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Abstract. Character education was pivotal for fostering students” moral
integrity and intellectual maturity. However, existing frameworks were
often generic, lacking cultural depth and contextual relevance. In
Indonesia, particularly in East Nusa Tenggara (NTT), limited empirical
studies had examined how teachers’ moral character, rooted in
Indigenous values, enhanced school quality. This study explored how
educators in NTT internalized and enacted culturally based character
education and how these practices shaped teaching, collegial
relationships and institutional culture. A phenomenological multi-case
design was applied, involving 18 teachers purposively selected from six
schools that had actively implemented character education grounded in
local values. The schools were chosen to represent diverse geographical
and cultural contexts across NTT, while participants were selected based
on their teaching experience, engagement in moral education initiatives,
and reputation as character role models within their communities. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews, participant
observations and document analysis. Colaizzi's seven-step method
guided the thematic analysis, complemented by cross-case comparison
and member checking. Findings revealed three key themes: (1) character
models co-constructed from local spiritual and communal norms; (2) the
embodiment of character as a foundation for trust, student discipline, and
teacher collaboration; and (3) context-sensitive strategies for enhancing
school performance. Unlike Western models emphasizing individual
virtue and moral reasoning, NTT teachers emphasized kasih (love),
mutual care and exemplary conduct as collective moral forces grounded
in communal spirituality and social harmony. Culturally embedded
character education strengthened moral formation and institutional
quality, advancing discourse on culturally responsive pedagogy.
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1. Introduction

In the evolving landscape of global education, the pursuit of quality schooling
requires a paradigm that transcends academic achievement and fosters the
holistic development of learners (Lettieri, 2025). Increasingly, scholars and policy
makers emphasize the pivotal role of character education as a foundation for
sustainable human development, particularly in culturally diverse societies
(Nurhayani, 2024). Within this framework, the character of educators is
recognized as a critical determinant of educational quality, influencing not only
pedagogical practices but also the moral, emotional and spiritual growth of
students.

In Indonesia, character education has been integrated into national policies such
as the Merdeka Curriculum and the Project for Strengthening the Profile of
Pancasila Students (P5) (Tian & Lau, 2022). These initiatives aim to cultivate civic
virtue and ethical awareness among students. However, the implementation of
character education remains uneven across regions, particularly in culturally
peripheral areas like East Nusa Tenggara (NTT). National evaluation data indicate
that only 37% of schools in NTT have successfully contextualized P5 projects to
reflect local cultural values (Sari et al., 2020). Many teachers report difficulties in
translating standardized policy frameworks into pedagogical practices that
resonate with indigenous norms and community expectations. This misalignment
between national curriculum goals and local realities highlights the urgent need
for culturally grounded approaches to teacher character development.

NTT represents a distinctive educational context where teaching is inseparable
from local wisdom, spirituality, and communal interdependence (Verstraete,
2021). Teachers often assume multiple social roles - as moral exemplars,
community elders and cultural mediators - beyond their formal instructional
duties. Yet empirical studies examining how these cultural roles inform teachers’
professional character and contribute to educational quality are scarce (Hwrong &
Pham, 2024). Moreover, dominant theoretical frameworks in character education
have been largely shaped by Western paradigms that prioritize individual
autonomy, rational moral reasoning and universal ethics. These models tend to
overlook the communal, relational and spiritual dimensions of moral life that
characterize many non-Western societies.

To address this epistemic imbalance, this study adopts a decolonial perspective
that interrogates the dominance of Western moral frameworks in global character
education discourse. Decolonizing character education entails recognizing and
validating indigenous moral epistemologies that are rooted in relational ethics,
communal solidarity, and spiritual interdependence (Herfurth, 2023). In the
context of NTT, local values such as kasih (love), teladan (exemplarity), tanggung
jawab (responsibility), and kebersamaan (togetherness) represent moral
constructs that cannot be reduced to Western categories of virtue ethics. These
values are embodied through collective rituals, storytelling and daily acts of care
that shape the ethical fabric of the community. By integrating a decolonial lens,
this research challenges the universalist assumptions of mainstream character
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education and positions NTT teachers as knowledge producers who reinterpret
moral pedagogy through indigenous wisdom.

