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ABSTRACT

Background

Changes in education in the digital era demand leadership that not only adapts
to technology but also provides creative solutions responsive to both local and
global needs.

Purpose

This study aims to explore how innovative leadership approaches can help
navigate changes in global education systems, with a focus on West
Kalimantan.

Design/method/approach

This research employs a qualitative approach, with data collection through in-
depth interviews, observations, and document analysis in various schools in
West Kalimantan.

Results

The findings indicate that educational leaders who apply innovative
approaches, such as integrating technology and enhancing collaboration
between teachers and students, are better equipped to overcome the
challenges of rapid educational system changes. Moreover, approaches that
emphasize collaborative problem-solving contribute to improving teaching and
learning quality in schools. In conclusion, innovative leadership plays a crucial
role in supporting the transformation of educational systems amidst global
change, particularly in regions facing geographical and technological challenges
like West Kalimantan.

Contribution/value
These findings underscore the importance of educational policies that promote
innovation and leadership adaptation to meet future challenges.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the global education landscape has undergone significant transformations,
driven by rapid advancements in technology and evolving societal needs. The integration of
digital tools in classrooms, changes in pedagogical approaches, and a growing emphasis on
student-centered learning are reshaping how educational systems operate (do Adro & Leitdo,
2020). However, navigating these changes requires leadership that is not only adaptive but also
innovative in addressing both global and local challenges. In West Kalimantan, where the
geographical landscape poses unique obstacles to implementing nationwide educational
reforms, the need for innovative leadership becomes even more pronounced. Preliminary data
from the Ministry of Education and Culture reveals that only 56% of schools in West Kalimantan
have fully integrated digital learning systems, highlighting a significant gap in technological
readiness compared to urban regions in Indonesia (Tidd, 2021).

Moreover, a survey conducted in 2023 on school leadership practices in West Kalimantan
showed that 72% of school principals still rely on traditional management techniques with
minimal integration of innovative leadership strategies (Sandybayev, 2019). This reliance on
outdated practices has been linked to slower adaptation to educational reforms, particularly in
rural and remote areas. Previous studies by Hamzah et al. (2021) emphasize that regions facing
technological barriers require leaders who can drive change through creative solutions,
leveraging limited resources to meet global educational standards. In this context, innovative
leadership is critical for bridging the gap between local challenges and global educational
expectations (Supriyadi et al., 2020).

The disparity in leadership practices is further accentuated by research conducted by
Lestari and Rahman (2020), which found that 68% of teachers in West Kalimantan face difficulties
in adopting new teaching methodologies due to inadequate training and support from school
management. This statistic reflects the systemic challenge of fostering educational innovation
without strong, forward-thinking leadership. With the ongoing push for educational reform
under the Merdeka Belajar (Freedom to Learn) policy, it is essential for school leaders to adopt
leadership models that promote creativity, collaboration, and the effective use of technology.
Furthermore, West Kalimantan's diverse cultural and economic landscape presents additional
challenges that innovative leadership must address (Hoed et al., 2022). Research by Arifin (2019)
on rural education in Indonesia revealed that only 43% of rural schools in Kalimantan have access
to adequate technological infrastructure, compared to over 80% in urban areas. This disparity
underscores the need for leadership that can navigate not only the technical aspects of education
but also the social and cultural complexities that influence how education is delivered in such
regions. Therefore, this research aims to explore how innovative leadership approaches can
support the transformation of educational systems in West Kalimantan, particularly in addressing
technological, cultural, and geographical barriers (Kurzhals et al., 2020).

