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Abstract

This study aims to analyze the formation of moral character in early childhood through teacher exemplarity 

and  religious  habituation  as dimensions  of  the  hidden  curriculum  at  Yustisia  Kindergarten  in  Kotabumi,

North Lampung. The study employed a qualitative approach with a case study design to obtain an in-depth 

understanding of the implicit mechanisms of value internalization occurring in the school’s daily practices.

The research subjects consisted of three teachers, one principal as the key informant, and twenty students who 

served as indirect observation subjects. Data were collected through eight weeks of participatory observation,

in-depth interviews, and document analysis. The data were then analyzed interactively through the processes 

of  data  reduction,  data  display,  and  conclusion  drawing.  The  findings  indicate  that  teacher  exemplarity 

represents the most dominant dimension in the formation of moral character (87.5%), followed by religious 

habituation (83.3%), the internalization process (78.3%), and the hidden curriculum (67.5%). These findings

suggest that explicit and structured practices tend to produce more rapidly observable behavioral consistency,

whereas implicit value formation requires longer time and continuous reinforcement. The process of moral 

character formation occurs gradually, beginning with imitation of the teacher as a role model, continuing 

through habituation via religious routines, and eventually developing into the internalization of values as a 

more stable moral disposition. This study emphasizes that moral education in early childhood is not solely

determined by the formal curriculum but is also shaped by the quality of daily interactions and institutional 

culture as a medium of the hidden curriculum that reinforces values in a latent and contextual manner.

Keywords: teacher exemplarity, religious habituation, hidden curriculum, moral character, early childhood

  education

INTRODUCTION

  Early Childhood Education (ECE) constitutes a fundamental phase within the overall education 

system, as it represents the stage at which the initial formation of children’s personality structures, habits, and 

value orientations takes place. ECE is not solely directed toward the development of cognitive and motor 

abilities but also serves a strategic function in the internalization of moral and religious values that form the 

foundation of children’s behavior in subsequent stages of development. Developmental studies indicate that

values introduced during early childhood tend to be more enduring because they are shaped through processes 

of imitation, habituation, and repeated emotional experiences (Hurlock, 2013; Suyadi, 2017). Consequently,

moral education at the early childhood level occupies a crucial position, particularly within the context of

Islamic education, which considers moral character (akhlaq) as an essential objective of education.

  Moral education at the early childhood level holds a particularly strategic position because early 

childhood represents a foundational period for the formation of character and moral dispositions. At this

Artikel ini menggunakan lisensi Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License

© Halen Dwistia & Yolanda Mutiara* (2026)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:oyancubby90@gmail.com
mailto:smsyahri007@gmail.com
mailto:smsyahri007@gmail.com


233 

 

stage, patterns of behavior, emotional regulation, and social responses begin to develop and tend to persist 

throughout later developmental phases. Within the perspective of Islamic education, this urgency becomes 

even more pronounced, as moral character is not merely regarded as a by-product of educational processes 

but as its primary objective. Conceptually, Al-Ghazali defines moral character as a disposition firmly embedded 

within the soul from which actions emerge spontaneously without requiring extensive deliberation (Al-

Ghazali, 2005). 

This perspective is reinforced by Ibn Miskawayh, who argues that moral character represents a 

psychological condition that encourages spontaneous action and can be shaped through continuous training 

and habituation (Miskawayh, 1968). This implies that moral education during early childhood is highly 

strategic, as habituation at this stage has the potential to form enduring character traits. Similarly, Thomas 

Lickona emphasizes that effective moral education must integrate the dimensions of moral knowing, moral 

feeling, and moral action, and should begin at an early age so that values can be deeply internalized (Lickona, 

1991). 

Recent studies in early childhood education further demonstrate that the internalization of values 

occurs more effectively through role modeling, social interaction, and daily routines rather than through 

purely verbal moral instruction (Nucci & Narvaez, 2008; Berkowitz & Bier, 2014). From philosophical, 

theological, and pedagogical perspectives, therefore, moral education at the early childhood level occupies a 

fundamental position. It is not merely the initial stage of formal education but also a strategic phase in shaping 

the moral structure that constitutes the primary goal of Islamic education, while simultaneously serving as the 

foundation of children’s character in a broader social context. 

In recent years, studies in education and developmental psychology have identified a growing 

phenomenon of moral decline observable even at the preschool level. Various studies report increasing 

aggressive behavior, low levels of social empathy, weak self-control, and declining moral sensitivity among 

young children (Lickona, 2012; Narvaez et al., 2014). This phenomenon cannot be separated from 

transformations in children’s social environments, including increased exposure to digital media, diminishing 

meaningful social interactions, and inconsistencies in value transmission between family environments and 

educational institutions (Suyadi & Widodo, 2019). Within the context of Islamic education, this situation 

becomes even more problematic because moral character is not viewed as an additional competence but rather 

as the core objective of education itself. 

Educational responses to this issue in practice remain largely dominated by formal and instructional 

approaches. Moral education in early childhood institutions is commonly implemented through verbal 

transmission of values, such as moral lectures, normative storytelling, memorization of prayers, and the 

introduction of symbolic behavioral rules. This approach is based on the assumption that mastery of moral 

knowledge will directly correspond to the development of moral behavior (Purwanto, 2020). However, this 

assumption has increasingly been questioned in empirical studies, particularly when applied to young children 

who developmentally have not yet fully developed the capacity for abstract moral reasoning. 