Character, in this study, is conceptualized as a dynamic interplay between moral
conviction, spiritual integrity, emotional maturity and ethical behavior that
governs teachers’ professional praxis. It is neither innate nor static but continually
shaped by socio-cultural interaction, reflective engagement and institutional
experience. Thus, any model of character formation for educators must be context-
sensitive, acknowledging the cultural narratives and moral traditions that inform
teacher identity. In NTT, where education is closely intertwined with the church,
kinship structures and communal rituals, the moral authority of teachers extends
far beyond the classroom.

This research sought to fill both empirical and theoretical gaps by constructing a
culturally grounded model of character education for teachers in NTT. It aims to
explored three guiding questions: (1) How do educators experience and
internalize culturally rooted models of character education? (2) How do these
moral frameworks influence their pedagogical practices and professional
relationships? and (3) In what ways can such a model serve as a decolonizing
alternative to dominant paradigms of character education? Employing a
phenomenological multi-case design, the study examined the lived experiences of
18 educators from six schools through interviews, observations and document
analysis. Colaizzi’s method of thematic analysis provided a rigorous interpretive
framework, supported by cross-case comparison and member checking to ensure
validity.

Ultimately, this study contributes to ongoing debates on culturally responsive
pedagogy and the decolonization of education. It demonstrates how locally
grounded moral traditions can generate new epistemologies of character that
resist the homogenizing tendencies of Western educational models. The findings
not only address a significant research gap in Indonesian educational discourse
but also advance a global dialogue on how indigenous values can inform
equitable, contextually relevant and morally transformative approaches to
schooling.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

2.1. Global vs. Local Character Education Models

The global discourse on character education has undergone a paradigmatic
transformation - from didactic moral instruction to the cultivation of internalized
values that shape students” ethical awareness and civic responsibility (Mertala &
Merildinen, 2019). Within contemporary pedagogical paradigms, socio-emotional
learning, ethical reasoning, and spiritual intelligence are increasingly recognized
as essential dimensions of holistic education (McBurney, 2020). Yet, despite this
conceptual progress, dominant frameworks continue to reflect Western
epistemological biases, privileging individual virtue, rational moral judgment
and universal ethics.
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A meta-analysis of 248 peer-reviewed studies conducted between 2015 and 2023
found that only 5% of research on character education focused on indigenous or
non-Western contexts, and fewer than 3% examined teacher character formation
within culturally embedded models (Shastina et al., 2020). This imbalance reveals
a persistent epistemic coloniality in global scholarship, where local and relational
moral systems are marginalized. Consequently, educators in non-Western
societies must adapt externally imposed moral frameworks to local pedagogical
realities that are fundamentally communal, spiritual and context sensitive.

2.2, Teacher Character and Educational Quality

Teacher character has long been recognized as a determinant of educational
quality, shaping school ethos, student motivation, and trust-based professional
relationships (Fletcher, 2021). A teacher’s integrity, empathy and responsibility
function as moral anchors within the educational ecosystem, directly influencing
students” behavioral and emotional growth (Dennis, 2024). Nevertheless, quality
assurance regimes in many developing contexts remain overly bureaucratic,
emphasizing administrative compliance rather than ethical depth and relational
professionalism.

While studies such as Friesen (2021) demonstrate that culturally grounded
leadership and moral exemplarity enhance school performance and community
trust, these insights rarely inform national teacher education policies. The
Western-centric orientation of existing character models - anchored in
individualistic virtue ethics - fails to account for moral traditions emphasizing
collectivity, service, and spiritual devotion (Johnston, 2019). Addressing this
theoretical limitation requires reimagining teacher character as a contextually
cultivated moral ecology rather than a universal set of personal virtues.

2.3. Indigenous Moral Frameworks: The Case of East Nusa Tenggara

East Nusa Tenggara (NTT) exemplifies an indigenous moral landscape in which
education is deeply intertwined with spirituality, kinship, and communal
solidarity (Xu & Stahl, 2025). Foundational values such as compassion,
exemplarity, courage and service, continue to guide social behavior and
educational interaction (Martinez-Sanchez & Moreno, 2023). Teachers embody
these values not merely through instruction but through ethical presence -
modeling, storytelling and ritual participation.