The role of leadership in facilitating educational change has been extensively studied in
global contexts. For instance, Fullan and Quinn (2016) highlight the importance of leadership that
fosters a culture of innovation and continuous improvement, especially in regions facing complex
challenges. Their research in North America emphasizes the need for leaders who can implement
strategic changes while ensuring that these changes align with both global trends and local
needs. Similar principles can be applied to the Indonesian context, where leaders in education
must balance national education policies with the unique demands of regions like West
Kalimantan (Cortes & Herrmann, 2021). The urgency for innovative leadership is further
reinforced by data from the World Bank, which indicates that Indonesia’s educational ranking
has stagnated in recent years, with particular underperformance in rural areas. In West
Kalimantan, where nearly 60% of schools are classified as rural, this underperformance is



Jurnal Manajemen Pendidikan (JMP) 29

particularly pronounced. Global educational reforms, such as the integration of STEM education
and the promotion of 21st-century skills, are difficult to implement without leadership that can
envision and execute systemic changes that benefit all stakeholders (Beck, 2020).

While there has been substantial research on educational leadership in urban
environments, there is a significant gap in studies focusing on how leadership can address the
unique challenges of rural and remote areas. Studies by Halim et al. (2022) suggest that
leadership approaches that emphasize innovation and adaptability are essential in overcoming
logistical, cultural, and infrastructural limitations. In this regard, West Kalimantan serves as a case
study for understanding how innovative leadership can help rural education systems adapt to
the demands of a rapidly changing global education landscape (Fullan et al., 2024). Innovative
leadership not only plays a pivotal role in addressing the challenges posed by technological
integration but also in fostering a collaborative environment where teachers, students, and
administrators work together to solve problems. Research by Smith and Anderson (2021)
demonstrated that schools with innovative leaders were 40% more likely to report improvements
in student engagement and teacher satisfaction compared to schools with more traditional
leadership models. This finding is particularly relevant to West Kalimantan, where collaboration
among stakeholders is key to overcoming the multifaceted challenges that impede educational
progress (Chaka, 2022).

In light of these findings, this study seeks to investigate the role of innovative leadership in
navigating the challenges of educational reform in West Kalimantan. By examining leadership
practices across various schools, both urban and rural, this research aims to identify key
strategies that can help bridge the gap between global educational trends and the local realities
of West Kalimantan. The results of this study are expected to provide insights that can inform
both policy and practice, contributing to the broader discourse on leadership in education in
Indonesia. The present research is particularly timely given the Indonesian government’s ongoing
efforts to decentralize education and promote local innovation through initiatives such as the
Merdeka Belajar program. As such, the findings from this study will not only have implications
for West Kalimantan but also offer broader lessons on how leadership can drive educational
change in regions facing similar challenges.

LITERATURE REVIEW
1. Innovative Leadership in Education

The concept of innovative leadership in education has gained significant attention in recent years
as global education systems face increasing complexity and challenges. According to Fullan and
Quinn (2016), innovative leadership refers to the capacity of school leaders to foster creativity,
adapt to new demands, and implement reforms that enhance student learning outcomes. They
argue that effective leaders not only embrace technological advancements but also promote
collaborative problem-solving among staff and stakeholders (Tian & Huber, 2020). This aligns
with the broader movement towards leadership models that prioritize flexibility and innovation
to meet the evolving needs of 21st-century education (Leithwood et al., 2020). In the context of
developing countries, research has emphasized the importance of innovative leadership as a
means of overcoming structural limitations, such as inadequate infrastructure and limited access
to technology (Onyura et al., 2019). These studies provide a foundation for understanding how
school leaders in rural areas can adapt and implement innovative practices in regions like West
Kalimantan.
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2. Challenges in Rural Education

Rural education systems worldwide face distinct challenges that set them apart from urban
counterparts, including issues related to geographical isolation, insufficient resources, and a lack
of professional development opportunities for teachers (Arifin, 2019). This is particularly true in
Indonesia, where rural schools often struggle with inadequate technological infrastructure, poor
internet connectivity, and a shortage of qualified teachers. Studies conducted in similar contexts,
such as sub-Saharan Africa and rural China, highlight the critical role of school leadership in
addressing these challenges. Effective rural school leaders often exhibit a high degree of
adaptability and are able to leverage local resources to compensate for the lack of formal
support. Research by Truong and Hallinger (2017) shows that rural school leadership requires not
only traditional management skills but also creative problem-solving abilities and a deep
understanding of the local community’s needs (Day et al., 2020).

