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Education sings hopes: a hope for a secure life, a hope for an independent life, a hope for 
a respectful life.  When the parents send their kids to school, apart from attending schools 
being an earthly human activity, they hope that the kids will do well and reap the best out 
of the price that they paid – either directly to the school or through paying taxes. But any-
one who has been to school knows that it’s not all rainbows and butterflies. Before even 
wishing for success, some people were denied access to receive an education – either 
because the school facility cannot accommodate their special needs, or it is too high of 
a cost that some decided to not attend altogether. Some people went to school and were 
unable to find someone that resembles them.  In other cases, the desire to go to school 
persisted but there was none in their area. Others attended but did not get the knowledge 
that was promised.

The March 2022 Issue of JUSTIN Development Review brings the question that we might 
deep down ask ourselves: “Can Education Promote Freedom?” to light. We present this 
issue as one-sided; it is student-centered. But we do that for a reason: to allow for a de-
tailed account of the students’ experiences. While experiences are subjective, we attempt 
to understand the circumstances objectively. When somebody says she is unable to learn 
from the teacher, it is subjective. But answering the question “why can’t she learn?” re-
quires an objective analysis.

All of our writings ensure the inclusion of both the subjective (personal views and experi-
ences) and objective understanding of things. We hope you enjoy reading “Can Education 
Promote Freedom?”. But we also wish that you would share your insights about justice in 
development by becoming one of our contributors. To obtain more information about how 
to submit an article, please visit www.thejustin.org/write-for-us

http://www.thejustin.org/write-for-us
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SDG 4 Won't Tackle Learning Crisis
A debate of what should be measured is frequent in addressing educational challenges. Should we 
measure enrolment or learning outcomes? But perhaps it’s not a trade-off between targets because 
improving learning outcomes does not mean the enrolment issue is abandoned. On the other hand, 
an increase in, say, proficiency in reading does not mean pupils are equipped to critically read texts 
that could inform how they see and become a part of society. What’s critical at the moment, with 
eight years into the completion of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), is a clear direction for 
countries in ensuring children learn at school; yet that compass is unavailable.

Editorials

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

are supposed to become a parameter of fair 

development outcomes. Over half of its 17 

goals are qualitatively phrased – a signal of its idea 

that quality trumps quantity. But the bottleneck is 

on how these goals are translated into policy. And 

even with pre-specified indicators of each goal, the 

implementation is still going to vary. 

SDG 4 “Quality Education” consists of ten targets which 

the United Nations (UN) considers will be achieved 

when 11 indicators are fulfilled. Despite its qualitative 

wording, SDG 4 merely aims for indicators that will 

hardly change and perhaps simply retain the current 

inequity. For instance, the indicator “percentage of 

teachers with the minimum required qualifications” 

is a goal with multiple meanings. In developing 

economies, teachers who hold the required 

‘qualifications’ are increasing in numbers. Yet, many 

of them do not have the capability to undertake 

teaching roles. This is because qualifications 

in certain countries do not mean teacher 

qualifications; it simply means a university degree.

Increasing enrolment rates is another important 

agenda that constitutes SDG 4’s 11 indicators. 

Low-income countries do still need to catch up in 

terms of enrolment ratio in K-12 education which 

is significantly lower than middle to high-income 

countries, with the African region dominating the 

low gross enrolment ratio. But many developing 

countries already have over 100% gross enrolment 

ratio, even those that are documented to have a 

“poor education system”. So, what kinds of progress 

can we claim with high enrolment? Can we say that 

their pupils are learning effectively at school? Does 

attendance mean comprehension? 

Catching up on Learning Outcomes
One of the most internationally comparable out-

looks of progress to quality education is PISA (Pro-

gram for International Student Assessment) – a test 

of 15-year-olds’ students’ competencies in reading, 

mathematics, and science. There is no maximum 

score in PISA; its points are determined by the nor-

mal distributions. PISA allows for objective obser-

vation of a country’s progress to quality education 

which will help debunk inherent beliefs of Govern-

ments that their policy is working when in fact it 

is not helping students achieve their truest poten-

tial to gain knowledge and participate in society.
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PISA does not measure memorable information 

or knowledge but critical understanding of the 

assessed subject. PISA reading literacy, for example, 

measures “students’ ability to understand, use, 

reflect and engage with written texts in order 

to achieve one’s goals, develop one’s knowledge 

and potential, and participate in society.” Despite 

some problematic inclusion of data such as that 

of China which only included students from four 

major cities, B-S-J-Z (Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu, 

and Zheijang), hence making China’s position as 

the 1st on PISA ranking questionable, PISA enables 

us to see how difficult it is to catch up on learning 

outcomes and to maintain quality education.

In order to catch up, countries that are lagging 

behind should learn from countries with successful 

strategies in maintaining and ensuring quality 

education. Estonia is a good example; its PISA 

score in reading literacy rose from 500.75 in 

2006 to 519.14 in 2015. It is now considered as 

“Europe’s newest education powerhouse”. The 

country does many things right. Quality education 

– and not just ‘education’, is free. It has high 

spending on education relative to Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP), its budget is allocated for the 

right resources such as ensuring affordability of 

learning materials, provision of school meals to all 

students with no differentiation between the rich 

and the poor kids. The school system also does 

not differentiate students based on achievements, 

hence contributing to a smaller gap between the 

rich and the poor. This is in

contradiction with trends that translate studies 

that show how children from poor households 

underperform at schools into creating their 

segregated educational policy. Evidently, when the 

school system allows them to be seen as equals, 

there is no reason why they won’t succeed.

In Estonia, teachers have ownership in designing 

lessons. The country also embraces technology in 

its education system. Books are borrowed online, 

which enables pupils to access a wealth of materials 

at home. Its education also attempts to connect the 

lessons to real life, which is probably why it ranks 

high on the PISA board. There is, however, one 

thing that could backfire all the positive progress 

that has been made: the protection of teachers’ 

welfare. Teachers receive a relatively average salary 

with a very insignificant increase from time to time. 

This is in contrast with its neighbor: Finland – a 

Nordic country that has made teaching a desirable 

employment position.

Finland’s education motto is “learning for the sake 

of learning”. The education system does not provide 

students with report cards until the 9th grade. 

The education system prefers gradual progress 

in introducing students to education, which 

encompasses the school hours, study period, school 

days, assessments. But what enables students to 

learn effectively is the high-quality teachers. Only 

8-10 percent of applicants are admitted to undertake 

teaching professions in Finland. The minimum 

requirement for teachers is a Master’s degree. 

Good rewards result in the positive positionality 

of teachers and the importance of education. This 

eventually results in a lower chance of teachers’ 

shortage, unlike Estonia, where the country is now 

struggling to refill the soon-to-be empty academic 

positions.

Yet Finland’s rank on the PISA board has been onPhoto by Pixabay from Pexels

https://unsplash.com/photos/XEhiyexYIpg
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a consistent decline since 2012. If we compare 

the two countries, there is one explanatory factor 

of why Finland’s performance is deteriorating: 

budget. Finnish Educator Pasi Sahlberg denoted 

that due to the economic crisis since 2008, the 

Government reduced spending on education, 

which resulted in an increase in class sizes, limited 

access to professional development and school 

improvement. Educational expenditure relative to 

GDP has been on a consistent decline from 6.1% 

in 2010 to 5.1% in 2019. This is also what happens 

with Australia and UK.

In eight years, we expect quality education in all 

parts of the world. Yet, as the data shows, even after 

15 years, countries with low learning outcomes 

struggle to be on at least the average score. Looking 

at the distribution of students’ proficiency levels 

shows even more problematic progress in learning 

outcomes. In 2015, while over 35% of pupils in 

Germany acquired reading proficiency levels 

higher than 553, only 13% of pupils in Indonesia 

are on that level. 

SDG 4 fails to incorporate effective budget usage 

in one of its targets or indicators to achieve quality 

education. If the country does not generate enough 

money or if it chooses to spend less on education, 

there is a big price that it must pay: a learning 

crisis. And it is precisely why low-income and some 

developing countries are struggling to catch up and 

why the countries that were known for their high-

quality education dropped the PISA rank. To have 

a sustainable quality education, the economy must 

run well, and when the economy is performing, the 

Governments ought to be generous and effective 

in their educational spending. Some governments 

carelessly spend on education without sound 

monitoring and evaluation methods, and some 

governments think they spend enough but fail to 

utilize the funds for the appropriate issues. 

SDG 4 is final but countries can add and reflect on 

its targets and indicators. Achieving sustainable 

quality education requires high quality teachers, 

student-centered pedagogies, and accessible 

educational resources. If one of these things is 

missing, it won’t be sustainable quality education. 