Despite this moral richness, formal character education models in Indonesia have
yet to systematically integrate indigenous epistemologies. The intergenerational
transmission of teacher character in NTT - sustained by communal mentorship
and moral authority - stands in contrast to Western professional ideals rooted in
individual competence and meritocracy (Cave et al., 2022). In this sense, NTT
represents not a peripheral exception but a critical counterpoint to Western
universalism, demonstrating that moral professionalism can emerge from
collective spirituality and cultural continuity.

2.4. Phenomenology and the Decolonization of Character Education

This study employed a phenomenological approach to examine how teachers in
NTT experience and enact character in their pedagogical lives. Grounded in the
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philosophical tradition of Husserl and van Manen, phenomenology prioritizes
lived experience (Erlebnis) as a means of accessing moral meaning (Follador,
2020). Through this lens, teaching is not merely cognitive activity but a moral and
affective encounter embedded in cultural and institutional contexts (Cahnmann-
Taylor et al., 2022).

When read through a decolonial framework, phenomenology becomes an
instrument of epistemic recovery - it challenges the universalism of Western
moral pedagogy and legitimizes indigenous moral knowing. Exploring
educators’ lifeworlds in NTT thus reveals how local moral systems, often
excluded from formal theory, generate alternative epistemologies of ethical
teaching. This decolonization of character education reframes moral formation as
a plural, dialogical process rather than a standardized moral script.

2.5. Integrative Theoretical Framework

The theoretical scaffolding of this study integrates three complementary
perspectives: character education theory, culturally responsive pedagogy, and
phenomenological educational philosophy (Tulebayeva et al., 2019). Character
education theory conceptualizes character as a cultivated moral disposition
formed through habitual practice, reflection, and social interaction (Rapatskaya,
2023). Culturally responsive pedagogy extends this view by asserting that moral
learning must resonate with learners’ and teachers’ cultural experiences,
affirming local values as legitimate foundations of educational practice
(Giannakakis, 2020).

Phenomenological educational philosophy complements these approaches by
illuminating how teachers interpret and embody their moral agency within
specific socio-cultural lifeworlds (Czepil & Karpenko, 2022). It emphasizes
reflection, relationality and moral perception as dynamic forces shaping
professional identity. Together, these theoretical perspectives position teacher
character as a relational, culturally situated and phenomenologically lived
construct. They enable this study to move beyond normative Western
prescriptions toward a context-sensitive, decolonial model of educator character
that recognizes indigenous wisdom as an epistemic resource for advancing
educational quality and moral transformation.
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3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design

This study used a qualitative, phenomenological multi-case design to explore how
educators in East Nusa Tenggara (NTT) construct, internalize, and apply
culturally grounded character education (Perry, 2023). The phenomenological
tradition - rooted in the works of Edmund Husserl and further developed in
educational research by McMahon and McGannon (2024) - emphasizes the first-
person experience as a primary source of meaning. This approach is particularly
relevant for understanding character not as an externally imposed standard, but
as a lived and evolving construct that is intimately tied to teachers' moral
consciousness, cultural identity and professional practices.

The use of a multi-case design allowed for the identification of both convergent
and divergent patterns across various school contexts. This comparative lens,
guided by the modified analytic induction method (Hammersley, 2003), enables
the systematic development of grounded propositions through iterative cycles of
data collection, analysis and cross-case synthesis. Rather than seeking statistical
generalizability, the goal of this design was to generate deep contextual insights
that illuminate the complex ways in which character is experienced, enacted and
institutionalized within culturally diverse educational environments.

Methodological limitations are acknowledged. Because the study relied on
purposive and snowball sampling, participant bias is possible - particularly as
individuals with strong interest in character education may have been more
inclined to participate. To mitigate this, cases were selected from multiple
institutional and cultural settings to balance perspectives.

3.2. Research Setting and Participants

The study was conducted in several educational institutions across NTT,
including elementary, junior, and senior high schools under public, private, and
religious management (Bednarek-Gilland, 2015). These settings were
purposefully selected to represent a range of cultural expressions and
administrative structures. Participants included school principals and teachers
who have been actively engaged in character-based initiatives and who possess
contextual knowledge of local cultural practices.

Participant selection employed purposive sampling combined with snowball
techniques to ensure rich and relevant narratives (Gibton, 2015). Inclusion criteria
involved at least five years of teaching experience, active participation in school
leadership or cultural programs, and demonstrated familiarity with local value
systems. The final sample comprised 18 participants across six schools, ensuring
data saturation and diversity of perspectives.