3. Technology Integration in Education

The integration of technology into education has become a global priority, particularly in light of
the COVID-19 pandemic, which accelerated the adoption of digital learning tools (Anderson,
2021). In developed nations such as Finland and Singapore, technology is fully integrated into the
curriculum, resulting in improved student engagement and learning outcomes (Tian & Huber,
2021). However, in many rural areas of developing countries, such as West Kalimantan, the digital
divide presents significant barriers to the widespread adoption of technology in schools.
Research by Piper et al. (2018) in Kenya shows that without reliable internet access or
appropriate digital infrastructure, teachers and students are unable to fully benefit from the
potential of technology-enhanced learning. Nevertheless, innovative school leaders in these
contexts often find creative ways to integrate technology, such as using offline digital resources
or mobile learning platforms that require minimal internet access (Kiral, 2020). This ability to
adapt to local constraints is a hallmark of successful leadership in both national and international
studies.

4. Teacher Professional Development

A key component of innovative leadership is the investment in teacher professional
development, which has been consistently linked to improvements in teaching quality and
student performance (Sacavém et al., 2019). In Indonesia, teacher professional development has
been recognized as a critical issue, particularly in rural areas where access to training is often
limited. Hamzah et al. (2021) argue that school leaders must prioritize continuous professional
development to ensure that teachers are equipped with the necessary skills to implement
modern teaching practices, including the use of technology. This is supported by international
studies, such as those by Leithwood et al. (2020), which show that schools with robust teacher
development programs are more likely to successfully implement innovative teaching methods.
In rural education settings, research has also emphasized the importance of informal and locally
organized professional development initiatives, which can serve as a cost-effective alternative to
formal training programs (Hada et al., 2019).

5. Collaborative Leadership Models

Collaborative leadership models have emerged as a promising approach to school management,
especially in environments where resources are limited. Robinson et al. (2008) define
collaborative leadership as the active involvement of teachers and staff in decision-making
processes, fostering a shared sense of responsibility for school outcomes. Studies have shown
that schools with collaborative leadership structures are more likely to experience improvements
in teacher satisfaction, retention, and student performance (Firera et al.,, 2023). This is
particularly relevant in the context of West Kalimantan, where collaborative leadership has been
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identified as a key factor in overcoming resource constraints. By involving teachers in the
development and implementation of school reforms, leaders can create a more inclusive and
supportive environment that encourages innovation. The success of this approach is reflected in
the work of Leithwood et al. (2020), who argue that participatory leadership models lead to more
sustainable educational improvements (Zafar et al., 2019).

6. Global Educational Reforms and Local Contexts

Global educational reforms, such as the Merdeka Belajar initiative in Indonesia, emphasize the
importance of flexibility, innovation, and student-centered learning (Zhao, 2012). However, the
implementation of these reforms in rural areas presents unique challenges, as evidenced by
studies conducted in rural China, India, and parts of Africa. Research by Halim et al. (2022) shows
that while national policies provide a framework for educational reform, successful
implementation often depends on the ability of school leaders to adapt these policies to fit local
contexts. In West Kalimantan, school leaders have creatively adapted the Merdeka Belajar
initiative by developing curricula that incorporate local wisdom and address the specific needs of
the community. This aligns with findings from international literature, which suggests that
leadership innovation is crucial for the successful adaptation of global educational reforms in
rural settings (Tsai et al., 2019).

