For instance, a study by Suriaman,
Hariati, Salim, & Haris (2024), revealed that essential 21st-century skills, such as
communication, collaboration, and critical thinking, develop significantly through team-
based project methods in higher education. This approach increases student participation in
the classroom and supports the achievement of Higher Education Key Performance
Indicators (IKU PT 7), namely creating collaborative and participatory learning
environments, values embedded in the MBKM program through its civic engagement-based
learning model.

Furthermore, research by Mulyani, Komalasari, Permatasari, Bribin, and Suriaman
(2024) emphasizes the importance of integrating Global Citizenship Education (GCED) in
addressing 21st-century challenges, which demand that learners adopt responsible attitudes
as global citizens. Despite challenges such as limited curriculum space, cultural barriers, and
resource constraints, GCED is considered strategic in shaping globally aware, cross-culturally
collaborative, and socially responsible learners. This vision aligns with the spirit of civic
engagement in the MBKM program, which promotes cross-contextual, cross-cultural, and
cross-sectoral learning to produce globally competent graduates—especially within civic
education.

In addition, the study by Ginting, Sumarno, Sitopu, and Lubis (2025) shows that
developing artistic and cultural skills plays a vital role in fostering attitudes of tolerance and
harmony among youth. Through participatory approaches in traditional vocal and dance
training, positive intergroup interactions were successfully cultivated, strengthening social
cohesion and diversity awareness. This indicates that civic engagement-based activities are
not limited to academic settings but can also encompass cultural identity development and
the promotion of pluralistic values, both essential in shaping inclusive and humanistic civic
education teacher professionalism. Therefore, civic engagement-based learning within the
MBKM program framework is relevant for enhancing personal soft skills and expands the
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transformative scope toward reinforcing democratic values, multicultural awareness, and
character-based teacher professionalism.

Integrating civic engagement-based learning within the MBKM program proves to be
a strategic and multidimensional approach to preparing future educators. By combining
cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal skill development with values-driven character
formation, the program enhances students’ professional competencies and strengthens their
role as agents of democratic values, multicultural awareness, and social responsibility. The
alignment of participatory and experiential learning strategies with the principles of Global
Citizenship Education and cultural skill development demonstrates the program’s capacity
to produce globally competent, culturally sensitive graduates committed to inclusive civic
participation. Consequently, the MBKM framework serves as an effective model for
fostering holistic teacher professionalism that responds to the complex demands of 21st-
century education while reinforcing the foundational ideals of civic education.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study demonstrate that integrating civic engagement into the
MBKM program significantly enhances both soft skills and teacher professionalism among
students in the Pancasila and Citizenship Education program at Universitas Negeri Medan.
Real-world experiences such as community service, teaching practicums, and
interdisciplinary collaborations have enabled students to develop adaptability, leadership,
effective communication, innovation, and collaboration, essential to meeting the complex
demands of 21st-century education. Uniquely, this study frames these soft skills as
professional competencies and civic capabilities rooted in experiential, voluntary, and
service-oriented participation, offering a multidimensional perspective that has been less
explored in previous research.

Civic engagement should be systematically institutionalized within MBKM activities
and the broader teacher education curriculum to sustain and expand these outcomes. Such
integration will reinforce the cultivation of soft skills as a core element of holistic teacher
preparation. Further research, particularly using quantitative or mixed-method designs, is
recommended to measure this approach's long-term impact and examine its applicability
across various higher education contexts, thereby strengthening the evidence base for civic
engagement as a driver of educational transformation.
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