Several studies indicate that moral education that relies solely on verbal instruction has fundamental 

limitations because it tends to overlook the socio-emotional dimension and the active role of children in the 

process of value internalization. Moral learning cannot be reduced to the mere transfer of information but 

requires direct experience, meaningful social interaction, and emotional engagement in daily practices (Nucci 

& Narvaez, 2008; Berkowitz & Bier, 2014). Without a consistent practical context, knowledge of moral values 

often remains at the cognitive level and fails to manifest in children’s actual behavior. 

Within this framework, the concept of the hidden curriculum becomes particularly relevant as an 

alternative perspective for understanding the process of moral value internalization in early childhood 



234 

 

education. The hidden curriculum refers to a set of values, norms, and attitudes that are implicitly transmitted 

through school culture, patterns of social relations, teacher role modeling, and daily routines, beyond the 

formally written curriculum (Jackson, 1968; Giroux & Penna, 1979). Schools therefore function not only as 

spaces for explicit instruction but also as arenas for character formation that occur implicitly through repeated 

practices, habits, and real-life examples experienced by children. 

In early childhood education contexts, the role of the hidden curriculum becomes even more 

significant because young children primarily learn through observation and imitation of adult figures in their 

environment. Based on social learning theory, Albert Bandura emphasizes that modeling and observational 

learning represent central mechanisms in children’s moral development. In this regard, teachers serve as 

primary social references whose behaviors and attitudes function as powerful moral exemplars. Contemporary 

international studies further demonstrate that classroom climate, teacher consistency, and implicitly structured 

norms significantly influence children’s social and moral development (Thornberg, 2016; Wren, 2015). 

Moreover, recent research suggests that moral values such as patience, honesty, and empathy are more 

effectively internalized when embedded within relational practices and everyday pedagogical interactions 

rather than delivered solely through explicit instruction (Sanderse, 2013; Nucci, 2017). 

In addition to teacher exemplarity, religious habituation through routine activities such as collective 

prayer, greetings, social etiquette, and simple religious rituals also plays a significant role in shaping children’s 

moral character. International studies on moral and civic development in early education contexts indicate 

that repeated symbolic practices and shared rituals contribute to the formation of a moral ecology within 

classrooms (Berkowitz & Bier, 2014; Revell & Arthur, 2007). Within Islamic early childhood education 

settings, religious habituation functions not only as a pedagogical technique but also as a formative cultural 

environment that normalizes moral behavior through repetition and emotional engagement. Cross-cultural 

studies further indicate that sustained ritual practices strengthen moral identity formation by integrating 

cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions in the internalization of values (King & Boyatzis, 2015; Lapsley 

& Narvaez, 2016). 

Despite these developments, empirical studies reveal that research on moral education in early 

childhood education still faces conceptual limitations. Many studies continue to position teacher exemplarity 

and religious habituation as separate variables and tend to adopt descriptive approaches without a coherent 

integrative theoretical framework. International literature on hidden curriculum theory argues that moral 

formation is embedded within institutional structures, power relations, daily routines, and implicit 

expectations, rather than solely within formal curriculum content (Giroux & Penna, 2019; Jackson, 2018). 

However, only a limited number of recent studies explicitly conceptualize teacher modeling and religious 

habituation as interconnected components within a hidden curriculum framework, particularly in the context 

of Islamic early childhood education. Therefore, the hidden curriculum perspective offers a more 

comprehensive analytical framework for understanding how moral values are practiced, normalized, and 

internalized through everyday pedagogical practices rather than merely transmitted as abstract norms. 

This research gap highlights the need for studies that systematically connect teacher exemplarity 

and religious habituation as interrelated practices within the framework of the hidden curriculum. Without 

such an understanding, moral education risks remaining confined to normative-instructional approaches that 

are less responsive to the developmental characteristics of young children. In the context of Islamic early 

childhood education, such studies are particularly important for strengthening the conceptual foundation of 

moral education that emphasizes not only cognitive understanding of values but also their internalization and 

practical enactment in everyday life. 
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Based on these considerations, this study aims to analyze in depth how teacher exemplarity and 

religious habituation function as components of the hidden curriculum in the formation of moral character 

among young children in early childhood education institutions. Specifically, this study examines the implicit 

mechanisms of value internalization, the patterns of daily practices that shape the school’s religious culture, 

and the pedagogical meanings embedded in teacher–child interactions within the context of Islamic early 

childhood education. The findings are expected to contribute theoretically to the development of hidden 

curriculum studies within Islamic education and to provide practical implications for strengthening contextual, 

holistic, and sustainable moral education at the early childhood level. 

 

METHOD 

This study employed a qualitative approach with a case study design to obtain an in-depth 

understanding of the processes and implicit mechanisms involved in the formation of moral character among 

young children through teacher exemplarity and religious habituation. The focus on the hidden curriculum 

requires an exploration of values that are transmitted implicitly through daily practices, social interactions, 

and institutional culture, which cannot be adequately captured through quantitative approaches (Creswell, 

2013; Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). A case study design enables the investigation of educational 

phenomena in a holistic and contextual manner within a bounded social system, making it particularly relevant 

for analyzing the hidden curriculum embedded within the environment in which such values are practiced 

(Yin, 2018). 