7. Leadership and Community Engagement

The role of community engagement in effective school leadership is another theme widely
discussed in the literature. Studies by Hargreaves and Fink (2012) highlight the importance of
involving local communities in school decision-making, particularly in rural areas where formal
resources may be lacking. This community-centered leadership approach has been successful in
rural education contexts around the world, from Africa to Southeast Asia. In West Kalimantan,
60% of schools involved in this study reported that partnerships with local businesses and NGOs
were essential for overcoming resource constraints. This finding echoes research by Leithwood
et al. (2020), who emphasize the role of community involvement in building sustainable
educational systems in under-resourced areas (Wang et al., 2023).

8. Educational Leadership and Policy Alignment

Aligning school leadership strategies with national and international policies is essential for
achieving long-term educational goals. The Merdeka Belajar initiative, which promotes
autonomy and flexibility in schools, has provided a strong policy framework for educational
reform in Indonesia (Guardia et al., 2021). However, research shows that successful
implementation requires school leaders to not only follow policy guidelines but also adapt them
to local contexts. Internationally, countries like Finland and Singapore have demonstrated the
importance of aligning leadership strategies with educational reforms, resulting in improved
student outcomes and system-wide success (Salazar-Rebaza et al., 2022). The experience of West
Kalimantan schools, as explored in this study, highlights how innovative leadership models can
effectively implement policy reforms by tailoring them to the specific needs of rural communities.

9. Leadership in Rural and Urban Educational Contexts

Comparisons between rural and urban educational leadership reveal significant differences in
the challenges faced by school leaders. While urban schools often benefit from better
infrastructure and resources, rural schools must rely on adaptive leadership to compensate for
these deficits (Groenewald et al., 2024). This disparity is seen in educational systems worldwide,
from Indonesia to sub-Saharan Africa, where rural schools consistently face greater challenges in
accessing technology, professional development, and educational resources. Research by Gao
and Hargreaves (2019) shows that rural school leaders often need to be more innovative and
collaborative in their approach, as they cannot depend on the same external support systems
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available to urban schools. The present study adds to this body of literature by exploring the
specific strategies used by rural school leaders in West Kalimantan to overcome these challenges
and implement educational reforms effectively.

10. Future Directions in Educational Leadership

The ongoing evolution of educational systems worldwide calls for a continued focus on
innovative leadership as a key driver of reform. As global education trends shift toward more
flexible, technology-driven, and student-centered models, the role of school leadership will
remain crucial in ensuring that these reforms are successfully implemented at all levels of the
education system (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). In the context of rural education, future research
should focus on identifying the most effective leadership models for overcoming the unique
challenges faced by schools in isolated and under-resourced areas. This study contributes to the
growing body of literature on educational leadership by providing insights into how innovative
leadership practices in West Kalimantan can serve as a model for other rural regions facing similar
challenges.

METHOD

The research employed a qualitative approach to explore the impact of innovative
leadership on navigating changes in the educational systems of West Kalimantan. Data collection
was conducted through in-depth semi-structured interviews with school principals, teachers, and
educational policymakers across twenty schools, including both urban and rural areas.
Additionally, participant observations were carried out to gather insights into the daily leadership
practices and how these influence teaching and learning processes. Document analysis of school
policies, performance reports, and educational reform guidelines was also utilized to
complement the primary data. The selection of participants was based on purposive sampling,
ensuring a diverse representation of educational institutions (Hasyim & Bakri, 2023). Data were
analyzed using thematic analysis, with recurring themes identified and categorized based on
leadership strategies, challenges, and outcomes in the context of educational reform.
Triangulation of data from multiple sources enhanced the validity and reliability of the findings.

RESULTS

The findings of this study are presented across three main subtopics that address the key
areas of innovative leadership and its impact on navigating educational changes in West
Kalimantan. Each subtopic is supported by detailed qualitative data and presented in tables for
clearer understanding and analysis.

1. Leadership Strategies for Implementing Educational Innovation

The first major finding relates to the leadership strategies employed by school leaders to
implement educational innovations, particularly in the integration of technology and modern
teaching practices. Interviews with school principals revealed that 65% of respondents prioritize
technology-driven initiatives as part of their leadership strategies. For instance, several principals
reported implementing digital learning platforms, such as Google Classroom and other local e-
learning tools, despite infrastructural challenges in rural areas.

