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Dædalus was founded in 1955 and established as a quarterly in 1958. Its namesake 
was renowned in ancient Greece as an inventor, scientist, and unriddler of riddles.  
The journal’s emblem, a labyrinth seen from above, symbolizes the aspiration of 
its founders to “lift each of us above his cell in the labyrinth of learning in order 
that he may see the entire structure as if from above, where each separate part 
loses its comfortable separateness.” 

The American Academy of Arts & Sciences, like its journal, brings together  
distinguished individuals from every field of human endeavor. It was chartered 
in 1780 as a forum “to cultivate every art and science which may tend to advance 
the interest, honour, dignity, and happiness of a free, independent, and virtuous 
people.” Now in its third century, the Academy, with its more than five thousand 
members, continues to provide intellectual leadership to meet the critical chal-
lenges facing our world.

The pavement labyrinth once in the nave of Reims Cathedral (1240), in a 
drawing, with figures of the architects, by Jacques Cellier (c. 1550–1620)
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Introduction: 
The Global Quest for Educational Equity 

James A. Banks

The number of international migrants living in a country other than their 
country of birth reached approximately 272 million in 2019, an increase of 
51 million since 2010.1 Children make up half of the more than 36.5 mil-

lion people who are refugees.2 The growth in the number of migrants and refu-
gees worldwide has made it especially challenging for nations to establish state 
elementary and secondary schools that provide educational equity for diverse 
groups of students.3 The quests by migrants and other marginalized groups for an 
education that will prepare them to participate in the nations in which they reside 
is up against pernicious nationalism that has emerged in many countries, includ-
ing the United States, England, Hungary, and China. Nationalism has mobilized 
angry populist groups, stimulated the rise of authoritarianism, targeted migrants 
and ethnic groups of color, and was among the factors that led to the passage of 
the Brexit referendum in the United Kingdom that resulted in it leaving the Euro-
pean Union. 

This issue of Dædalus describes theory, research, policies, and practices that 
scholars in nations around the world are developing and using to increase educa-
tional equity for diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, linguistic, gender, and religious 
groups of students in elementary and secondary schools. Equity exists when diverse 
and marginalized students can achieve equally to mainstream pupils in their soci-
eties and nation-states. This means that some groups, such as Caribbean-heritage 
students in the United Kingdom, Aboriginal students in Australia, Indigenous 
students in Mexico, and refugee students in Germany, will often need distinctive 
educational interventions to attain the same achievement levels as mainstream 
students. The essays in this volume describe how interventions such as providing 
culturally responsive teaching, infusing diverse cultural content into the curricu-
lum, and providing instruction in students’ home languages can enable students 
from diverse groups to attain educational equity. 

Because there are few scholars who are experts on both education and diver-
sity in two or more nations and who can therefore make cross-cultural compari-
sons, this issue of Dædalus uses a case-study approach, which allows for in-depth 
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and multifaced analyses of the complex educational issues that the nations dis-
cussed in this volume are experiencing. The nations selected are facing significant 
challenges educating diverse groups and also have initiated noteworthy reforms. 
One noteworthy example is China, which Jason Cong Lin discusses in his essay 
“The Quest for Educational Equity in Schools in Mainland China & Hong Kong.”4 
China has fifty-five official ethnic minority groups, and the term migrant group in 
mainland China primarily refers to Chinese people who migrate domestically. Mi-
grants from rural regions are denied educational equity when they migrate to cit-
ies such as Beijing and Shanghai and cannot access the cities’ high-quality schools, 
unless they can change their agricultural house registration. Many of these groups 
are cultural, linguistic, and religious minorities. 

The contributors to this volume have diverse disciplinary backgrounds, in-
cluding in sociology, linguistics, anthropology, psychology, history, legal studies, 
and education. They are from myriad nations, have diverse ideological perspec-
tives, represent various ethnic, racial, and gender groups, and are at different stag-
es of their academic careers. 

The massive waves of migrants and refugees arriving in nations around the 
world are influencing educational equity and making it difficult to actual-
ize. Schools and teachers in most nations do not have the knowledge, re-

sources, inclinations, and structures to meet the academic needs of migrant and 
refugee students. As Carola Suárez-Orozco and Marcelo Suárez-Orozco point out 
in their essay “Globalization, Immigrant-Origin Students & the Quest for Educa-
tional Equity,” globalization is a major cause of the vast migrations that are taking 
place within and across nations.5 Environmental disasters, war and terror, and the 
quest for economic opportunities are among the interrelated and complex factors 
driving internal and international migrations. 