The study was conducted at Yustisia Kindergarten in Kotabumi, North Lampung. The research 

participants consisted of three early childhood teachers, the school principal, and twenty early childhood 

students who served as indirect subjects of observation. Teachers and the principal were positioned as key 

informants due to their central roles in pedagogical practices, decision-making processes, and the formation 

of the school’s institutional culture. Meanwhile, the students served as observational subjects to examine the 

process of moral value internalization reflected in their behaviors, responses, and daily habits during classroom 

activities and religious routines. 

This research was conducted in accordance with ethical principles for research involving children. 

Prior to data collection, written informed consent was obtained from parents or legal guardians after they 

received a comprehensive explanation regarding the objectives of the study, observation procedures, types of 

data collected, and their right to refuse or withdraw participation at any time without any consequences. In 

addition, formal permission was obtained from the school institution as a form of institutional approval. 

During the observation process, the researcher adhered to the principle of non-intrusiveness by 

minimizing intervention in teaching and learning activities and ensuring that the presence of the researcher 

did not significantly alter classroom dynamics. Observations were conducted naturalistically within the context 

of routine school activities. To protect participants’ identities, all data were anonymized using codes or 

pseudonyms, and no personal identifying information was included in the research report. Documentation 

that could potentially reveal the identities of the children was not published. Through these procedures, the 

study ensured that the rights, safety, and well-being of child participants remained the primary priority while 

maintaining the methodological integrity and credibility of the research findings. Participants were selected 

through purposive sampling based on their active involvement in the practices of teacher exemplarity and 

religious habituation that constituted the focus of the study. 

Data were collected through eight weeks of participatory observation, in-depth interviews, and 

analysis of school program documentation. Observations focused on teachers’ exemplary behaviors and 

religious habituation practices in daily school activities in order to capture patterns of behavior and interaction 
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that shape the hidden curriculum (Spradley, 1980). Interviews were conducted to explore educators’ 

interpretations and understandings of these practices, while documentation analysis was used to examine the 

alignment between formal institutional policies and everyday practices within the school. 

Data analysis was conducted interactively through the stages of data reduction, data display, and 

conclusion drawing/verification (Miles et al., 2014). The data were analyzed thematically to identify patterns 

of teacher exemplarity and religious habituation as implicit mechanisms for the internalization of moral values 

among young children. The trustworthiness of the data was ensured through triangulation of sources and 

techniques in order to enhance the credibility of the findings (Denzin, 2012). Methodologically, this study 

emphasizes that the hidden curriculum, as a latent and contextual phenomenon, can only be adequately 

understood through a qualitative approach, since the internalization of moral values occurs through 

experiences, interactions, and social practices that cannot be reduced to purely quantitative indicators (Nucci 

& Narvaez, 2008). 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This study aims to examine the role of teacher exemplarity and religious habituation as components 

of the hidden curriculum in the formation of moral character among young children in Islamic early childhood 

education institutions. The data analysis indicates that the development of moral values occurs through four 

primary dimensions: teacher exemplarity, religious habituation, the process of value internalization in 

children, and the implicit characteristics of the hidden curriculum. These findings are supported by data 

obtained from interviews with teachers and the school principal, as well as classroom observations. 

Table 1. Interview Data and Field Observation Results 

No. Dimension Indicator Data Evidence / Response 
Data Source 

Code 
Category 

1 
Teacher 

Exemplarity 

Patience and 

calm attitude 

“When a child makes a 

mistake, we talk to them 

gently so they do not feel 

afraid.” 

W-G1 
Teacher 

Exemplarity 

2 
Teacher 

Exemplarity 

Polite 

language and 

positive 

encouragement 

The teacher gives instructions 

without raising her voice and 

addresses children by their 

names. 

Classroom 

Observation 

Teacher 

Exemplarity 

3 
Teacher 

Exemplarity 

Controlled 

emotional 

response 

The teacher comforts a crying 

child without scolding. 

Classroom 

Observation 

Teacher 

Exemplarity 

4 
Teacher 

Exemplarity 

Joint religious 

practices with 

children 

“Children participate more 

quickly when the teacher joins 

them in prayer and worship.” 

W-G3 
Teacher 

Exemplarity 

5 
Religious 

Habituation 

Prayer and 

greeting 

routines 

“Children now pray 

automatically before lessons 

without being instructed.” 

W-G2 
Religious 

Habituation 

6 
Religious 

Habituation 

Polite 

classroom 

culture 

A child gently reminds a peer 

to queue properly using polite 

language. 

Classroom 

Observation 

Religious 

Habituation 
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7 
Religious 

Habituation 

Islamic 

symbols 

“We do not explain the 

posters one by one, but 

children often ask about them 

on their own.” 

W-G3 
Religious 

Habituation 

8 
Internalization 

Process 
Empathy 

“Children are now accustomed 

to comforting their friends 

when someone is crying.” 

W-G1 
Internalization 

Process 

9 
Internalization 

Process 
Discipline 

Children prepare their 

learning materials 

independently before activities 

begin. 

Classroom 

Observation 

Internalization 

Process 

10 
Internalization 

Process 
Politeness 

Children greet teachers and 

peers with salaam every 

morning. 

Classroom 

Observation 

Internalization 

Process 

11 
Hidden 

Curriculum 

Not explicitly 

stated in the 

curriculum 

“There are no written targets 

for empathy or politeness, but 

these values are practiced 

every day.” 