During the validation phase, 12 of the 18 participants were re-engaged for member
checking to review thematic interpretations and confirm the accuracy of
transcribed meanings. Their feedback was incorporated into the refinement of
thematic categories to enhance interpretive credibility.
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3.3. Data Collection Techniques

Data were collected through interviews, observations and document analysis
(Borcsa & Rober, 2015). Semi-structured interviews were used to explore teachers’
experiences in internalizing culture-based character values. A sample of the
guiding interview questions (e.g., “How do local cultural values influence your
daily teaching practices?” and “In what ways do you model these values for your
students?”) is provided in Appendix A for transparency and replicability.

Observations were conducted in classrooms and school environments to examine
the practical enactment of these values in daily interactions. Institutional
documents, including school vision and mission statements, character education
modules and activity reports, were analyzed to complement the primary data.
These methods were integrated to enhance data credibility through data
triangulation - cross-verifying insights from interviews, observations and
documents to ensure consistency and contextual alignment.

3.4. Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using Colaizzi's seven-step phenomenological method,
including transcription, extraction of significant statements, formulation of
meanings, and theme development (McNabb, 2015). An inductive, cross-case
approach was used to identify patterns and variations. Manual coding guided the
categorization of major themes. Triangulation was operationalized across three
data sources - interviews, observations and institutional documents - to
corroborate findings and strengthen dependability. Member checking involved 12
participants who reviewed the thematic summaries, offering confirmations and
minor clarifications. Their validation responses were used to refine thematic
coherence and interpretive accuracy.

While these measures enhanced trustworthiness, the study recognizes
methodological limitations, including potential subjectivity in interpretation and
participant bias due to purposive sampling. Nonetheless, reflexive journaling and
peer debriefing were employed to minimize researcher influence and ensure
analytical rigor.

4. Results and Findings

This study revealed three core themes based on the lived experiences of 18
educators across six schools in East Nusa Tenggara (NTT): (1) the design of a
culturally grounded character model; (2) the impact of this character on
professional relationships and teaching practices; and (3) its function as an
innovative strategy to promote national education quality.

4.1. Designing a Culture-Based Educator Character Model

The majority of educators across the six sites described a strong commitment to
designing and maintaining a school character model rooted in local culture. These
models were developed collaboratively - drawing on the legacy of former school
leaders, local traditions, religious teachings and cultural norms. Teachers
perceived this model as integral to their professional identity, emphasizing values
such as trustworthiness, compassion, courage, integrity and service.
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This model extended beyond written policies and was embodied through daily
rituals, interpersonal communication and community engagement. As one senior
teacher explained: “Character isn’t taught from books - it's shown in how we
greet students, resolve problems and treat one another with respect.” Similarly, a
principal reflected: “We inherited this model from our predecessors, but we must
refine it through example and daily interaction.”

Most schools co-constructed the model through meetings involving teachers,
principals, religious leaders and parents - creating a shared understanding of

cultural values and ensuring their consistent embodiment in daily practice.

Table 1: Cultural Values and Manifestations in Teaching Practice

Core Cultural Manifestations in Teacher .
. Illustrative Example
Values Behavior
Fulfilling promises, being A teacher ensures that students’
Trustworthiness | punctual, maintaining student | personal issues discussed
confidentiality privately are not shared publicly
. Offering emp’aonal support, Teachers visit students” homes
Compassion understanding student durine illness or familv hardshi
difficulties & Y P
. C o1 A teacher int h
Addressing ethical issues Cachel TEeTvenes when
Courage . . ) witnessing bullying regardless
directly, promoting fairness .
of hierarchy
Inteeri Leading by moral example, Teachers openly discuss grading
grity transparency in grading criteria with students
Volunteering for community Teachers organize cultural
Service initiatives, supporting festivals to strengthen school-
collective school goals community ties

4.2. Impact on Professional Relationships and Pedagogical Practice

The majority of participants reported that character education grounded in local
values strengthened professional trust, collegial cooperation and emotional
connection with students. One teacher noted: “When teachers are consistent in
their actions, students feel safe and respected - and they mirror those behaviors.”
This approach enhanced student discipline, empathy, honesty and cooperation,
while reducing negative behaviors such as cheating, disrespect and absenteeism.
The presence of role models embodying cultural values encouraged students to
take moral responsibility.