Investing in education improves the economy, as 

economists Eric Hanushek and Ludger Wößmann 

found, hence there is no reason to object to 

more generous and effective spending in quality 

education. 

image: freepik.com
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Where is Indonesia in Building an 
Inclusive Society?
Indonesia has made efforts in creating a more inclusive society, as they said. But where are we 
really?  Specifically, in one of the most important indicators of development, education.

Sherine Hassan and Rangga Atmadilaga

For many parents of children with disability, 

finding the right school is a daunting process. 

Over the past nine years, Echa, who was 

diagnosed with ASD, has moved schools multiple 

times and his condition has only worsened. His 

mother, Dewi, feels hopeless when his behaviors 

were deemed by these schools to have a potentially 

negative impact on other students. ‘Why does it 

seem like it is my child’s fault?’ she asked.

Under the Indonesian Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Research, and Technology (MoECRT), 

the government has made inclusive education a 

priority by mandating district governments to 

establish local regulations on inclusive education 

and obliging local governments to establish a 

Disability Service Unit. Despite its claim to promote 

inclusive education, only 56% of children with 

disability in Indonesia receive primary education. 

In a recent study by World Bank, it was found that 

almost 30 percent of children with a disability still 

do not have access to education. Additionally, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated learning 

inequalities and this is especially amplified for 

people with disability. 

It seems that the implementation of the regulation 

seems to have inadequate requirements for the 

desired outcomes, such as the lack of teacher 

training, funding, and availability of data or 

information on people with disability in Indonesia. 

Challenges for Learners with 
Disability
Firstly, teacher training for inclusive education 

remains a significant challenge in cultivating an 

effective learning environment. The World Bank 

further found that only 12.6 percent of inclusive 

schools have teachers trained on inclusive 

education. This is even more concerning as we 

consider the need to accommodate a continuously 

rising number of children with disability. 

To cater to the varying capabilities of learners with 

a disability, school facilities must correspond to 

their learning needs. Indonesia’s National Level 

Inclusive Education Development Plan for 2019-

2024 regards inclusive education as ‘an approach 

to meet the educational and learning needs of all 

children, focused specifically on those who are 

vulnerable, marginalized and neglected, including 

children with special needs’.  However, most parents 

of children with disability feel that their children 

are not provided with equal learning opportunities 

in school due to the lack of facilities catering to 

their children’s learning needs. 

In an interview with Tina, a mother to a child with 

a disability, specifically autism spectrum disorder 

(ASD), she mentioned that ‘’home-schooling is one 

of the best options for my child as being at home, 

there is a specific learning room I have designed for 

https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/535361634052935364/pdf/Embracing-Diversity-and-Inclusion-in-Indonesian-Schools-Challenges-and-Policy-Options-for-the-Future-of-Inclusive-Education.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/535361634052935364/pdf/Embracing-Diversity-and-Inclusion-in-Indonesian-Schools-Challenges-and-Policy-Options-for-the-Future-of-Inclusive-Education.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/535361634052935364/pdf/Embracing-Diversity-and-Inclusion-in-Indonesian-Schools-Challenges-and-Policy-Options-for-the-Future-of-Inclusive-Education.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/autism-spectrum-disorders
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/autism-spectrum-disorders
https://www.jogloabang.com/desain-pengembangan-pendidikan-inklusif-nasional-2019-2024
https://www.jogloabang.com/desain-pengembangan-pendidikan-inklusif-nasional-2019-2024
https://www.jogloabang.com/desain-pengembangan-pendidikan-inklusif-nasional-2019-2024


10 JUSTIN DEVELOPMENT REVIEW
MARCH 2022

Fira’s learning’’. Aside from the enabling 

environment that can be provided at home, Fira is 

refrained from the negative beliefs surrounding her 

disability. 

“There were several occasions where I have received 

comments saying that Fira’s behavior has caused a 

distraction for other students and that the school 

could not support her learning progress’’ added Tina. 

Similar to Dewi, providing inclusive education for 

Fira is highly uncertain. Despite the support that 

seems to be present, there are always obstacles that 

leave parents to struggle on their own in finding 

other alternatives for their children. 

It is inevitable that inclusive education does not 

only necessitate facilities and equipped teachers, 

but also a positive collaboration between teachers, 

parents, and students. Especially in educating 

the whole school community about persons with 

disabilities. Building a supportive and positive 

ecosystem for learners with a disability will provide 

a comprehensive understanding of everyone’s needs 

and ultimately, to effectively plan and implement 

the right services. 

Building a More Inclusive Society
It is now halfway through the National Level 

Inclusive Education Development  Plan for 2019-

2024. In two years, the goal of the plan is to 

build understanding and awareness of inclusive 

education in terms of culture, policy, and practices 

in schools. A prerequisite to this final goal is 

an attitudinal change among Indonesians. This 

includes further clarifying the term inclusive 

education among educators, governmental 

and non-governmental organizations, policy-

makers, and social actors. The aforementioned 

challenges stem from the lack of understanding, 

awareness, and support in society regarding 

inclusive education. Under this condition, inclusive 

education must be addressed through advocacy, 

not only at the regional but also national level. 

This necessitates continuous research on inclusive 

education or people with disability in Indonesia such 

as the evaluation of the current implementation of 

inclusive education and the percentage population 

of people with disability, with all factors considered. 

This includes government partnerships with civil 

society organizations, teachers associations, 

school boards, and other school support groups, 

both formal and informal. Taking a multi-sectoral 

and collaborative approach of coordination for 

advocacy and initiatives in inclusive education is 

needed to increase the society’s and government’s 

understanding and urgency of inclusive education. 

For instance in 2015, one of Malaysia’s efforts 

to improve inclusive education was to develop 

partnerships between the government with the 

private sector and NGOs to enhance vocational 

training institutes to provide alternative special 

education venues. Building on these partnerships,
Photo by Meruyert Gonullu from Pexels

https://www.jogloabang.com/desain-pengembangan-pendidikan-inklusif-nasional-2019-2024
https://www.jogloabang.com/desain-pengembangan-pendidikan-inklusif-nasional-2019-2024
https://www.jogloabang.com/desain-pengembangan-pendidikan-inklusif-nasional-2019-2024
https://www.moe.gov.my/menumedia/media-cetak/penerbitan/dasar/1207-malaysia-education-blueprint-2013-2025/file
https://www.pexels.com/photo/girl-in-wheelchair-talking-with-friend-7698665/
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they also created campaigns to raise awareness of 

inclusive education and its needs based on existing 

research. Consequently, as of 2021, existing 

and recent findings concluded that inclusive 

education is widely encouraged in Malaysia. 

Access to teacher training is a major obstacle in 

Indonesia’s inclusive education. Findings have 

revealed that while teachers do value inclusive 

education, they still feel that they lack training and 

knowledge. Even if there is training, most teachers feel 

that they are incompetent in teaching children with 

disabilities. Inclusive practices must be included in 

pre-service and in-service training of all education 

professionals. This also entails that government 

must involve education and disability experts in 

developing training that is effective and responsive 

to the needs of education professionals. In order 

to achieve this, budget allocations for inclusive 

education should be equitable and transparent. 

Currently, there is an absence of a sustainable 

funding system for inclusive education in 

Indonesia, which does not encourage local 

governments to implement inclusive education 

programs in schools. Developing a funding system 

is fundamental to providing support for schools 

in implementing inclusive education programs 

as mandated by the government of Indonesia. A 

supply-driven throughput model could be the 

solution. The throughput model works by pre-

determining the number of students eligible for 

funding and decentralizing the allocation and 

management of funds at sub-national levels. In 

turn, funds allocated to sub-national governments 

are directed to schools where funding terms of 

conditions can be determined by the school’s 

socio-economic conditions. As such, the central 

and local governments can share responsibility 

for developing a more inclusive education system.

This funding model is implemented in countries 

deemed to have a high-quality education 

system such as  Sweden, Denmark, and Ireland.

At a policy level, policymakers must include 

inclusive education in developing their long-

term social and economic policy. This is more 

crucial as we also consider that despite existing 

social assistance programs by the government, 

only 4.53 % of people with disabilities receive 

financial support from these programs. This need 

is even more amplified when 85% of families 

of children with disability reported that they 

have to spend significantly more for children 

during online learning caused by the pandemic. 