Immigrant and refugee children are significantly diversifying the nations in 
which they live. Immigrant-origin children are the fastest-growing student pop-
ulation in the United States. Although immigrant youth are enriching their new 
nations with their languages and cultural traditions, most experience problems 
in school because of difficulties learning the language of their new nations, nega-
tive attitudes toward their home languages and cultures, and stereotypes and mis-
conceptions that are often perpetuated by politicians, the media, and society writ 
large. In her essay, Angela M. Banks calls these negative attitudes and perceptions 
immigrant “threat narratives.”6 To foster the academic achievement of immi-
grant youth, Carola Suárez-Orozco and Marcelo Suárez-Orozco recommend an 
“equitable whole child approach” within a transformative setting, in which im-
migrant youth will have positive relationships with teachers, with each other, and 
with other students.7 Further, they will also feel valued, and their resiliency, lan-
guages, and cultures will be recognized and reinforced. 
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In his essay “Migrants & Minorities into Citizens: Education & Membership 
Regimes Since the Early Modern Period,” Leo Lucassen provides a historical over-
view of how different nations have provided or denied access to education for im-
migrant and minority groups over five centuries.8 Lucassen’s historical analysis 
reveals that through the centuries, most nations have pursued a nationalist policy 
of assimilation that did not provide opportunities for students from immigrant 
and minority groups to learn both their home language and the national language, 
which Suzanne Romaine calls a “first language–based multilingual approach.”9 
An extreme example is the experience of the Uyghurs, a Turkic-speaking, pre-
dominantly Muslim ethnic group in China who are forced to assimilate linguisti-
cally as well as politically, culturally, and religiously. 

Lucassen describes how assimilationist nationalism was manifested in vari-
ous parts of the world after World War II, including in Europe, the Americas, and 
Oceania. Most of the examples of bilingual education that Lucassen describes 
were developed by immigrant groups themselves, such as Germans in the Unit-
ed States, who created their own public schools in the 1800s, and Japanese immi-
grants during the 1920s through the 1930s, who established Japanese schools in 
Brazil, Peru, and Mexico. These Japanese schools were founded with the support 
of the national government of Japan. 

Nationalist-assimilationist policies in Japan prevented Koreans from being 
taught their home language in elementary and high schools. France, because of 
its French-only policy and centralized Republican ideal, prohibited the use of for-
eign languages in elementary schools. In the 1950s, nations such as England and 
the Netherlands initiated bilingual education programs for immigrants from their 
former colonies. Policymakers assumed that these immigrants would eventually 
return to their homelands. Some of these programs continued through the 1970s 
and early 1980s. 

Students acquiring competency in the national language of their new nations 
is a major challenge for immigrant and refugee groups, and for schools; it is an 
important reason these students do not experience educational equity. In her es-
say “Language Equality & Schooling: Global Challenges & Unmet Promises,” Su-
zanne Romaine maintains that language is a key factor in student academic success 
and that most languages are excluded from schools and society writ large. Schools 
will perpetuate inequalities, Romaine claims, if they continue to rely primarily 
on international languages for instruction rather than use local vernaculars. Ro-
maine argues strongly that first language–based multilingual education is essen-
tial to attain educational equity for students who speak nondominant-community   
languages. 

Learning academic subjects in a language they do not understand, asserts Ro-
maine, poses a double burden on students who are being taught in a language they 
do not know: they must learn a new language as well as unfamiliar content knowl-
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edge. She cites research indicating that the more competent they are in their na-
tive language, the easier it is for students to learn a second language.10 

In addition to making a compelling case for teaching students in their first lan-
guage, Romaine details why there is a need to educate girls in nations around the 
world. Romaine, as well as Erin Murphy-Graham in her essay, argues that the edu-
cation of girls is one of the best ways to break the poverty cycles that persist across 
generations.11 

An important consequence of globalization and its effects, including climate 
change and environmental disasters, wars, and the widening gap between the rich 
and the poor, is the growing numbers of refugees settling in nations around the 
world. In her essay “Refugee Education: Aligning Access, Learning & Opportu-
nity,” Sarah Dryden-Peterson describes the education challenges experienced by 
refugee students.12 Perhaps contrary to popular beliefs, most refugees live in low- 
and middle-income nations near their home countries, not in high-income coun-
tries such as the United States, Canada, Australia, or Germany. The residency of 
refugees in these nations tends to be long, from ten to twenty-five years. How ever, 
most refugees do not become citizens of those nations, and refugee youths are less 
likely than other children to go to school or to finish their primary education. 

Dryden-Peterson argues that it is essential for educators to address the prob-
lems and needs of refugee youth and to provide them access to education to ac-
tualize educational equity in a global context. She details ways in which their ac-
cess, learning, and opportunities can be aligned. Dryden-Peterson argues that be-
cause high-income nations like the United States and Canada are often the genesis 
of problems such as environmental destruction and economic exploitation that 
force refugees to flee their native lands, these nations should assume a greater re-
sponsibility for assisting refugees–both in their native countries and in the na-
tions in which they settle. 