Teachers described their classrooms as more relational, dialogic and emotionally
engaged. Teaching became less transactional, guided instead by moral presence
and shared dignity. As one elementary school teacher from School C expressed,
“We don’t just teach content; we teach how to live with dignity, starting from
ourselves.”
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Table 2: Effects of Culture-Based Character Education on Teacher-Student Relations

Aspect Observed Change Example from Participants

Trust and Stronger collaboration and Teachers conduct peer reflection meetings
Collegiality peer mentoring to share classroom challenges

Student Improved punctuality and Students voluntarily clean classrooms
Discipline behavioral consistency without instruction

Empathy and | Heightened care for peers Students help classmates struggling
Respect and teachers academically

Classroom More dialogic and Teachers encourage story-sharing linked
Atmosphere | participatory to cultural wisdom

4.3. Character Model as an Innovative Solution for Quality Education
Educators emphasized that the character model extended beyond ethical
formation - it directly contributed to overall school quality. Participants
associated the model with curriculum relevance, teacher accountability, student
motivation and stakeholder trust. In practical terms, schools adopting the model
reported more efficient classroom management, improved school cleanliness and
enhanced student learning outcomes. Teachers aligned instructional strategies
with local wisdom and spiritual values, strengthening cultural legitimacy and
learner engagement. One school principal stated: “When we build character
through our culture, we don’t just raise achievement - we create a school that
reflects who we are.”

Table 3: School Quality Improvements Linked to Character Model Implementation

gyahty‘ Observed Improvement Illustrative Practice

imension

Curriculum Integration of local stories and | Teachers use folktales to teach
Relevance rituals ethics and history

Teacher Consistent monitoring and Weekly moral reflection sessions
Accountability | moral reflection for staff

Student Increased engagement and Students volunteer to lead school
Motivation responsibility ceremonies

Stakeholder Stronger collaboration with Joint parent-teacher cultural
Trust parents and community programs

The findings illustrated that culturally embedded and collaboratively developed
character education transforms school dynamics. It shapes student behavior,
teacher professionalism, leadership and institutional quality. Most importantly, it
positions local wisdom as a strategic asset in advancing national education
standards in culturally responsive ways.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study illuminate the multifaceted role of teacher character
within culturally rooted educational practices and affirmed the transformative
potential of culture-based character models in improving school quality (Fitoo,
2019). Character education in this study is not viewed as a mere transmission of
moral virtues but as a lived practice - constructed through social interaction,
cultural memory and ethical commitment. In East Nusa Tenggara (NTT), teacher
character functions as a moral, spiritual, and pedagogical force that shapes the
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learning environment and mediates between traditional wisdom and
contemporary educational goals (Matta et al., 2021).

The first theme - the design of a culturally grounded character model - resonates
strongly with Sianturi et al (2022), who argue that effective moral education must
be embedded in shared cultural values and embodied by teachers in their
everyday interactions. In the schools studied, character formation occurred
through rituals, community participation, and daily conduct rather than as an
“add-on” curriculum. This mirrors Pathan et al's (2024) who emphasize that moral
education succeeds when it becomes the ethos of schooling rather than a separate
subject. What distinguishes the NTT context is its intergenerational continuity:
schools act as cultural transmitters, preserving inherited values while adapting
them for modern educational frameworks.

This aligns with van Manen’s phenomenological pedagogy, where teaching is an
ethical vocation that demands pedagogical tact (Morales-Alexander, 2023).
Teachers’” moral sensibility was evident not through abstract discourse but
through embodied actions - addressing students respectfully, modeling patience
and resolving conflicts with empathy. These situated acts confirm that character,
in the phenomenological sense, is an ongoing lived experience embedded in the
lifeworld of teaching.

The second theme - the impact of teacher character on relational and pedagogical
practices - supported the view of teaching as a deeply relational profession
(Lunda et al., 2024). Teachers who embodied local cultural values nurtured
emotionally secure learning spaces grounded in mutual respect and trust. These
findings validated Lickona’s view that moral authority is cultivated through
consistency and authenticity. The process of mirroring - students internalizing
teachers’” demonstrated values - reveals how character functions as an implicit
curriculum that shapes behavior and identity formation.