Photo by Dids from Pexels

https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/inclusive_education_final_-_january_2021.pdf
https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/inclusive_education_final_-_january_2021.pdf
https://wseas.com/journals/ead/2022/a085107-1485.pdf
https://wseas.com/journals/ead/2022/a085107-1485.pdf
https://wseas.com/journals/ead/2022/a085107-1485.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/535361634052935364/pdf/Embracing-Diversity-and-Inclusion-in-Indonesian-Schools-Challenges-and-Policy-Options-for-the-Future-of-Inclusive-Education.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/535361634052935364/pdf/Embracing-Diversity-and-Inclusion-in-Indonesian-Schools-Challenges-and-Policy-Options-for-the-Future-of-Inclusive-Education.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=EDU/WKP(2020)15&docLanguage=En
https://aidran.files.wordpress.com/2021/08/perguruan-tinggi-dan-praktik-akomodasi-layak-bagi-mahasiswa-penyandang-disabilitas-di-indonesia-di-masa-pandemi-covid-19.pdf
https://aidran.files.wordpress.com/2021/08/perguruan-tinggi-dan-praktik-akomodasi-layak-bagi-mahasiswa-penyandang-disabilitas-di-indonesia-di-masa-pandemi-covid-19.pdf
https://aidran.files.wordpress.com/2021/08/perguruan-tinggi-dan-praktik-akomodasi-layak-bagi-mahasiswa-penyandang-disabilitas-di-indonesia-di-masa-pandemi-covid-19.pdf
https://aidran.files.wordpress.com/2021/08/perguruan-tinggi-dan-praktik-akomodasi-layak-bagi-mahasiswa-penyandang-disabilitas-di-indonesia-di-masa-pandemi-covid-19.pdf
https://aidran.files.wordpress.com/2021/08/perguruan-tinggi-dan-praktik-akomodasi-layak-bagi-mahasiswa-penyandang-disabilitas-di-indonesia-di-masa-pandemi-covid-19.pdf
https://aidran.files.wordpress.com/2021/08/perguruan-tinggi-dan-praktik-akomodasi-layak-bagi-mahasiswa-penyandang-disabilitas-di-indonesia-di-masa-pandemi-covid-19.pdf
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Indonesia should leverage global partnerships 

to learn best practices in the education funding 

system as well as public-private partnership model 

from countries that have made significant progress 

in inclusive education. This can be attained 

through a government-to-government (G2G) 

cooperation between Indonesia and countries 

with a quality education system. Such opportunity 

will enable the Indonesian government and most 

importantly, local governments to directly learn 

from policymakers and key education stakeholders.

We can only say that we are working towards a 

more inclusive society when we do witness these 

changes. The pandemic has created a nationwide 

challenge in reviving many persisting issues 

in Indonesia. One of which is the concerning 

condition of marginalized communities, especially 

people with disabilities, and they must not fall 

further behind. 

How can we as Indonesians say we are committed 

to providing equal opportunities for all and yet fail 

to provide support for some of the most vulnerable 

among us?

Sherine Hassan is currently working as a behavior therapist and pursuing her master's in Applied 
Behaviour Analysis at Monash University. She has work experience in both research and education, 
and now working towards her specialization in autism intervention.

image: freepik.com

Rangga Atmadilaga is a graduate of international relations study. He currently works as a govern-
ment relations professional. Rangga is a public policy enthusiast with an interest in social policy 
and development.
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The Commodification of Education
In a world of changing relationships between state, people and business, what value do our education 
systems truly provide? As our lives become more and more entrenched in market mechanisms, 
understanding the aims and incentives behind what we learn is key. 

Melvyn Tang

Often, the ‘education system’ is seen 

as a way to level the playing field, 

allowing individuals to learn skills and 

qualifications irrespective of their background. 

The promise of greater social mobility draws 

millions of students across the world towards 

higher education; yet, with its cost experiencing 

significant increases over the past decades 

alongside inflation, this begs the question – why is 

a degree so valuable to the point that young people 

take on hundreds of thousands worth of debt? 

Critics highlight the effects of neoliberalism on not 

just the education industry, but the very nature of 

education itself to the extent that knowledge has 

become a commodity to be traded and consumed. 

But what are the implications of this on the way we 

learn? What is the point of our education systems 

now and what good or bad behaviours do they 

incentivise?

As both a historical and political-economic 

phenomenon, neoliberalism seems to hold 

different meanings depending on your perspective. 

Interpretations can vary from economic reform 

centred around deregulation, liberalisation 

and privatisation, to a broader philosophical 

explanation for capitalist free market ideology. 

However, the concept underpinning all these 

perspectives is that of “freedom of choice across 

all domains of production and consumption”. After 

the series of economic crises in the 1970s, the 

belief is that free economic exchange fulfilling the 

needs of the market leads to societal welfare – any 

student of economics can testify to how early on 

they are introduced to concepts like allocative 

efficiency as a perfect equilibrium between supply 

and demand etc. In terms of education, the crux 

of the issue lies however with the incentives and 

motivations that our system produces. Arguably, 

what motivates students and universities now is 

increasingly the market value of higher education 

rather than the content itself, especially in the UK 

and US, where students worldwide are blasted with 

advertisements and sold the vision of a college 

degree from early on in their academic lives. Is this 

necessarily a bad thing though? Well, a big red flag 

in my view is: 

The   Overabundance  of     Stakeholders

Stakeholders of education are not just students or 

teachers anymore, but external parties. Take for 

example, governing boards, investors and university 

partners – a common organisational structure seen 

in most universities in the UK and US. In this way, 

educational institutions are not held accountable 

by the intellectual development of their students, 

but by the demands of upper management and 

the institution as a whole. What problems does 

this manifest? On a broader level,  the market of 

education becomes a place where schools and 

universities compete to gain reputation and fund-

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1478210316664259
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1478210316664259
https://oxfordre.com/communication/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228613-e-176
https://oxfordre.com/communication/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228613-e-176
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43049564
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43049564
https://www.bath.ac.uk/publications/management-structure/attachments/management-structure.pdf
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ing, in order to increase student intake and thus 

better sell the product of higher education. In 

the UK, university performance is measured with 

indicators using the yearly number of applicants, 

their grades on entry and subject types as 

benchmarks. This way, students become reduced 

to a statistic contributing to the competitiveness 

of their university, rather than being the sole 

benefactors of their education. 

While in general education is regarded as a 

public service, the corporate-esque relationship 

between a university and its stakeholders places 

much greater emphasis on the institution than its 

students, incentivising increasing profitability and 

size over better quality learning. The increasing 

number of students admitted to universities 

by the year, at least in the UK and US, isn’t a 

good indicator for the increased accessibility 

of education. More students admitted does not 

consider the wider context of university entrance, 

such as one’s financial situation, citizenship; as 

such, it is more an indicator of a university’s ability 

to attracting and accommodating greater volumes 

of potential students, as well as the market value 

of a degree. This also has further implications on 

the experience of university staff, dealing with 

overcapacity as well as underpay for the increased 

workloads they must deal with. Overall, there 

appears to be a changing agenda of universities, 

from education providers to merely fulfilling the 

market demand for degree qualifications. While 

valuable knowledge has historically been passed 

down through university networks, as educational 

institutions continue to grow, the more significant 

concern appears to be institu tional management 

and development, rather than the original purpose 

of education – to enrich and educate young people.

A Changed Learning Experience

On a more individual level, a student’s learning ex-

perience also changes. Out of this need to quantify 

performance, education becomes modularised 

in order to meet standardised benchmarks in the 

form of grades and qualifications. In the same way 

that institutions measure their competitiveness 

with business metrics, it is a student’s ability to 

meet predetermined standards and norms that 

determines their value to future employers and 

wider society. In such a system, the incentives 

produced are not for an individual to strive for 

intellectual development, in broadening their 

holistic understanding of the world or even in 

developing a balance of hard and soft skills. Instead, 

when the end qualification is the only significant 

measurable outcome, what becomes important for 

most is the efficiency at which individuals progress 

through the education system to ultimately gain 

their degree. 

The knowledge that an individual is taught 

throughout their academic lives thus becomes 

tailored and limited towards this purpose, rather 

than providing students with holistic understanding  

of how their education may be applied to real 

life. In this sense, the UK government’s 2021 

interim report announcing a move towards greater 

modularisation further highlights this trend, 

pushing students faster towards post-education 

employment without taking into account the scale 

of educational reform necessary. Both the report 

and the way education systems have changed show 
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a detachment from reality. A strange contradiction 

is created between the individualisation of the 

student and the need for uniformity; that in line with 

the idea of human capital, we as individuals become 

similar to both a company and a commodity. On 

one hand, it is implied that everyone gains greater 

returns through investing into their own education 

and self-development, whether that is money or 

time. On the other hand, while enabling efficiency 

in judging overall competency, individual ability 

is only valued in relation to others based around 

averages and performance benchmarks. So, our 

education systems are increasingly designed for en 

masse teaching aimed at satisfying stakeholders 

outside of the classroom, incentivising competition 

based around tangible metrics for something that 

is inherently intangible– an individual’s learning 

and skill. As a result, students are left increasingly 

unsatisfied and unfulfilled by formal education, 

boxed into requirements and standards which don’t 

place their own interests at the centre. 