A principal from a rural school noted, “We have had to be creative with our limited internet
access. Instead of full-time online learning, we provide digital materials that students can access
offline. This hybrid method has helped us cope with connectivity issues.” This finding emphasizes
that innovative leadership often requires adaptive strategies, especially in contexts with limited
resources.
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Table 1. Leadership Strategies

Leadership Strategy Percentage of Schools Implementing
Integration of technology (e-learning) 65%
Hybrid teaching models 50%
Teacher professional development programs 40%
Collaborative decision-making 55%

Furthermore, 40% of the principals identified professional development as a critical
leadership strategy for empowering teachers to adopt new pedagogical methods. Schools that
offered regular training sessions on integrating digital tools and modern teaching techniques
showed higher levels of teacher participation and student engagement. This aligns with previous
studies by Fullan and Quinn (2016), who emphasize the importance of building teacher capacity
as part of innovative leadership.

2. Challenges of Innovative Leadership in Rural Schools

One of the most significant findings relates to the unique challenges faced by school leaders
in rural areas when attempting to implement innovative leadership approaches. The
geographical isolation and infrastructural limitations in West Kalimantan pose considerable
barriers to educational reform. According to the data, 70% of rural school principals cited poor
internet connectivity as a major obstacle to digital learning implementation. Moreover, 60%
mentioned the lack of technological infrastructure, such as computers and projectors, as a
hindrance to innovation.

A principal from a rural school highlighted, “We have the will to innovate, but without the
basic infrastructure, it’s like trying to build a house without bricks.” This statement encapsulates
the frustrations faced by rural school leaders who are eager to adopt global educational reforms
but are constrained by local limitations.

Table 2. Challenges of Innovative Leadership in Rural School

Challenges in Rural Schools Percentage of Schools Affected
Poor internet connectivity 70%
Lack of technological infrastructure 60%
Insufficient teacher training opportunities 55%
Limited funding for innovation 65%

In contrast, urban schools reported significantly fewer challenges in this regard, with only
30% of urban school leaders indicating issues with internet connectivity and technological
resources. This disparity highlights the urban-rural divide in terms of readiness for educational
innovation, a recurring theme in educational reform research in Indonesia.

3. Outcomes of Innovative Leadership on Teaching and Learning Quality

The third major finding focuses on the outcomes of innovative leadership on teaching and
learning quality in the studied schools. Schools that successfully implemented innovative
leadership strategies, particularly those that encouraged collaborative problem-solving and
digital integration, reported notable improvements in both teacher performance and student
outcomes. 85% of teachers in these schools reported increased engagement with students, with
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many noting that the use of technology had allowed them to tailor lessons to meet diverse
student needs more effectively.

In one urban school, a teacher shared, “With digital tools, | can create interactive content
that keeps students interested and helps them understand complex topics. The leadership
support we receive here makes a huge difference in how we teach.” This finding is consistent
with research by Smith and Anderson (2021), which showed that innovative leadership can
significantly enhance teaching quality by fostering a collaborative and technology-enhanced
learning environment.

Additionally, schools that implemented collaborative decision-making practices reported
higher levels of teacher satisfaction and retention. 75% of teachers in these schools indicated
that they felt more valued and empowered, as leadership encouraged their involvement in
decision-making processes. This participatory approach to leadership has been shown to improve
school culture, further enhancing teaching and learning outcomes.

Table 3. Outcomes of Innovative Leadership

Leadership Outcome Percentage of Schools Reporting

Improvement
Increased student engagement 85%
Improved teacher performance 80%
Higher teacher satisfaction and retention 75%
Enhanced use of technology in teaching 70%

4. Innovative Leadership and Community Involvement

A less anticipated but significant finding was the role of innovative leadership in fostering
community involvement in schools. 60% of school principals, especially in rural areas,
emphasized the importance of involving the local community in the education process.
Innovative leaders in these schools have established partnerships with local businesses and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) to provide additional resources and support for educational
innovations.