The United States, Canada, Australia, and South Africa are European settler 
colonial nations.13 They consequently share significant characteristics, in-
cluding enormous racial, cultural, ethnic, and religious diversity, and the 

self-image of being an immigrant nation. South Africa is host to more immigrants 
than any other nation in Africa, most of whom come from neighboring countries. 
The assimilationist ideology that has dominated in these four and in other West-
ern nations has allowed most white ethnic groups to achieve a substantial degree 
of cultural and structural assimilation into their societies. However, even when 
they are highly culturally assimilated, marginalized ethnic and racial groups may 
still experience significant levels of structural exclusion. The structural exclu-
sion of African Americans led to the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, 
which echoed throughout the world. It also gave rise to the multicultural educa-
tion movement, which sought to reform schools, colleges, and universities so that 
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students from diverse groups will experience educational equity.14 The pursuit of 
racial justice in U.S. education soon inspired the development of multicultural ed-
ucation movements in other nations.15 Canada developed a multicultural educa-
tion policy in 1971; Australia in 1978.

An important tenet of multicultural education in the United States is that teach-
ers should change their instruction to be responsive to the cultural characteristics 
of students from diverse racial, ethnic, linguistic, and social-class groups. I refer to 
this cultural adaptation of instruction as equity pedagogy, Geneva Gay calls it cultur-
ally responsive pedagogy, and Gloria Ladson-Billings describes it as culturally relevant 
instruction. Django Paris has mediated this concept and terms it culturally sustaining 
pedagogy.16 In her essay “How Pedagogy Makes the Difference in U.S. Schools,” 
Ladson-Billings describes three components of culturally relevant pedagogy:  
1) student learning, 2) cultural competency, and 3) sociopolitical consciousness.17 
Student learning, she maintains, should be broadly conceptualized and not limit-
ed to performance on standardized assessment tests. Students demonstrate liter-
acy and knowledge about diverse cultures when they exemplify cultural compe-
tency. Sociopolitical or critical consciousness assists students in finding answers 
to problems in their daily lives. 

In 1971, Canada became the first nation to adopt a multiculturalism education 
policy. Özlem Sensoy, in her essay “Overcoming Historical Factors that Block 
the Quest for Educational Equity in Canadian Schools,” maintains that Canada’s 
adoption of the policy reflects its aspiration to be an inclusive multicultural na-
tion.18 She details historical and contemporary challenges that Canada faces in 
making this ideal a reality, including a legacy of colonialism, racialized migrant la-
bor that has been and continues to be integral to the nation’s infrastructure, and a 
national identity comprising institutionalized notions of gentleness and peaceful-
ness. Sensoy argues that the poignant legacy of the Indian boarding schools and 
the erasure of Indigenous cultures wrought by their harsh discrimination serious-
ly challenge Canada’s self-conception and aspiration to epitomize multicultural-
ism. Another historical legacy inconsistent with Canada’s notion of multicultur-
alism, Sensoy maintains, is the eugenics movement, which continues to influence 
standardized testing and the ability tracking in schools that disproportionately 
negatively affects students of color. Sensoy ends her essay by describing progress 
Canada has made to increase educational equity in its schools and the tasks that 
remain. 

In their essay “The Quest for Educational Equity in Schools in Multicultural 
Australia,” Greg Noble and Megan Watkins provide a comprehensive overview 
of the historical development and status of multicultural education in Australia.19 
They describe the White Australia Policy enacted in 1901 and ended in 1972, which 
was designed to limit the immigration of people from non-white nations. Migra-
tion to Australia has changed substantially within the last three decades. Most of 
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the immigrants to Australia today come from India and China, with significant 
numbers of refugees from Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia. The im-
plementation of multicultural education varies greatly in Australia because each 
state controls its own school system. Consequently, as in other nations, diversity 
and multicultural education are complex and nuanced in Australia. However, No-
ble and Watkins describe how its complexity is often masked by celebratory, su-
perficial, and stereotypic teaching and programs about diversity in schools. 