The core purpose of education appears to have been 

lost. The marketisation of education, and society in 

general, disproportionally shifts the focus towards 

unrestrained production and consumption

Melvyn Tang is a student at the University of Warwick (UK) and Shanghai Jiao Tong University 
(China), with a background in History, Politics and Sustainable Development. Growing up through-
out a unique time in West-China relations, Melvyn is passionate about cultural diversity and the 
intersections between inequality and global development. 

of knowledge, and the subsequent management 

of institutions over the interests of students who 

should be the key stakeholders. As populations and 

the demand for education grows, what can we do? 

Is it possible to return to a state where we learn 

for the sake of learning, rather than pander to the 

demands of the market? Given that the knowledge 

economy is already an established part of society, 

what will be vital as we move forward is the re-

centring of students and teachers as individuals, 

not statistics. Enabling individuals to think above 

and beyond and providing outlets for critical 

thinking outside of the silo of education. 

In this sense, the aforementioned report did hit 

upon an important point – as the nature of work 

and education changes in a post-COVID society, 

change is only possible through the rethinking of 

structures. Perhaps the formal institution of full-

time university study is no longer suitable for 

a rapidly changing economy, and more flexible 

learning methods such as part-time tailored 

courses are required. Regardless, it is the duty of 

employers, universities and schools to remember 

that the purpose of education is for the people, to 

think not bigger but better. 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Johanna-Oksala/publication/230385990_Violence_and_Neoliberal_Governmentality/links/5a0360530f7e9beb176f7218/Violence-and-Neoliberal-Governmentality.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1478210316664259
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1478210316664259
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When we think of education, our mind 

directly departs to formal education 

in pre-or post- higher education. But 

oftentimes, this conceptualisation of education 

limits the role of social and cultural context, such 

as the role of gender in society, that should have 

been an integral part of the education itself. The 

exclusion of social and cultural contexts, such as 

gender perspective, makes education programs 

ineffective. Financial education is an example 

where the omittance of the gender perspective in 

the design and deliverable could perpetuate the 

gender gap in welfare. 

Financial Education and The Gender 
Gap in Financial Literacy
Financial education is a core life skill for participating 

in modern society. Financial education improves indi-

viduals' understanding of financial risks and opportu-

nities to help them better navigate the complexities of 

modern financial life. Individuals with higher levels of 

financial literacy and capability show better debt man-

agement, higher participation in the stock market and 

better retirement decision-making. A lack of finan-

cial understanding is one of the main reasons people 

struggle with money and become poor.

Many experts argue that financial education for 

women would reduce the gender gap in welfare. 

Awareness of the importance of financial education 

for the gender gap in financial access and usage 

has led governments worldwide to develop various 

programs on financial education for women, hoping 

that the programs could promote women economic 

empowerment. Nevertheless, there is a persistent 

gender gap in financial literacy (knowledge about 

money management) and financial capability 

(ability to manage money) worldwide. Global 

Findex shows a persistent global gender gap in 

access to bank accounts of nearly 7 per cent. 

Women are still disadvantaged in maintaining and 

improving their financial well-being.

The impact of financial education is highly 

influenced by the way programmes are designed and 

delivered. The program needs to be designed based 

on women needs and their challenges in accessing 

and using financial services. However, data from 

the OECD show that financial education programs 

predominantly focus on improving cognitive or 

informational aspects related to financial products 

and services ignore women's social and cultural 

challenges. 

A Gender Perspective on Financial 
Education Programs

Financial education is a core life skill for women participating in the economy. Hence, there are 
significant barriers to developing an effective financial education for women. One of them is the 
lack of gender perspective in financial education program.

Resya Kania
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.... But the Gender Gap in Financial 
Literacy is Caused by Cognitive Skills
The challenges for women to have the knowledge 

and ability to use various financial services to 

manage money are very much rooted in the paren-

tal background as well as social and cultural envi-

ronments. Parental background, particularly the 

role of mothers, has a significant influence on the 

financial knowledge of girls. Mothers accustomed 

to managing finances either within the family or 

professionally might be more likely to pass the con-

fidence and capacity in managing money to their 

daughters. 

The historical division of labour between men and 

women in the household also plays a determining 

role in the existing gender gap in financial literacy. 

When a household provides favourable conditions 

for men as financial decision-makers, women will 

have lower levels of financial literacy than men be-

cause men are investing in this form of human cap-

capital. For example, men manage household fi-

nances, while women specialise in other domestic 

functions. 

In addition, patriarchal norms in the economy 

maintain the gender gaps. In some countries, wom-

en are restricted from accessing financial services. 

Women are also sometimes restricted in having 

access to, control, and ownership of productive 

assets. Data from FAO show that women account 

for only 12.8 per cent of agricultural landholders in 

the world. When women have restricted access and 

control over productive assets, they will not be el-

igible to apply for credit, and credit is a key source 

of investment and economic opportunity.

The challenges for women to access financial 

services are worsened by barriers for women to 

obtaining formal employment. Data from the 

World Bank show that in over 189 countries as-

sessed in 2018, 104 countries still have laws
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preventing women from working in specific jobs, 59 

countries have no laws against sexual harassment 

in the workplace, and in 18 countries, husbands 

can legally prevent their wives from working. These 

conditions make women more likely to be engaged 

in informal employment. Informal employment 

leads to unpredictable income. This creates 

financial vulnerability for women and restricts 

access to credit and investment products, which 

require income stability. 

In fact, research shows that when financial literacy 

for women under marginalised groups is delivered 

together with a women's empowerment module, 

the participants were better to implement the 

knowledge (accessed and used basic financial 

services). This research implies that improving 

cognitive skills alone might not effectively promote 

financial literacy. It sheds light on the importance 

of gender perspective in financial education 

programs.  

Gender Perspective Matters
One of the biggest reasons why women need better 

financial literacy is to be financially independent. 

Also, since women have a major role in the 

transmission of financial habits and skills to their 

childcare, adequate financial skills are not only 

for women but also for future gen erations. Hence, 

there are significant barriers for policymakers to 

develop an effective financial education for women, 

from lack of political will, lack of resources and 

materials, overcrowded curricula, to insufficient 

expertise.

Looking at those challenges, we can see that there 

is no simple intervention to reduce the gender gap 

through financial education. Yet we could start by 

acknowledging women’s challenges in a different 

context when designing policy intervention.  

For example, since the guidelines on financial 

education programs are often developed and 

promoted by bankers and financial regulators that 

might have less information about gender issues, 

the collaboration between bankers or regulators 

with organisations who has more knowledge on 

gender issue to develop a financial education 

program for women is needed. 

Bankers and regulators could start to work with 

experts to incorporate women empowerment 

elements (such as critical thinking, women's 

rights, and self-confidence) into the financial 

education programs. Other examples are to tailor 

delivery methods to women’s needs, using female 

role models, peer group learning, and combining 

financial education with access to financial 

products and entrepreneurial education to improve 

women’s overall access to economic opportunities.

Financial literacy is only one of the elements for 

women empowerment. The complete package of 

women empowerment interventions would be 

more effective to help them achieve personal and 

professional objectives without worrying about 

financial issues.

Resya Kania holds a PhD in Social Policy. She is an active member of the Centre on Household 
Assets and Savings Management (CHASM), University of Birmingham. She is also working as 
Director of Policy for South East Asia for Women's World Banking.

Prior to pursuing a PhD, she worked as a Deputy Director for Financial Services at the National 
Development and Planning Agency (BAPPENAS) in Indonesia. She is also the executive director 
for PPKM Indonesia, an NGO working on issues related to financial inclusion.
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A New Era of Educational Freedom

Is the current public school system the best way to grant quality education to all people? Public 
school may have increased access, but a one-size-fits-all approach has created inequitable outcomes. 
It is time to redirect our focus to students to fix our broken system.

Solomon Chen

Education under COVID-19 can be 

described with many words, but “freedom” 

would not be one of them. Children are 

now experiencing their 3rd school year affected 

by COVID-19, some of whom may have never 

experienced schooling without the weight of a 

global pandemic.  Although COVID-19 ruptured 

many other societal institutions, education was 

perhaps one of the most damaged. The United 

States was far from immune from a pandemic that, 

as UNESCO put it, “exacerbated a pre-existing 

education crisis.” School closures during COVID-19 

only deepened the pre-existing systemic racial and 

socioeconomic educational cracks. 