For example, a rural school leader explained, “We've partnered with a local
telecommunication company to provide internet services to the school. This would not have been
possible without engaging the community and thinking outside the box.” This approach has not
only addressed some of the infrastructural challenges but has also strengthened the relationship
between schools and their surrounding communities, which is critical for sustaining educational
reforms.

Table 4. Innovative Leadership and Community Involvement

Community Involvement Strategy Percentage of Schools Using Strategy
Partnerships with local businesses 60%
Collaboration with NGOs 50%
Parental involvement in school programs 45%

5. Impact of Leadership on Policy Implementation

Finally, the study found that innovative leadership significantly influences the effective
implementation of national education policies, such as Indonesia’s Merdeka Belajar (Freedom to
Learn) initiative. 80% of school principals reported that they had successfully aligned their
school’s vision and strategies with national educational goals through innovative leadership.
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These leaders utilized creative problem-solving techniques to adapt the policy to their local
context, ensuring that reforms were relevant and practical.

For example, several schools in both urban and rural areas have adopted flexible curricula
that allow students to explore subjects of personal interest, in line with the Merdeka Belajar
framework. This flexible approach has been particularly beneficial for students in rural areas,
where traditional subject offerings are often limited due to resource constraints.

Table 5. Impact of Leadership on Policy Implementation

Policy Implementation Strategy Percentage of Schools Aligned with Policy
Flexible curriculum implementation 80%
Creative adaptation of national policies 70%
Integration of student-centered learning 75%

In conclusion, the findings of this study highlight the critical role of innovative leadership in
transforming educational systems, particularly in regions like West Kalimantan that face unique
geographical and infrastructural challenges. By adopting creative, collaborative, and community-
oriented leadership strategies, school leaders can effectively navigate the demands of global
educational reforms while addressing local needs.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study demonstrate the critical role of innovative leadership in
navigating the complexities of educational reforms, particularly in West Kalimantan, where
geographical, infrastructural, and technological challenges are prevalent. The analysis highlights
the effectiveness of leadership strategies that prioritize the integration of technology,
collaborative problem-solving, and community involvement, reflecting a broader trend in global
education systems. These findings are consistent with both national and international literature,
which underscores the importance of adaptive leadership in responding to the demands of
modern education.

1. Leadership Strategies and Educational Innovation

The first significant outcome of this research concerns the leadership strategies employed
to drive educational innovation, particularly in the use of technology. The study reveals that 65%
of school leaders in West Kalimantan have successfully integrated technology into their teaching
practices, despite resource constraints, by adopting hybrid learning models and providing digital
resources for offline access. This finding aligns with research by Fullan and Quinn (2016), who
emphasize that effective educational leadership must focus on technological innovation to
enhance student engagement and learning outcomes. Globally, the rapid digitalization of
education has placed unprecedented pressure on school leaders to adapt, as seen in countries
like Finland, where educational success has been linked to the widespread adoption of digital
tools (Odugbose et al., 2024).

However, the context of West Kalimantan presents unique challenges that are less
pronounced in urbanized or technologically advanced regions. The adaptive strategies
implemented by school leaders, such as providing digital content for offline use, reflect a
pragmatic approach to overcoming infrastructural limitations. This adaptability mirrors findings
in other rural regions, such as sub-Saharan Africa, where school leaders have had to creatively
employ limited technological resources to foster digital literacy (Hennessy et al., 2010). The
success of these approaches in West Kalimantan suggests that leadership innovation is not solely
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dependent on access to advanced technology, but also on the ability to creatively navigate and
manage existing limitations.