W-PS 

(Principal) 

Hidden 

Curriculum 

12 
Hidden 

Curriculum 

Naturally 

occurring 

behaviors 

Children spontaneously help 

peers or correct inappropriate 

behavior. 

Classroom 

Observation 

Hidden 

Curriculum 

This study focuses on understanding how teacher exemplarity and religious habituation function 

as components of the hidden curriculum in the formation of moral character among young children in Islamic 

early childhood education institutions. The research findings were obtained through a combination of 

classroom observations and in-depth interviews with teachers, the school principal, and institutional 

administrators. The observations indicate that daily classroom interactions, teachers’ behaviors, and 

consistently practiced religious activities exert a direct influence on the internalization of moral values among 

children. Moral values such as empathy, discipline, and politeness are not only transmitted through formal 

instruction or written materials but are primarily cultivated through the concrete experiences that children 

encounter in their everyday school environment. 

The following discussion is organized into four main focal areas: (1) teacher exemplarity as a 

medium for value internalization, (2) religious habituation as a channel of the hidden curriculum, (3) the 

process of value internalization in children, and (4) the implicit characteristics of the moral values that emerge. 

Each section is supported by empirical evidence in the form of interview excerpts and observational data, 

while also being linked to relevant literature and theoretical perspectives on character education and the 

hidden curriculum. This approach aims to provide a comprehensive and contextual understanding of the 

phenomenon under investigation. 

The frequency of observed behaviors among the twenty students was calculated to identify patterns 

of moral behavior emerging during classroom activities and daily routines. The percentage values were 

calculated using the following formula: 

𝑃 =
𝑓

20
 𝑥 100% 
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RESULTS 

Teacher Exemplarity as a Medium for the Internalization of Moral Values 
The findings indicate that teachers function as behavioral models for young children. Attitudes 

such as patience, polite language, and emotional regulation become concrete examples that are observed and 

imitated by children. Teacher exemplarity does not merely appear in the form of verbal instruction; rather, it 

is manifested through consistent daily practices. This finding is consistent with the study of Fitria and Rohman 

(2025), which argues that teachers can instill moral values through actual behavior rather than relying solely 

on written or verbal instruction. 

Teacher exemplarity exerts a significant influence on the development of children’s moral values, 

including empathy, discipline, and politeness. Children naturally imitate the consistent behaviors 

demonstrated by teachers, both in social interactions and in religious practices. For example, teachers who 

respond calmly to children’s mistakes, use positive language, and demonstrate patience when dealing with 

emotional reactions create a safe and supportive learning environment that facilitates the internalization of 

moral values. 

In addition, teachers’ religious practices, such as performing prayers together with students and 

reciting supplications before and after activities, serve as channels for the internalization of religious values. 

This finding supports existing literature which suggests that observational learning constitutes an effective 

mechanism in moral education (Lickona, 2013; Nucci, 2001). In other words, teacher exemplarity not only 

transmits social norms but also contributes to the development of children’s moral framework at both affective 

and cognitive levels through observation and imitation. 

Table 2. Dimensions of Teacher Exemplarity (20 Students) 

No Indicator Number of Students 

Exposed/Responding 

Percentage 

1 Patient and calm attitude 18 90% 

2 Polite language and positive encouragement 17 85% 

3 Controlled emotional responses 16 80% 

4 Collective religious practices 19 95% 

 

Average Exposure to Teacher Exemplarity 
90 + 85 + 80 + 95 

4
=  87,5% 

 

Interpretation: 

A total of 87.5% of students demonstrated positive responses to the teachers’ exemplary practices. This 

indicates that teacher exemplarity serves as a highly influential medium in shaping children's moral behaviors, 

as most students were observed to respond positively to the teachers’ attitudes, language use, emotional 

regulation, and participation in shared religious practices. 

 

Religious Habituation as a Channel of the Hidden Curriculum 

Religious habituation in Islamic early childhood classrooms was found to function as an important 

medium for the implicit internalization of moral values. Daily routines, classroom culture, and Islamic symbols 

enable children to learn politeness, discipline, and empathy through the repetition of everyday experiences. 

Children are not only formally instructed through written rules or explicit explanations; rather, they learn 

through active participation in consistent and structured daily practices. 
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This finding is consistent with the study of Pramitasari and Saifuddin (2024), which suggests that 

school culture and everyday practices serve as powerful forms of hidden curriculum in shaping children’s 

character. For example, routines such as reciting prayers and exchanging greetings at the beginning and end 

of learning activities, reinforcing values through Islamic posters displayed in the classroom, and cultivating a 

culture in which children politely remind one another of appropriate behavior all contribute to the natural 

internalization of moral values. Through these practices, children gradually learn self-regulation, respect for 

peers, and an understanding of social responsibility without relying solely on formal instruction. Therefore, 

daily religious practices function as an effective channel of the hidden curriculum that implicitly instills moral 

values in young children. 

Table 3. Dimensions of Religious Habituation 

No Indicator Number of Consistent Students Percentage 

1 Prayer and greeting routines 20 100% 

2 Classroom culture of politeness 16 80% 

3 Responsiveness to Islamic symbols 14 70% 

 

Average Religious Habituation 
100 + 80 + 70 

3
=  83,3% 

Interpretation: 

The results indicate that 83.3% of students consistently exhibit behaviors indicative of religious habituation.  