The US Public Education System Prior 
to COVID-19
Even prior to COVID-19, the US education system was 

far from perfect. The modern public school system is 

ubiquitous, but public schooling in the US used to al-

most be non-existent. Education is not listed a single 

time in the US Constitution, and during the Founding 

Era education largely fell to families and non-govern-

mental bodies such as churches.  Public schooling in 

America did not rise in popularity until the 1840s un-

der the leadership of Horace Mann. Mann, a member 

of the Massachusetts legislature, advocated for man-

datory education of many children under the same 

universal, publicly funded school system.

The idea of a “common school” was born. The Cen-

ter for Education Policy at George Washington 

University writes, “Mann and other proponents of 

‘common schools’ emphasized that a public invest-

ment in education would benefit the whole nation 

by transforming children into literate, moral, and 

productive citizens.” Influenced by Mann’s ideas, 

Massachusetts passed the nation’s first compulso-

ry education law in 1852 and public schooling be-

gan to spread. 

Public schooling enrollment increased but the na-

tion soon began to grapple with questions of racial 

inclusion. States put up racial barriers for educa-

tion, leading to a 10% enrollment rate for students 

of color in 1870 compared to 54.4% for their white 

counterparts. The results of the Civil War opened 

educational opportunities for African American 

children, but those opportunities were stymied by 

Jim Crow laws during Reconstruction. Other mi-

nority students also fought for their right to gain 

access to public schools. Anti-Chinese sentiment 

in California led to enrollment in public education 

being restricted to "all white children, between five 

and twenty-one years of age" in 1866 while Mexi-

can-American students in Southwestern and Mid-

western states were placed in public schools des-

ignated as “Mexican” schools. The infamous 1896 

Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court ruling cemented 

a national “separate but equal” nature of educa-

https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse
https://www.senate.gov/civics/constitution_item/constitution.htm
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tional segregation until Brown v. Board of Educa-

tion was decided in 1954. 

Education in the United States is constitutionally 

a local and state responsibility, but major pieces 

of federal legislation during the 20th century in-

creased the federal role within education for both 

access and quality. The Cold War began a renewed 

interest in education and combined with President 

Johnson’s “War on Poverty” to increase federal in-

volvement with the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965. The Department of Edu-

cation became officially established as a Cabinet 

agency in 1980 with its first listed purpose as “to 

strengthen the Federal commitment to ensuring 

access to equal educational opportunity for every 

individual.” Large scale education bills such as the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (1990), 

No Child Left Behind Act (2001), and Every Stu-

dent Succeeds Act (2015) continued the push for 

all children to receive education. 

The Problem with Inflexibility
Although the public school system has attempted to 

increase educational equity, the system continues 

to have a major missing piece: freedom of choice. 

Education funding, whether federal, state, or local, 

is almost always tied to districts and schools rather 

than students. According to Public School Review, 

around 48% of school funding comes from state 

sources and 44% comes from local revenue sourc-

es, many of which were built on property taxes and 

zip codes. Students are assigned schools via zip 

code and often cannot attend other schools while 

utilizing that funding. Roughly 70% of students at-

tend their “assigned” public school. 

Historical racial and socioeconomic divides are en-

trenched by locking students and their funding be-

hind the current school district system. Houses can 

be a few blocks apart yet have completely differ-

ent educational options. Time Magazine described 

school districts as “invisible lines that carve up 

the country, carefully separating the rich from the 

poor.” A 2021 Urban Institute’s report on racial 

boundaries in education commented, “Persistent 

school segregation is the legacy of racist housing 

policy and the product of intentional decisions by 

the local leaders who determine school attendance 

zones.” Strict school zones, combined with funding 

from home values, create a perverse cycle: high-val-

ue homes create high-performing districts which 

then increase the value of homes as parents f lock 

to those districts. A 2019 Joint Economic Commit-

tee report calculated that the highest quality public 

elementary school had an 4x higher media home 

price average than the lowest quality schools. 

COVID-19 cemented these existing barriers as 

families remained beholden to their assigned di-Photo by RODNAE Productions from Pexels
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strict. Research from Brookings Institute showed 

that students of color were much more likely to be 

in remote-only school districts. Wealthier families 

boosted private school enrollment by pivoting from 

their district to nimbler, in-person school options, 

but those left behind were plagued with ineffective 

virtual offerings and/or the inability to remain en-

gaged with virtual instruction. The Department of 

Education’s Office for Civil Rights found that tech-

nological and language barriers disparately affect-

ed students of color. 

Parents of color and low-income parents are forced 

to play a costly waiting game: sit and hope their 

assigned district schools improve. As the Aspen In-

stitute recently pointed out, test scores have most-

ly improved for all students over the past twenty 

years yet there are still significant gaps in achieve-

ment for Black and Hispanic students. COVID-19 

brought these harmful effects of the rigid educa-

tional system to the surface. A December 2021 

report by McKinsey & Company summarized  

COVID education as a “K-shaped recovery” with 

learning loss disproportionately affecting Black 

and Hispanic students as well as those at a lower 

socioeconomic level. 

Inequitable funding is part of the problem, but the 

inability for families to use funding for individual-

ized needs continues to dampen any positive im-

pacts of funding increases. Funding formulas tend 

to leave districts with students of color and low-in-

come behind, although lawsuits and changed for-

mulas have fought to close the funding gap. Funding 

alone, however, is no silver bullet. US inflation-ad-

justed education funding has risen by 280% over 

the past 50 years but, as a team of researchers de-

termined in 2019, achievement gaps have remained 

mostly the same. 

 

The solution is not to blindly pour more money 

into an inflexible system but change the system 

through school choice. School choice is defined as 

allowing “public education funds to follow students 

to the schools or services that best fit their needs 

—whether that’s to a public school, private school, 

charter school, home school or any other learning 

environment families choose.” At its core, school 

choice is about restoring agency to those who cur-

rently lack it through granting individual families 

and students access to funds. 
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Wealthy parents already live out school choice: 

families can either pay to send their child to a 

private schooling option or selectively live in dis-

tricts with access to high achieving public schools. 

These parents can also quickly adjust to changing 

circumstances, as evidenced by COVID-19. School 

choice opens educational opportunities to groups 

that have historically been prevented from access-

ing them. Low-income families and students with 

special needs are the primary beneficiaries of the 

existing school choice programs, according to anal-

ysis from education reform organization EdChoice.

School choice is, sadly, not widespread but the ini-

tial results have been very promising. A vast major-

ity of the 170 school choice studies show promising 

increases in test scores, educational attainment, 

civic values, and parent satisfaction, and savings to 

taxpayers. This is not surprising. Opening options 

allows for more innovation and better “matching” 

of students to effective educational programs. As 

the Cato Institute posits, “Theory suggests that 

people make choices based on what they believe 

to be the best match for their children, and those 

choices lead to incentives for individual schools to 

improve.”

Although not all states have forms of school choice, 

the struggle of education during COVID has 

brought school choice to the national spotlight. 

Choice programs went from just twelve in 2001 to 

seventy-six in 2021, and many different organiza-

tions called 2021 the “Year of School Choice.”

School choice is not an instant panacea to all edu-

cational problems, but it is the crucial first step to 

let innovation and flexibility help those who pre-

viously lacked options. Rick Hess from the Amer-

ican Enterprise Institute writes, “…choice alone is 

not ‘the answer.’ It is only a start—a tool that can 

help crack open closed systems, free families from 

schools that aren’t right for their child, and allow 

educators to seek or create environments where 

they can do their best work.” Educational freedom 

shines because it pulls from the deep, unending 

well that is society’s care for the next generation. 

Returning to “normal” life continues to be a mov-

ing goalpost, but perhaps our sights can be set on 

something better than what “normal” was. The cur-

rent public education system has a noble goal to 

improve access, but the inflexibility perpetuates 

echoes of racial discrimination and socioeconom-

ic divides. This season of COVID has only caused 

these rifts to grow stronger. Fighting for a new 

world with educational freedom is the best way 

to radically change ineffective systems and open 

opportunities for families and children who need 

it the most. It is time for a new era of educational 

freedom. 