Similar patterns are observed in other non-Western educational contexts, such as
Samoa and Fiji (Alter & Koffler, 2021) or rural Kenya (Smith, 2023), where
education integrates community rituals, kinship ethics and respect hierarchies as
moral pedagogies. In these societies, as in NTT, the teacher embodies both
knowledge and virtue, suggesting that cultural relationality may be a common
pedagogical asset in Pacific and African education systems. This comparison
underscores that the NTT experience contributes not only to local discourse but
also to a broader understanding of culturally grounded moral education across
the Global South.

The third theme - the application of character models as innovation for education
quality - challenges conventional, metric-oriented conceptions of quality
assurance (Hausia et al., 2025). Schools in NTT that integrated indigenous moral
systems demonstrated stronger teacher commitment, classroom harmony and
student engagement - dimensions often overlooked by standardized quality
frameworks. This echoes Lopez and Bobroff (2019) and the principles of culturally
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res ponsive pedagogy, where teaching rooted in students’ cultural lifeworlds
enhances both authenticity and achievement.

These findings have direct policy implications. While national initiatives such as
the Profil Pelajar Pancasila (P5) promote universal values like cooperation and
independence, their local enactment must be contextually grounded. The Ministry
of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology could modify P5
implementation guidelines to formally recognize culture-based models as
legitimate pathways toward national character goals. This would allow flexibility
for provinces like NTT, Papua or Maluku to translate national principles into
locally resonant moral frameworks, thereby enhancing both relevance and
ownership at the school level.

A key theoretical contribution of this study lies in explicating the tension between
local praxis and national policy through the lens of glocalization (Ryan et al.,
2023). The NTT case demonstrates how global or national educational frameworks
- such as P5 or the Merdeka Curriculum - are not simply adopted but localized
through reinterpretation, ritualization and community participation. Teachers act
as mediating agents who “glocalize” abstract policy ideals into tangible
pedagogical acts. For instance, the national value of gotong royong (mutual
cooperation) is enacted not through administrative directives but through shared
meals, collective problem-solving and moral storytelling within the school
community.

This process reveals a dual dynamic: while local schools adapt national policies to
their socio-cultural realities, they also reinforce the universal ethos of Pancasila
through indigenous expressions. Rather than diluting national coherence, such
localization enriches it - demonstrating that cultural diversity can sustain, rather
than threaten, ideological unity. Thus, glocalization serves as a theoretical bridge
connecting national moral frameworks with community-based practice.

This study’s qualitative design provides in-depth insights but also entails
limitations regarding generalization beyond NTT. Cultural and educational
dynamics in other Indonesian provinces or non-Western contexts may differ due
to variations in religious composition, policy implementation or teacher training
systems. Additionally, the reliance on teacher self-reporting may introduce bias,
as participants could overemphasize positive practices or underreport challenges.
Future research should employ multi-site comparisons and mixed methods -
combining ethnography with classroom observations and student interviews - to
validate and expand these findings.

6. Conclusion

This study concludes that character education, when designed and implemented
through local cultural values, becomes a transformative foundation for shaping
the ethical, emotional and professional dimensions of teaching. In the context of
East Nusa Tenggara, teacher character is cultivated not through prescriptive
models but through lived experiences, communal traditions and daily moral
actions that embody shared cultural wisdom. The integration of these values
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contributes not only to positive classroom relationships and student behavior but
also to a more holistic conception of educational quality. Theoretically, this study
reinforces and extends the discourse on character education and culturally
responsive pedagogy by situating them within phenomenological and context-
sensitive frameworks.

Building on these insights, this study calls for a coordinated action among
educational stakeholders. The Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and
Technology, in collaboration with local governments and teacher education
institutions, should develop culture-based teacher training programs that
integrate local philosophies, indigenous ethics and community participation into
professional development. Such initiatives would ensure that national
frameworks like the Profil Pelajar Pancasila are not only implemented but
meaningfully localized, sustaining both national integrity and cultural
authenticity. By investing in teacher capacity grounded in cultural wisdom,
Indonesia can cultivate schools that are ethically grounded, pedagogically
innovative and socially cohesive - anchoring educational reform in the living
values of its diverse communities.
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