 

The Process of Value Internalization in Children 

The process of moral value internalization among children occurs through observation, imitation, 

and social experiences within the classroom environment. Children tend to emulate the behaviors 

demonstrated by teachers and peers, allowing moral values such as empathy, discipline, and politeness to 

emerge naturally in daily interactions. This finding supports the concept of situated learning, which 

emphasizes that moral learning becomes more effective when it takes place within authentic social contexts 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991, as cited in Hartini et al., 2023). 

For instance, when children observe teachers responding patiently to conflicts or participating in 

religious practices together with students, they tend to imitate these behaviors. Discipline becomes visible 

when children independently prepare their learning materials, politeness appears through practices such as 

greeting others and asking permission, and empathy is demonstrated when children comfort friends who are 

feeling sad. These examples illustrate that the internalization of moral values develops naturally and 

continuously through lived experiences rather than solely as a result of formal instruction or written rules 

within the curriculum. 

Table 4. Dimensions of Value Internalization 

No Indicator Number of Students Percentage 

1 Empathy 15 75% 

2 Discipline 14 70% 

3 Politeness 18 90% 

 

Interpretation: 

The results show that 78.3% of students demonstrate the internalization of moral values in their daily behavior. 
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Implicit Characteristics of the Hidden Curriculum 

The moral values internalized by children exhibit implicit characteristics, which can be identified in 

several ways: 

a. Not formally documented in the curriculum: Moral values such as empathy, discipline, and 

politeness are not explicitly written in formal planning documents such as lesson plans or weekly 

learning programs. However, these values are still internalized through daily practices and 

interactions within the classroom environment. 

b. Occurring naturally: Children imitate the behaviors of teachers and peers without requiring explicit 

or formal direction. 

These findings reinforce both classical and contemporary literature on the hidden curriculum, 

which suggests that character education can emerge through social interaction, daily routines, and teacher 

exemplarity without necessarily being formally embedded in curriculum documents (Jackson, 1968; Kelly, 

1986, as cited in Malahati & Rokhimawan, 2024). This perspective highlights that the evaluation of character 

education in Islamic early childhood institutions should consider observations of children’s everyday behaviors 

and their interactions with teachers and the classroom environment. 

Table 5. Dimensions of the Hidden Curriculum 

No Indicator 
Number of Students 

Demonstrating Behavior 
Percentage 

1 Unwritten moral values 13 65% 

2 Natural and spontaneous behavior 14 70% 

 

Average Implicit Characteristics of the Hidden Curriculum 
65 + 70

2
= 67,5% 

 

Interpretation: 

A total of 67.5% of students demonstrate the formation of moral values through implicit mechanisms 

associated with the hidden curriculum. 

 

DISCUSSION 

This study aimed to analyze the formation of moral character among young children through 

teacher exemplarity, religious habituation, the process of value internalization, and the mechanisms of the 

hidden curriculum at TK Yustisia Kotabumi. The findings indicate that the dimension of teacher exemplarity 

recorded the highest percentage (87.5%), followed by religious habituation (83.3%), value internalization 

(78.3%), and the hidden curriculum (67.5%). This pattern suggests that the more explicit and structured an 

educational practice is, the higher the consistency of observable behavior demonstrated by children. 

The dominance of teacher exemplarity reinforces the social learning theory proposed by Albert 

Bandura (1977), which emphasizes that observation and imitation of significant figures constitute the initial 

mechanism in behavioral formation. In the context of early childhood education, teachers function as 

normative role models whose behaviors such as patience, polite language, and emotional regulation are 

replicated by students. However, as emphasized by Bandura, imitation does not necessarily equate to value 

internalization; the latter requires repeated reinforcement, reflective processes, and the gradual development 

of self-regulation. 

The high consistency observed in religious habituation, particularly in the indicator of collective 

prayer (100%), highlights the effectiveness of structured routines in shaping moral action. Thomas Lickona’s 
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framework of character education (2012) distinguishes among moral knowing, moral feeling, and moral action. 

In this study, moral action within structured contexts appears relatively stable. However, more spontaneous 

indicators such as empathy (75%) and unwritten moral values (65%) suggest that moral dispositions have not 

yet been fully internalized. In other words, habituation effectively fosters the consistency of external behavior 

but does not automatically ensure the depth of internal moral commitment. 

The hidden curriculum dimension, which obtained a comparatively lower percentage (67.5%), 

nevertheless serves as an important indicator of the depth of moral formation. The concept introduced by 

Philip W. Jackson (1968/1990) emphasizes that school values are shaped through implicit practices, relational 

patterns, and institutional culture that are not formally written in the official curriculum. The findings of this 

study indicate that implicit values continue to emerge even without explicit instructional targeting; however, 

their influence tends to be more gradual and context-dependent. The approximate 20% difference between 

teacher exemplarity and hidden curriculum suggests a gap between exposure to moral values and their deeper 

internalization. 

International research has consistently demonstrated that character formation in early childhood is 

strongly influenced by the consistency of the school ecosystem (Berkowitz & Bier, 2014; Nucci, 2017; 

Thornberg, 2018). From a philosophical perspective, Gert Biesta (2015) argues that moral education is not 

merely about transmitting values but about cultivating subjects capable of ethical responsibility. Within this 

framework, the findings of this study suggest that the development of moral autonomy among young children 

remains at an early stage, characterized by the predominance of structured behavioral practices rather than 

spontaneous moral dispositions. 