Solomon Chen  is an educational policy research associate for a think tank in Washington, D.C. 
As someone who was home-schooled throughout K-12, Solomon describes himself as a product of 
school choice and hopes all families enjoy the best educational opportunities for their students. 
Solomon is a former Falls Church Anglican Fellow and previously worked with the civic education 
program at the Philanthropy Roundtable as well as Weave: The Social Fabric Project at the Aspen 
Institute. Solomon holds a degree in political science from Biola University and was a member of 
Biola’s Torrey Honors Institute.
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One of Them - Musa Okwonga

While watching a documentary of one of 

the most prominent boarding schools, 

Eton College, eleven-year-old Musa 

Okwonga was transfixed by the grand depiction of 

the school and besieged by sudden fervour to be-

come part of the institution. Coming from a mid-

dle-class immigrant family, Okwonga learned in 

his early years that education offers the best route 

to dodge racism and discrimination, that it is im-

portant to conform, and doing one’s best is the only 

way to do that. His years in Eton later proved that 

the reality is more complex than that; the inequal-

ity which he sought to escape is well enmeshed in 

the education system. 

In his memoir, One of Them, Okwonga weaves 

his experience of entering elite education in Eton 

College, a public school for boys well-known for 

its prominent contribution in educating numerous 

elites from prime ministers, aristocrats, to world-

renowned actors. Central in his memoir is his 

reflection on the interconnection between elite 

education and the UK’s murky political landscape. 

Being of Ugandan heritage, Okwonga was among 

the few non-white students attending Eton College. 

His racial identity and social class equip him to cri-

tically examine his experience in Eton vis-à-vis his 

white counterparts. 

Okwonga’s memoir excels in a way that it is 

critical without being unnecessarily negative 

and spiteful; there was the good and the bad. He 

reminisces fondly several friends that he made 

and a number of teachers who he admired and 

respected. Okwonga was a committed student, and 

he acknowledges Eton’s commitment to provide 

the very best education for its pupils. However, 

he also remembers the bad, starting from Eton’s 

unwillingness to disclose its colonial past, the few 

altercations, both physical and verbal, that he had 

with fellow students to the feeling of estrangement.

One aspect which I find particularly interesting 

is his poignant observation on Etonian culture 

and power structure and how they echo real-life 

politics. He portrays this as somewhat paradoxical; 

how honours and awards were generously handed 

out to celebrate students’ accomplishments, but 

at the same time visible efforts were subjected to 

mockery. Okwonga tells a popular story in Eton 

about a student who reportedly recorded every 

second that  he spent socialising instead of studying

“People often ask how it is possible to remain out of touch with the majority of society for your entire 
life, but it’s really quite simple. If you go to a preparatory school from the age of seven, then you board 
at Eton till eighteen, then you live with your schoolfriends in private accommodation at university, 
and then you see them all in the City, you essentially spend your formative years in a gated communi-
ty. That’s why you see politicians who attended boarding school looking bewildered when they wander 
around underfunded areas of the country – it’s because they are seeing actual poverty for the first 
time.” (pg. 63)

Astria Zahra Nabila
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so that he would not miss even a second of his 

revision session. This story became a source of 

disdain rather than admiration. The Moral of the 

story is that the truly impressive students are 

those who come out first without apparent efforts. 

Students hide their hard work.  Okwonga described 

this as a preparation for the ruthless corporate 

world, and at the same time as a pretension of 

natural greatness among his peers. 

Most importantly, Okwonga’s memoir captures the 

failure of elite education in addressing inequality 

and injustice, a particularly grave shortcoming 

considering that a significant portion of the UK’s 

leaders are products of the so-called first-class 

education. Out of the 55 British prime ministers, 

20 attended Eton. “….[Y]ou essentially spend your 

formative years in a gated community. That’s why 

you see politicians who attended boarding school 

looking bewildered when they wander around 

underfunded areas of the country – it’s because 

they are seeing actual poverty for the first time.” 

(pg. 63)

Okwonga begins his memoir with his childhood 

dream of escaping discrimination through 

education, but throughout the book we witness 

his gradual understanding that there will always 

be an invisible line separating him from his white 

schoolfriends. White privileges enable his peers 

to enter one of the country’s best schools with 

limited to no efforts, compared to Okwonga’s 

status as a scholarship student, for example. Racial 

discrimination follows him, from within the school 

environment to the outside world. He carefully 

avoided any contact with drugs due to fear of the 

negative stereotype of black males and drug use, 

while his white peers recreationally used drugs 

in their adolescent years. He encountered racial 

profiling and threats outside school, from author-

ities and fellow citizens alike, despite his education. 

He criticised the infamous neoliberal rationale 

which prevailed among his peers: efforts will 

always pay off. For them, structural constraints are 

out of question.

His years in Eton definitely left a lasting impact 

on Okwonga’s life, not only in formal education, 

but more so in his own identity. His education 

puts him in a schism:  he would never be fully 

part of his school fellows, yet his education also 

alienated him from those who shared the same 

racial identity and social class. One of Them ends 

with a hopeful note. Okwonga currently works as 

a journalist, an occupation that is not particularly 

popular among Etonians, and follows his passion 

in writing. The ending offers some sort of question 

for Okwonga’s dilemma presented in the beginning 

of the memoir: whether to attend Eton’s reunion or 

not, considering his choice of career in the creative 

field is a far cry from his Etonian peers’ work in 

politics and finance. His decision not to attend 

the reunion symbolises a break from the school’s 

failing, including its complicity in perpetuating 

inequality.

With only a little over 200 pages, One of Them is 

relatively a quick read, but infused with beautiful 

writings. This book is recommended for those who 

wish to understand more the dynamics of education 

and inequality, and to debunk the popular myth 

that education is the great equaliser to all.
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The Stereotype Threat

When asked to describe how a racist stereotype might constrain someone’s freedom, people 
would generally describe overtly negative examples; groups experiencing inaccurate assumptions 
placed on them of innate criminality, lower intelligence or work ethic. Understandably, many 
people’s understandings of stereotypes concern ethnic groups being perceived as inferior to oth-
ers. “Surely, a positive stereotype couldn’t harm someone right?” The truth is, it does not matter 
whether a stereotype is ostensibly praising a group for its perceived talents, stereotypes by de-
fault are harmful to those involved.

Sam W. Govan

If you’re trying to find a stereotype’s origin by 

looking for material evidence, you’ve likely 

already misunderstood a key element of their 

nature; you might be satisfied with statistical data 

that one ethnic group demonstrates higher levels 

of academic attainment, or that another group 

constitutes a larger than average demographic in 

a particular field. The truth is, stereotypes func-

tion as a self-fulfilling prophecy; construction of a 

group finds its roots in seemingly observable but 

oversimplified phenomena, is reinforced by others 

who benefit from its existence, that over time is 

pushed further into a society’s subconscious until 

it becomes essentially a widely accepted but un-

provable fallacy.  Tragically, these stereotypes have 

been shown so pervasive that even educators have 

been documented believing in and reinforcing, 

with obvious consequences for everyone.

The model minority- “this is what 
you’re supposed to be”
If you’ve watched a film or tv show in the past 40 or so 

years, you’ve likely come across the stereotype of the 

Asian “model minority”. Typically, characters  from 

East Asian countries or with East Asian heritage are 

depicted as quiet, successful and academically bril-

liant. They’re portrayed as f lourishing in subjects

like maths, having a rigid extracurricular schedule 

at which they excel, and are often shown in con-

junction with overbearing “tiger mothers” and de-

manding fathers.

When solely viewing statistical data without his-

torical context, it is easy to see why this stereotype 

remains pervasive. Asian American 8th-grade stu-

dents were found to hold the highest grade point 

averages of all ethnic groups, and have been re-

corded as having higher average SAT scores than 

their peers. 71% of Asian American students have 

been recorded attaining a bachelor’s degree within 

6 years of commencing studies, compared to their 

white Latino and black counterparts with 67%, 

47% and 46% respectively.

It is true, there is data that certain demograph-

ics of Asian parents place above-average pressure 

on their children to excel academically, and it is 

true, there is data that some subgroups of East 

Asian communities accrue higher than average 

test scores.  But with stereotype comes stereotype 

threat; “what you’re supposed to be” is constant-

ly presented to Asian heritage students by media, 

reinforced by expectation from peers and teachers, 

and creates a standard to which they become ex-

pected to meet regardless of individual needs.

https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2018-22557-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2018-22557-001
https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/69981/1/Wong 2015 - A blessing with a curse Author version.pdf
https://scholarworks.umb.edu/asamst_facutly_pubs/2/
https://scholarworks.umb.edu/asamst_facutly_pubs/2/
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Stereotypes do not exist in a vacuum; they can-

not exist without external reinforcement through 

misinterpretation of data, creating a veneer of a 

perceived shared experience and erasing voices of 

those who don’t fit the model. Unfortunately, ed-

ucators have been documented believing in and 

reinforcing stereotypes that curtail the freedom of 

their students by placing undue pressures on them 

to succeed; teachers have unfortunately been ob-

served reinforcing parental expectations for ac-

ademic greatness for some Asian students, with 

the snowball effect of accelerating the parents’ ac-

ademic expectations even further. For Asian stu-

dents who are academically talented enough to 

achieve the grades expected of them by parents 

and educators, they must contend with perpetually 

heightened expectations of excellence and the as-

sociated pressure not to fail. Underachieving Asian 

students contend with being perceived by teachers 

as an outlier to a model that constructs all Asians 

as academically brilliant, as opposed to an individ-

ual with their own needs and framework of what 

is achievable; teachers have been observed con-

structing underachieving Asian students as simply 

at a temporary disadvantage, instead of acknowled- 

ging a student’s potential limitations.