2. Challenges in Rural Leadership and Innovation

The findings also underscore the significant challenges that rural school leaders face in
attempting to implement innovative leadership strategies. The 70% of rural school principals who
identified poor internet connectivity as a major barrier exemplify the digital divide that exists
between urban and rural areas in Indonesia, as highlighted by studies like those of Arifin (2019).
In rural areas, limited access to reliable technology has been a longstanding issue, not only in
Indonesia but also globally. This is particularly evident in countries such as India and South Africa,
where rural schools face similar obstacles in accessing digital infrastructure (do Adro & Leitao,
2020).

What differentiates successful leadership in these contexts, as evidenced by the present
study, is the ability of leaders to involve the community and local stakeholders in mitigating these
challenges. The 60% of schools that established partnerships with local businesses and NGOs
demonstrate how innovative leadership extends beyond the boundaries of the school. This is
consistent with international research by Leithwood et al. (2020), who emphasize the importance
of “community-centered” leadership in overcoming resource limitations. In West Kalimantan,
where formal educational resources may be scarce, leveraging informal networks and local
partnerships has proven to be a key leadership strategy in sustaining educational innovation.

3. Leadership and Teacher Professional Development

The research also points to the importance of teacher professional development as a
central component of innovative leadership. In schools where leaders prioritized ongoing teacher
training, 40% reported enhanced teacher capacity to integrate technology and modern
pedagogical techniques. This aligns with national research by Hamzah et al. (2021), who argue
that effective leadership must invest in teacher development to drive sustainable educational
reforms. Globally, this is supported by the work of Darling-Hammond (2017), who found that
schools with strong leadership and professional development programs are more likely to see
improvements in teacher performance and student outcomes.

In the context of West Kalimantan, where many teachers face challenges in adopting new
teaching methodologies due to limited training opportunities, leadership plays a pivotal role in
bridging this gap. The 55% of rural school leaders who cited insufficient teacher training as a
barrier underscore the need for more comprehensive support systems. This challenge is not
unique to Indonesia; similar trends are observed in countries like Vietnam and Kenya, where rural
teachers often lack access to the same professional development opportunities as their urban
counterparts (Tidd, 2021). The findings suggest that innovative leadership in these contexts
involves creating opportunities for teacher growth through local initiatives and partnerships,
even in the absence of formal training structures.

4. Collaborative Leadership and School Culture

Another key finding from the study is the role of collaborative leadership in fostering a
positive school culture. Schools where leadership encouraged collaborative decision-making
among teachers reported higher levels of teacher satisfaction and retention, with 75% of
teachers expressing that they felt more valued. This reflects the growing body of literature on
participatory leadership, where leaders involve teachers and other stakeholders in the decision-
making process, leading to greater investment in school outcomes (Sandybayev, 2019). In
Indonesia, the Merdeka Belajar (Freedom to Learn) policy supports this shift toward more
collaborative leadership models, where schools are given greater autonomy to design curricula
and learning processes that fit their local needs.
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Internationally, collaborative leadership has been shown to improve not only teacher
satisfaction but also student engagement and academic performance. Research by Smith and
Anderson (2021) demonstrates that schools with collaborative leadership structures were 40%
more likely to report improvements in student outcomes compared to schools with traditional,
hierarchical leadership models. The findings in West Kalimantan, particularly in rural schools,
suggest that leadership innovation in these areas often requires fostering a school culture of
collaboration, where teachers are empowered to contribute to the strategic direction of the
school. This approach not only enhances teacher morale but also strengthens the overall capacity
of the school to implement reforms.

5. Innovative Leadership and Policy Alighment

The alignment of school leadership with national education policies is another critical area
illuminated by this study. The research shows that 80% of school principals in West Kalimantan
have successfully adapted their leadership strategies to align with the Indonesian government’s
Merdeka Belajar initiative, which promotes flexibility, student-centered learning, and local
innovation. This finding echoes international trends where educational policies increasingly
prioritize innovation and adaptability. For example, in Finland and Singapore, which are often
cited as global leaders in education, policy frameworks that encourage autonomy and innovation
at the school level have contributed significantly to their success (Supriyadi et al., 2020).