Within the Indonesian context, studies on character education in early childhood institutions 

indicate that religious habituation effectively supports the development of basic social behaviors but requires 

the integration of dialogical reflection in order for values to be internalized more deeply (Suyadi, 2018; 

Hidayah, 2020). These findings align with the results of this study, which show that structured ritual practices 

tend to produce behavioral consistency more rapidly than implicit value formation, which requires longer 

periods of environmental consistency and reinforcement. 

Conceptually, the results of this study reinforce the literature suggesting that: 

1. Modeling exerts the strongest initial influence on behavioral formation; 

2. Habituation strengthens the stability and consistency of moral action; 

3. The hidden curriculum functions as a transitional mechanism toward value internalization; and 

4. Value internalization requires time, consistency, and the integration of sustained social experiences. 

Therefore, the formation of moral character in early childhood occurs gradually: beginning with 

imitation of significant figures, reinforced through structured habituation, and eventually developing toward 

internalization through implicit experiences embedded within the culture of the school. Moral education in 

early childhood institutions becomes more effective when teacher exemplarity, religious habituation, and 

institutional culture are integrated simultaneously, rather than relying solely on verbal instructional 

approaches. Moral character is not formed merely through the teaching of values, but through repeated, 

meaningful, and consistent social experiences in the everyday life of the school. 

 

IMPLICATIONS 

Theoretical Implications 

This study confirms that teacher exemplarity and religious habituation function not only as explicit 

instructional strategies but also as elements of the hidden curriculum that implicitly shape children’s value 

structures. Moral formation does not occur solely through normative instruction but emerges through repeated 
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and consistent social experiences within the culture of the school environment. This implication expands the 

conceptual understanding of the hidden curriculum by positioning it as a central mechanism in moral 

education within Islamic early childhood institutions. 

Religious values are therefore not merely taught as cognitive knowledge but are embodied through 

daily practices, social interactions, and the emotional regulation demonstrated by teachers. Consequently, 

character education in early childhood should be understood as an ecological process involving the entire 

social system of the school. 

In addition, the findings indicate a distinction between compliance with religious practices and the 

internalization of values as stable moral dispositions. This suggests that the evaluation of moral education 

should incorporate indicators of spontaneous behavior as a measure of the depth of character formation rather 

than relying solely on structured or ritualized practices. 

 

Pedagogical Implications 

First, teachers in Islamic early childhood institutions should position themselves as central moral 

figures within the learning environment. Consistency in demonstrating patience, respectful language, 

emotional control, and direct participation in religious practices has been shown to exert a significant influence 

on children’s behavior. Second, religious habituation should not be limited to routine ritual activities but 

should also emphasize the development of meaning. The integration of simple reflective practices appropriate 

to children’s developmental stages may facilitate deeper value internalization. Third, instructional design 

should ensure alignment between the formal curriculum and everyday classroom practices. Inconsistencies 

between the values taught and the behaviors demonstrated by teachers may weaken the effectiveness of the 

hidden curriculum. 

 

Institutional and Policy Implications 

At the institutional level, the findings suggest that school culture functions as a primary instrument 

in the formation of children’s moral character. Accordingly, the management of Islamic early childhood 

institutions should develop policies that support value consistency, including the strengthening of teachers’ 

emotional regulation, ethical communication, and collective habituation practices. At the policy level, the 

results of this study support the importance of integrating character education within quality evaluation 

systems for early childhood education. Indicators of institutional success should not be measured solely 

through academic achievement or administrative compliance but also through the consistency of children’s 

social and moral behavior in natural contexts. 

Overall, these implications highlight that moral formation in Islamic early childhood institutions 

requires a systemic approach that integrates teacher exemplarity, religious habituation, and the management 

of school culture as a coherent and sustainable pedagogical framework. The findings demonstrate that teacher 

modeling and religious habituation function as effective forms of hidden curriculum in shaping children’s 

moral character. Moral values become internalized through interaction, observation, and participation in 

religious practices implicitly, without necessarily being explicitly stated within the formal curriculum. 

Consequently, this study provides an empirical basis for value-based educational strategies integrated with the 

hidden curriculum, emphasizing the crucial roles of teachers and school leaders in supporting early childhood 

character development. 
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LIMITATIONS 

This study has several limitations that should be carefully considered when interpreting the findings 

and drawing broader implications. First, the number of research participants was limited to 20 students from 

a single educational institution. Consequently, the generalizability of the findings is contextual and cannot 

directly represent the broader population of early childhood education institutions. The specific social, cultural, 

and religious characteristics of TK Yustisia Kotabumi may possess unique features that influence the dynamics 

of moral development among children. Second, the relatively limited duration of the study (eight weeks) did 

not fully allow for the observation of longterm value internalization processes. Considering that moral 

development is a gradual and continuous developmental process, longitudinal observations would likely 

provide a more comprehensive understanding of the stability and persistence of children’s moral dispositions 

over time. 

Third, although this study employed methodological triangulation through observations, 

interviews, and document analysis, behavioral analysis remains potentially subject to interpretative bias. The 

assessment of indicators such as empathy or the spontaneity of moral behavior is inherently influenced by the 

researcher’s subjective interpretation in understanding the context of children’s social interactions. Fourth, 

the use of percentage calculations in this case study research design is descriptive in nature and not intended 

for statistical inference. Therefore, the numerical data presented serve to reinforce observable tendencies in 

the findings rather than to provide a basis for quantitative generalization. 