University faculty have been documented reinforc-

ing the fallacy that Asian communities experience 

fewer mental health problems than others; univer-

sity counselling service staff have been recorded 

assuming that “if [they] offer it [Asian students] 

will come” and failing to consider the traditional 

Asian culture taboo about asking for mental health 

help. Studies show that despite the lowest uptake 

of mental health services, Asian American univer-

sity students have been documented as having the 

highest depression anxiety and suicide rates of all 

ethnic groups on campus.

The stereotype constructs an ethnically diverse 

group comprised of 30+ cultures and 300+ languag-

es as being homogenous and academically bril-

liant; underachieving groups are held to standards 

of groups with completely different cultures and 

expectations, as well as not being given necessary 

academic assistance due to their perceived status 

as part of a “model minority”. How can students 

experience educational freedom if they’re contin-

uously in the shadow of others?

image: freepik.com

image: freepik.com

https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/69981/1/Wong 2015 - A blessing with a curse Author version.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3296234/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3296234/
https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/69981/1/Wong 2015 - A blessing with a curse Author version.pdf
https://scholarworks.umb.edu/asamst_facutly_pubs/2/
https://scholarworks.umb.edu/asamst_facutly_pubs/2/
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/37765735.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/37765735.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/37765735.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27246287/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27246287/
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The “African American athlete” – 
“naturally athletic” 
“Why black athletes dominate sport and why we’re 

afraid to talk about it” (Entine 2008). The title of a 

book, an inflammatory racist statement based on 

the misinterpretation of social factors, and a telling 

manifestation of the “African American athlete” 

stereotype. There is a pervasive belief that Afri-

can Americans are athletically gifted and innately 

physically superior to other ethnic groups. 

Just like the model minority myth, it is easy to see 

how raw statistical data can be divorced from his-

torical context to perpetuate a myth. Black students 

constitute 20% of the athlete population in the 

“Power 5” institutions, a group of 65 elite college 

teams, but represent just 5% of their total student 

population. In college sports, African American 

athletes account for 67% and 44% of the athletes 

playing, and black athletes enjoy a large presence 

in three highly publicised US sports: football, base-

ball, and basketball.

An incredibly nuanced process has been reduced 

to the simplest and least accurate conclusion; that 

African Americans must simply be better athletes 

than the rest of us. This is the inalienable flaw of 

stereotypes; they reduce complicated social fac-

tors such as economic opportunity and incentive, 

cultural values and stereotype threat to a simplis-

tic racial explanation. Historically pervasive racist 

beliefs such as the “law of compensation” underpin 

this stereotype; this belief that physical advantages 

of “primitives” automatically infers an inverse re-

lationship with intellect and intelligence is a theo-

ry that African Americans have been subjected to 

for generations. Constructing African Americans 

as innately athletic and resultant disproportionate 

representation means they’re subjected more than 

any other ethnic group to the “dumb jock” stereo-

type, further reinforcing the racist beliefs of some 

regarding supposed genetic basis of intelligence.

Faculty and non-athlete populations have been 

consistently observed holding perceptions of black 

college athletes as more likely to engage in criminal 

activity and dishonest conduct in academic work 

and curtailing their academic progress by treating 

them primarily as athletes rather than students. 

For academically engaged black student athletes, 

priming their “athlete” identities before academic 

tests was found to cause them to perform signifi-

cantly worse than their white counterparts. Afri-

can American student athletes have also reported 

feeling staff and other students subject them to the 

“dumb jock stereotype” more regularly than white 

athletes, and reported feeling more pressure to 

contribute academically and prove they belong in 

the academic sphere. 

image: freepik.com

https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1107&context=jade
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781315082950-5/betting-odds-overview-black-sports-participation-gary-sailes
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-01895-003
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-01895-003
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-01895-003
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-01895-003
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ss.20268
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ss.20268
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-09488-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-09488-001


32 JUSTIN DEVELOPMENT REVIEW
MARCH 2022

Counteracting The Stereotype Threat 
It is grossly unfair to expect students to simply “not 

care what others think of them” when their cog-

nitive and emotional energy is being sapped by a 

battle between group identity, personal achieve-

ment goals and negative racial stereotypes. Edu-

cators must consider the role they play in shaping 

students’ self-perception in order not to play into 

racially oriented models of how students should 

perform. Educators must be given sufficient train-

ing to identify their own biases, to allow them to 

see each student as an individual. Efforts could be 

made to counter subconscious racial bias in edu-

cators by providing them with information that 

contextualises and challenges commonly held ste-

reotypes, such as information packs about men-

tal health statistics among Asian students or the 

impact of stereotype threat on African American 

students.

The uptake of counselling services in one univer-

sity was found to greatly increase after an Asian 

counsellor was hired, which demonstrates the im-

portance of hiring staff with cultural backgrounds 

that reflect the student body. Efforts to dispel the 

“model minority” myth by disaggregating academ-

ic attainment data from Asian groups into their re-

spective ethnic demographics is another promising 

way that Asian students can begin to be judged not 

on the merits of others, but their own.

To better help black student athletes, educators 

should encourage students to understand intelli-

gence as malleability rather than innate: a study 

into self-perception among African American stu-

dents found the students were much more academ-

ically engaged and optimistic about their academic 

potential following sessions of conceptualising in-

telligence as possible to influence through effort, 

as opposed to set in stone by factors beyond their 

control that fosters in students a belief in their own 

ability to be able to learn from mistakes and con-

tinually develop. 

The more stoic minded individual might say “don’t 

define yourself by what others think of you”; while 

good general advice, this ignores a key facet of what 

it means to internalise; it’s impossible to reject 

what others think of you if it’s also what you think 

of yourself, and more so if it’s reinforced to you by 

those in charge of your education during formative 

years. We as a society would do ourselves an enor-

mous disservice to allow stereotypes to continue to 

constrain individual opportunities for developing 

not into who they’re expected to be, but who they 

want to be.

We can all be so much more than just a stereotype.

image: freepik.com
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The Isolated Learners

Grassroots actions symbolize irritation of the systemic failure to ensure every individual could 
exercise and acquire their rights. If their presence is merely celebrated by the people in power, we 
should not retain our high hopes of change.

Editorials

What should a fourth-grade student 

be able to do? They must know how 

to write a structured paragraph and 

understand basic grammatical rules. They should 

be able to comprehend synonyms, antonyms, and 

homophones. The task of delivering knowledge is 

delegated to educational institutions, which un-

fortunately fail to ensure quality education for all. 

In some cases, quality education is available but 

not accessible, which usually happens due to geo-

graphical barriers. That was the case with the chil-

dren on a remote island in North Gorontalo, East-

ern Indonesia. In late 2014, Aikha, who back then 

was already a woman advocating for equal access 

to education, paid a visit to the island. Despite hav-

ing been told previously about educational issues 

on the Island, she was still astonished by the reali-

ty. How couldn’t she? the pupils that she met could 

not even read and write at the prescribed level and 

many could not even recognize the letters. Whose 

fault, is it?

The Island
Fifty households reside on that island. Children of 

the island’s community attended either one of the 

only two elementary schools – and the only K-12 

schools that ever existed. If a kid had a desire to 

pursue secondary education, they must cross to an-

other island – a journey that consumed at least one

hour. The problem that Aikha noticed, however, did 

not concern the absence of secondary schools. She 

was shocked by the quality of elementary school 

education that failed the Island’s children to have 

the capability to read and write. 

Both schools had extremely confined spaces and 

limited teaching staff. As a result, two school 

grades were taught in the same classroom. 1st 

and 2nd grades, 3rd and 4th grades, 5th and 6th 

grades. In 2019, nearly 70 percent of elementa-

ry schools in the North Gorontalo Regency were 

badly destroyed or in poor conditions. To make 

things worse, the parents could not find out how 

their children performed at school because there 

was not even a report card to communicate their 

academic progression. The combined problems 

hampered pupils to learning effectively and it
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influenced their outlook on how education should 

be delivered along with its worth.