However, as the findings suggest, implementing these policies in rural areas such as West
Kalimantan requires additional leadership creativity. Schools in this region have adapted the
Merdeka Belajar framework by developing flexible curricula that allow for localized content,
reflecting the unique cultural and geographical context of the students. This approach aligns with
research by Halim et al. (2022), who argue that rural schools require leadership models that not
only implement national policies but also adapt them to the specific needs and challenges of the
community. In this case, innovative leadership is key to ensuring that global education reforms
are both relevant and effective in local contexts.

6. Implications for Leadership in Rural Education

The findings from West Kalimantan have broader implications for leadership in rural
education, both in Indonesia and globally. Rural educational settings often face a unique set of
challenges, including isolation, limited resources, and infrastructural gaps. This research
contributes to the existing body of knowledge by providing a case study of how innovative
leadership can address these challenges through creative problem-solving, community
engagement, and the strategic use of technology.

The international literature on rural education suggests that regions such as West
Kalimantan are not unique in these challenges. Studies in rural China (Gao & Hargreaves, 2019)
and rural Australia (Halsey, 2018) similarly highlight the need for leadership that is adaptive and
innovative, particularly in the face of resource constraints. The present study adds to this
literature by demonstrating that, despite these challenges, innovative leadership strategies can
result in meaningful improvements in both teacher performance and student outcomes.

7. Future Directions for Leadership in Education

The findings also point to the need for further research into the specific leadership models
that are most effective in rural and remote educational contexts. While this study has focused
on West Kalimantan, similar challenges exist across Indonesia’s archipelago, particularly in
provinces with geographical isolation or underdeveloped infrastructure. As educational systems
continue to evolve in response to global changes, it will be essential for both policymakers and
educational leaders to draw on research like this to inform future leadership development
programs and policies (Kurzhals et al., 2020).
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In conclusion, the study’s findings confirm that innovative leadership is a key factor in
successfully navigating the challenges of educational reform, particularly in regions like West
Kalimantan. By adopting adaptive, collaborative, and community-centered leadership strategies,
school leaders can bridge the gap between local challenges and global educational demands.
These insights are not only applicable to West Kalimantan but also contribute to the broader
discourse on rural education leadership in both national and international contexts.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study highlights the pivotal role of innovative leadership in navigating
the challenges and demands of educational reform in West Kalimantan, particularly in rural
contexts where resource limitations, poor infrastructure, and technological constraints are
prevalent. School leaders who prioritize adaptive strategies, such as the creative integration of
technology, hybrid learning models, and collaborative decision-making, demonstrate greater
success in aligning their schools with global educational trends and national policies, such as
Indonesia’s Merdeka Belajar initiative. The findings reveal that leadership innovation extends
beyond the boundaries of the school itself, involving the local community and establishing
partnerships with external stakeholders, thereby mitigating some of the challenges posed by
limited resources. Rural schools, in particular, benefit from leadership models that not only
address immediate infrastructural needs but also foster a participatory culture where teachers
are empowered to contribute to school decision-making processes. This participatory and
community-centered approach results in improved teacher performance, higher levels of student
engagement, and more effective implementation of flexible curricula tailored to local contexts.
The study also contributes to the broader discourse on rural education leadership by
demonstrating that leadership creativity and adaptability are essential for overcoming
geographical and infrastructural challenges. Ultimately, the research underscores the
importance of developing leadership models that are not only responsive to national educational
reforms but also deeply attuned to the specific cultural, social, and logistical realities of local
communities. As educational systems continue to evolve in response to global challenges, the
findings of this study serve as a valuable reference for both policymakers and educators in
fostering leadership practices that promote sustainable, inclusive, and innovative education in
diverse contexts.
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