Fifth, this study focuses primarily on the religious dimension within an Islamic-based educational 

context. As a result, it does not fully explain how similar mechanisms of moral formation might operate in 

non-religious or multicultural educational settings. Variations in institutional context may potentially produce 

different patterns in the development of children’s moral character. Considering these limitations, future 

research is recommended to involve a broader sample, longer observation periods, and the application of 

mixed-methods approaches in order to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the processes involved 

in moral development in early childhood education. Based on the findings and limitations of this study, several 

recommendations are proposed for the development of educational practice and future research. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Practical Recommendations 

First, schools need to strengthen the consistency of teacher exemplarity as the primary strategy for 

moral development. Teacher professional development should not only focus on pedagogical competence but 

also emphasize the strengthening of personal competence, emotional regulation, and empathetic 

communication. Considering the high responsiveness of students to modeling, the quality of teacher child 

interaction becomes a key determinant of the effectiveness of character education. Second, religious 

habituation practices that have been implemented effectively should be enriched with reflective approaches 

appropriate to children’s developmental stages. Teachers can integrate simple questions or brief dialogues to 

help children understand the meaning behind routine practices. In this way, the process does not merely 

promote procedural compliance but gradually supports the internalization of moral values. 

Third, the management of the hidden curriculum should be conducted consciously and 

systematically. Schools are encouraged to conduct periodic institutional culture audits to ensure that 

interaction patterns, classroom environments, visual symbols, and unwritten policies are aligned with the 

moral values intended to be cultivated. Fourth, the evaluation of character education in early childhood 

education should not rely solely on administrative indicators but should also include observations of children’s 
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spontaneous behavior in natural situations. Contextual and authentic assessment instruments will provide a 

more accurate representation of the depth of value internalization. 

 

Academic Recommendations 

First, future research is recommended to employ longitudinal designs in order to examine the 

stability of moral internalization over a longer period of time. Second, comparative studies across institutions 

with different characteristics such as religious and non-religious schools are needed to examine the consistency 

of these findings across diverse educational contexts. Third, the use of mixed-methods approaches may enrich 

the analysis by integrating in depth qualitative data with more systematic quantitative measurements. Fourth, 

future studies may explore parental involvement as an external variable that potentially strengthens or weakens 

the process of value internalization within school environments. Overall, these recommendations emphasize 

that moral development in early childhood requires a sustained, collaborative approach grounded in a 

consistent institutional culture, both in educational practice and in future research development. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study aimed to analyze the moral development of early childhood students at TK Yustisia 

Kotabumi through four main dimensions: teacher exemplarity, religious habituation, the process of value 

internalization, and the hidden curriculum. The findings indicate that teacher exemplarity demonstrated the 

highest level of influence (87.5%), followed by religious habituation (83.3%), internalization (78.3%), and 

hidden curriculum (67.5%). These results suggest that explicit and structured practices tend to produce more 

immediate behavioral consistency, whereas the formation of implicit and spontaneous values requires a longer 

process and continuous reinforcement. 

The findings further demonstrate that moral development in early childhood occurs gradually. The 

process begins with imitation of teachers as significant role models, continues through habituation in 

consistent daily routines, and eventually progresses toward the internalization of values as more stable moral 

dispositions. Although routine religious practices have proven effective in fostering behavioral regularity, the 

variation in the percentage of spontaneous behavioral indicators suggests that the transformation from external 

practices to internalized character is still in the developmental stage. 

The study also highlights that moral education is not limited to the implementation of formal 

curricula. Rather, it is strongly influenced by the quality of daily interactions, teachers’ emotional regulation, 

and the broader culture of the school environment. In this context, the hidden curriculum plays a significant 

role as a medium that reinforces and sustains moral values that are not always explicitly stated in formal 

curriculum documents. 

Overall, moral development in early childhood requires an integrative and sustainable approach 

that combines consistent teacher exemplarity, structured habituation, and conscious management of school 

culture. The success of moral education is therefore determined not only by instructional strategies but also 

by the coherence and authenticity of the overall educational environment. 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The author expresses sincere gratitude for the completion of this article. The process of developing 

and finalizing this manuscript has provided valuable academic experience and has enriched the author's 

understanding of the field of study addressed in this research. 

 

 



245 

 

REFERENCES 

Al-Ghazali. (2005). Ihya' Ulum al-Din (Terj.). Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah. 

Bandura, A. (1977). Social learning theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Berkowitz, M. W., & Bier, M. C. (2004). Research-based character education. The Annals of the American 

Academy of Political and Social Science, 591(1), 72–85. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716203260082  

Biesta, G. (2015). What is education for? On good education, teacher judgment, and educational 

professionalism. European Journal of Education, 50(1), 75–87. https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12109 

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2016). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 
approaches. Sage publications. 

Denzin, N. K. (2012). Triangulation 2.0. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 6(2), 80–88. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689812437186 

Fitria, S. R., & Rohman, F. (2025). Implementasi Hidden Curriculum sebagai bentuk pengembangan karakter 

peserta didik. TARLIM: Jurnal Pendidikan Agama Islam, 8(1), 31–42. 

https://doi.org/10.32528/tarlim.v8i1.2933 

Giroux, H. A., & Penna, A. N. (1979). Social education in the classroom: The dynamics of the hidden 

curriculum. Theory and Research in Social Education, 7(1), 21–42. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.1979.10506048  

Hartini, S., et al. (2023). Penerapan Hidden Curriculum untuk mengembangkan karakter mandiri pada anak 

usia dini. Edukasi: Jurnal Penelitian dan Artikel Pendidikan. 