Perhaps the educational format somewhat con-

tributed to the high dropout rates on the Island. 

Although many of the pupils quit and eventually 

helped their parents work on the farm, we could at 

least imagine: what if the quality of education was 

at least adequate? Would they still quit and work 

on the farm? Or would they enjoy learning and 

pursue their rights to quality education? Aikha did 

not stop at imagining; she acted upon her passion 

for ensuring quality education.

The Intervention
Aikha initiated open recruitment for volunteers in 

2015. She eventually named it “Nusawarna” which 

consists of two words – Nusa which means island 

and warna which has a literal meaning of color. She 

hoped for the initiative to make the island bright-

er, livelier, and its children – happier. During the 

movement’s first years, there were around thirty 

active volunteers who went to the island on rota-

tion. Each batch consisted of around ten to fifteen 

volunteers who would come to the island and re-

side there for about a week. 

It was proven hard to entice the kids to learn be-

cause the default that they were familiar with was 

that “education is messy, directionless, and gener-

ating little to no contribution to their knowledge”. 

The volunteers tried to make learning fun by for-

matting education into a series of games. They 

would also give the kids packaged milk so as they 

would come to the class which was usually held by 

the beach. Until one day, the kids came despite not 

knowing whether they would receive gifts; they 

just wanted to learn. 

The volunteers were also concerned about the

reading habit of the children. With a land loaned 

by a community member, they created an informal 

library where the kids could pick any book avail-

able and read whenever and however, they wish. 

The initiative gave the children a sprinkle of ed-

ucational freedom. Their learning comprehension 

improved, and they became more and more inter-

ested in knowledge. But it was not sustainable as 

the books were stolen and the building ended up 

becoming a goat shed. The only positive aftermath 

was the arrival of an interested individual who 

bought the shed, hence improving Nusawarna’s 

cash flow. The funds were used to cover Nusawar-

na’s operational expenses.

It used to be a routine voluntary activity. But as with 

other voluntary activities, time is the enemy. As 

the volunteers’ personal lives progressed, they en-

tered another chapter in their lives and so the new 

fourth-graders experienced what the fourth-grad-

ers back in 2014 had to endure. There is, however, 

one kid that remained under Nusawarna’s care. Her 

name is “Nurain” and now she is almost finishing 

her K-12 education in a boarding school. Without 

Nusawarna, Nurain might run into a different fate. 
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The Fault in the Schools or the State?
The 2019 data shows that 89.11% of elementary 

school teachers in North Gorontalo Regency pos-

sess at least vocational or bachelor’s degree quali-

fications. But there is one element that this figure 

alone overlooks: teaching quality and capability. 

Assuming that every educated individual could 

teach is a fatal mistake in development interven-

tions. Teaching is a “specialized, professional activ-

ity”. When the non-eligible individuals are allowed 

to undertake such a critical duty, what the State 

earns is merely an upward trend on the number 

of teachers who hold bachelor’s degrees. The stu-

dents, well, are forgotten. It is precisely the absence 

of teaching quality and capability that f loods the 

developing countries with educational movements 

like Nusawarna. But after knowing the evidence, a 

necessary activity is to trace the root cause. 

Public schools on the island fail to deliver quali-

ty education. Whose responsibility is it to ensure 

that the schools hold the capability to undertake 

such a duty? The rise of educational movements 

like Nusawarna should be looked at as a signal of a 

problem; a signal that something is wrong with the 

system. Educational movements are never going to 

substitute formal education. So, instead of mere-

ly praising such movements, policymakers should 

use this occurrence as an ingredient to rethink 

and evaluate their ways of addressing educational 

problems. Why is there a lack of budget support for 

impoverished, abandoned islands? Where did the 

budget go?

Indonesia President Joko Widodo adopted the 

money follow program approach, where the budget

is allocated according to the priority programs. It’s 

seven years later yet the strategy fails to tackle fun-

damental development issues. This is a leadership 

issue; local governments that essentially have a di-

rect link to the problematic development matters 

should be the ones addressing these inequities – 

yet they fail to determine priorities. 

Local governments should determine priorities 

based on evidence. How many local governments 

in Indonesia now adopt evidence-based policy? 

Or even if they use the ‘jargon’, are they actually 

implementing it? It is about implementing a policy 

that is not merely based on common sense, ideolo-

gies, and intuitions. Public policy should be based 

on informed, verifiable, objective evidence. Why 

don’t the local governments invest on research and 

development – producing provincial-level datasets 

that document in-depth sectoral development mat-

ters? 

The national dataset could provide a general un-

derstanding of reality, but a more detailed data-

set, while time-consuming, will make a difference 

to how society could acquire their fundamental 

human rights. Once the data is acquired, the next 

action is to design a localized approach to tackle 

the challenges. Problems like teaching quality, ed-

ucational attainment, literacy skills, cannot always 

be tackled by the template strategies. Development 

challenges are unlike solving maths; it’s not exact, 

and that’s why it takes more than logic to address 

them. Because accuracy is in development inter-

vention is not determined by mere formulas but 

also by the what, who, where, why, and when be-

hind the development matters.

https://npd.kemdikbud.go.id/?appid=kualifikasi
https://npd.kemdikbud.go.id/?appid=kualifikasi
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/access-denied-education-in-rural-india-during-covid-19
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/access-denied-education-in-rural-india-during-covid-19
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Primary school 
completion rate 

is the number of new entrants 
(enrollments minus repeaters) in 
the last grade of primary school at 
any age divided by the population at 
the entrance age for the last grade of 
primary education. While the primary 
school completion rate in most of 
the regions observed has been above 
90 per cent for the four-year period 
2016-2019, Sub-Saharan Africa shows 
a far lower completion rate that is 
around 68 per cent for each year. The 
inadequate education infrastructure 
in Africa might be one of the crucial 
factors in driving this gap.

Source: UNESCO. (2021). Primary Completion Rate, Total (% of Relevant Age Group). Published 
online at Our World in Data. Retrieved from https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/primary-school-
completion-rate

The Attainment Gap

Education as human capital empowerment has gained considerable attention from numerous coun-
tries. Various education policy has been made, but the educational attainment -the education level 
that individual has completed- in some countries and population categories seem failed to com-
pete with the others. For instance, Sub-Saharan Africa primary school completion rate is far below 
the other regions, and the poorer population tend to have lower completion rate than the wealth-
ier ones. However, there are no significant difference between male and female in regards of their 
school completion rate.

Izyan Pijar Bungabangsa

Figure 1. Primary School Completion Rate (2016-2019)

image: freepik.com
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In most OECD Countries,
the majority of people aged between 25-34 

years old have attained upper secondary or 

higher education level. Korea is leading in 

this respect, with 69,81% of the observed 

population category having attained tertiary 

education. Meanwhile, Mexico, Turkey, and 

Costa Rica still have more than 40 per cent of 

the 25-34 years old individuals that have never 

attained upper secondary education.

Source: OECD. (2020). Trends in Educational Attainment of 25–34-Year-Old, by Gender (2010-2020): 
Percentage of 25-34 Year Old with A Given Level of Education as The Highest Level Attained, in 
Education at A Glance: OECD Indicators. OECD Publishing, Paris.

Figure 2. 25–34-Year-Olds with Below Upper Secondary Education as 
the Highest Level Attained (2020)
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The Data are divided into 
Wealth Quintiles
-a statistical value of a data set that represents 

1/5 of a given population- to see the distinction 

in education completion rate between 

individuals with different income level. The 

data shows that the secondary education 

completion rate tends to be higher for richer 

population quintiles. This may be the result 

of the difference between each quintile in 

regards to their financial resources availability, 

food security and nutrition fulfillment, 

infrastructure and neighborhood, and other 

important factors.

Source: UNICEF. (2019). Completion Rates: Education and Gender. UNICEF Data.

Figure 3. Average Upper Secondary Completion Rate (%) Based on 
Wealth Quintile in 79 Countries (2012-2018)

image: freepik.com



There is no significant 
disparity
between male and female school completion 

rate in lower and upper secondary education 

level. It shows that on average, both genders 

have gained the same opportunity in regards to 

completing both education levels.

Source: UNICEF. (2019). Completion Rates: 
Education and Gender. UNICEF Data.
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Figure 4. Average Lower Secondary Completion Rate (%) Based on 
Gender in 79 Countries (2012-2018)
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So...

Can Education Promote  Freedom?



Thank you to all of the parties who have contributed 
to being the source of our insights, in sharing their 

knowledge and thoughts through writing.
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