Hidayah, N., & Aisna, Y. (2020). Pendidikan Karakter Anak Usia Dini sebagai Upaya Peningkatan Karakter 

Bangsa: Literature Review. Jurnal Hawa: Studi Pengarus Utamaan Gender dan Anak, 2(1), 11-23. 

https://doi.org/10.29300/hawapsga.v2i1.2793. 

Hurlock, E. B. (2013). Developmental psychology: A life-span approach (5th ed.). New York, NY: McGraw-

Hill. 

Jackson, P. W. (1968). Life in classrooms. New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart & Winston. 

Jackson, P. W. (2018). Life in Classrooms (Updated ed.). New York: Teachers College Press. 

King, P. E., & Boyatzis, C. J. (2015). Religious and spiritual development. In L. A. Jensen (Ed.), The Oxford 

Handbook of Human Development and Culture. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Lapsley, D., & Narvaez, D. (2016). Moral Development, Self, and Identity. New York: Psychology Press. 

Lickona, T. (1991). Educating for Character: How Our Schools Can Teach Respect and Responsibility. New 

York: Bantam Books. 

Lickona, T. (2012). Educating for character: How our schools can teach respect and responsibility (25th 

anniversary ed.). New York, NY: Bantam Books. 

Malahati, F., & Rokhimawan, M. A. (2024). The Implementation of Hidden Curriculum On Fifth Grade 

Students' Character Development at Islamic Elementary School. DIDAKTIKA: JURNAL 

PENDIDIKAN SEKOLAH DASAR Учредители: Universitas Negeri Yogyakarta, 6(2), 153–164. 

Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M., & Saldaña, J. (2014). Qualitative data analysis: A methods sourcebook (3rd 

ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Miskawayh, I. (1968). Tahdhib al-Akhlaq wa Tathir al-A'raq. Beirut: Dar Maktabah al-Hayat. 

Narvaez, D., Lapsley, D. K., Hagele, S., & Lasky, B. (2006). Moral chronicity and social information 

processing: Tests of a social cognitive approach to the moral personality. Journal of Research in 

Personality, 40(6), 966-985. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2005.10.003 

Nucci, L. P., & Narvaez, D. (Eds.). (2008). Handbook of moral and character education. New York, NY: 

Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716203260082
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12109
https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689812437186
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.1979.10506048
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://doi.org/10.29300/hawapsga.v2i1.2793


246 

 

Nucci, L. (2017). Character: A multifaceted developmental system. Journal of Character Education, 13(1), 1-

16. https://doi.org/10.1108/JCE-12-2017-0001 

Nucci, L. P. (2017). Education in the Moral Domain (3rd ed.). New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Pramitasari, Y. A., & Saifuddin. (2024). Implementasi Hidden Curriculum dalam pembinaan adab dan 

akhlakul karimah siswa. Ebtida’: Jurnal Pendidikan Dasar Islam, 4(1), 388–399. 

Purwanto, A. (2020). Pendidikan karakter: Konsep dan implementasi. Yogyakarta: Pustaka Pelajar. 

Revell, L., & Arthur, J. (2007). Character education in schools and the education of teachers. Journal of moral 

education, 36(1), 79-92. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240701194738 

Sanderse, W. (2013). The meaning of role modelling in moral and character education. Journal of Moral 

education, 42(1), 28-42. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240.2012.690727 

Spradley, J. P. (1980). Participant observation. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 

Suyadi. (2017). Psikologi pendidikan anak usia dini. Yogyakarta: Pustaka Pelajar. 

Suyadi. (2017). Teori pembelajaran anak usia dini dalam kajian neurosains. Bandung: Remaja Rosdakarya. 

Suyadi, S. (2018). Pendekatan Habituasi dalam Pendidikan Karakter PAUD: Implikasi terhadap Perilaku 

Sosial Anak. Jurnal Pendidikan Anak, 7(3), 45–59. 

Suyadi, & Widodo, S. (2019). Development of moral and character education in early childhood education. 

International Journal of Early Childhood, 51(3), 305–318. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13158-019-

00246-5  

Suyadi, & Widodo, H. (2019). Pendidikan karakter berbasis literasi digital pada anak usia dini. Jurnal Obsesi: 
Jurnal Pendidikan Anak Usia Dini, 3(2), 400–407. https://doi.org/10.31004/obsesi.v3i2.326 

Thornberg, R., & Oğuz, E. (2016). Moral and citizenship educational goals in values education: A cross-

cultural study of Swedish and Turkish student teachers' preferences. Teaching and Teacher 

Education, 55, 110-121. 

Thornberg, R. (2018). Education for Moral Sensitivity: A Concept and Some Research Findings. In L. P. Nucci 

& D. Narvaez (Eds.), Handbook of Moral and Character Education (2nd ed., pp. 210–224). New 

York, NY: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.01.002 

Wren, D. J. (2015). School culture and the hidden curriculum. Educational Studies, 41(1–2), 1–17. 

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications: Design and methods (6th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage Publications. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13158-019-00246-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13158-019-00246-5