Historically, South Africa has had one of the most racially stratified education 
systems in the world. Crain Soudien, in his essay “The Quest for Educational Eq-
uity in Schools in South Africa,” describes the substantial educational reforms 
that have taken place in South Africa since it became a democracy in 1994, and 
how race, class, and gender inequalities have significantly decreased.20 Many fac-
tors, however, have reduced the scale of reform in South Africa and have deepened 
its challenges. On many indices, Soudien points out, South Africa is still “the most 
unequal country in the world.”21 The rise of the Black South African middle class 
has increased social-class inequality within the Black population. Many school 
and educational opportunities now available to middle-class Blacks are not acces-
sible to Blacks who are poor. Many upper-status schools that were formerly white 
have become Black because of white flight. Soudien concludes that racial stratifi-
cation has been replaced by class stratification with racial, cultural, and linguistic 
markers. He states that a two-tiered system exists, “One for the rich and anoth-
er for the poor. Schools during apartheid were structured fundamentally in racial 
and ethnic terms. They are now essentially racial and class projects.”22

Historically, most nations in Europe have been characterized by ethnic and 
religious diversity. However, since 1945, many of the Western and North-
ern nations in Europe, such as the United Kingdom, France, and the Neth-

erlands, have experienced immigration from their former colonies and from less 
wealthy nations in Southern and Eastern Europe. In her essay “The Long Struggle 
for Educational Equity in Britain: 1944–2023,” Audrey Osler describes how the 
highly class-stratified and unequal education system was revealed and challenged 
when migrants of color from Britain’s colonized nations in the Caribbean region 
arrived in the 1940s and 1950s.23 Migrants from Britain’s former colonies in South 
Asia also arrived during this period. Racist stereotypes, institutionalized racism, 
discredited theories of intelligence, and draconian policies often resulted in mi-
grant children being placed into nonacademic tracks in school. In 1971, Bernard 
Coard, a Black author, published the widely read and influential How the West Indian 
Child is Made Educationally Sub-Normal in the British School System.24 Osler chroni-
cles policies, legislation, and developments that increased educational equity in 
Britain since then, but also the challenges that remain, such as ethnic and racial 
disparities in educational achievement. 
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The Turkish migrants who began arriving in Germany after 1961 came under 
a guest worker program designed to enable Germany to meet its labor needs af-
ter World War II. Both the migrants and the German government assumed that 
the Turkish migrants would return home after their work in Germany ended, but 
many did not. These early Turkish migrants to Germany were the first wave of what 
would become a large Turkish community in Germany. In her essay “Migration & 
the Quest for Educational Equity in Germany,” Viola B. Georgi uses “superdiversity”  
to describe the rich ethnic diversity in Germany today, a term she borrows from 
Steven Vertovec.25 Fifteen percent of Germany’s population had a foreign nation-
ality in 2022. Germany is now the world’s number two destination for immigrants, 
after the United States. However, the diversity of the population of Germany is not 
reflected in the school curriculum because, as Georgi describes, most teachers and 
administrators do not incorporate diversity into their curricula or teaching strate-
gies. Migrant groups are marginalized in schools and society writ large. Students 
from migrant families are disproportionately poor, which negatively affects their 
experience in German schools. Schools in Germany are highly stratified through a 
system that groups and segregates students based on their educational attainments 
at an early age. Students of color and students who are Muslim, Sinti, and Roma are 
especially victimized by the early and rigid academic tracking in German schools. 
Georgi describes initiatives to increase educational equity in German schools, as 
well as the structural discrimination and inequalities that continue. 

The European colonization of Mexico and Nigeria still casts a long shadow 
on these nations. Class stratification and income inequality are powerful 
factors that contribute to persistent educational inequality in both Mexico 

and Nigeria. In his essay “The Quest for Educational Equity in Mexico,” Fernando 
M. Reimers describes how the Mexican public education system has taken steps to 
decrease the high levels of poverty and educational inequality in Mexico.26 Mex-
ico’s constitution provides for a compulsory and free basic and secondary educa-
tion for all youth. However, there is a wide gap between the provision stated in the 
constitution and education in practice. Upper-class students are three times more 
likely to finish upper-secondary school than low-income students. Indigenous 
students finish upper-secondary school at about half the rate of non-Indigenous  
students. Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) studies indi-
cate that students in Mexico score lower than students in the other OECD (Or-
ganisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) nations. However, the 
PISA scores of Mexican students are comparable to those of students in other Lat-
in American nations such as Chile, Uruguay, Colombia, Peru, and Argentina. The 
ministry of education created “Indigenous schools” to help ameliorate the serious 
language and other educational problems experienced by Indigenous students 
who live in rural areas. Reimers contends that a mix of system-wide and targeted 
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efforts implemented at scale for a sufficient period are needed to institutionalize 
educational equity in Mexico. 

In his essay “Multicultural Education in Nigeria,” Festus E. Obiakor notes that 
most of the problems in Nigeria originated in British colonial rule and domina-
tion, whose goal was to “divide and conquer Nigerians.”27 Although he provides 
a searing critique of British colonialism in Nigeria, Obiakor maintains that after 
almost sixty-five years of independence, Nigerians must self-reflect and identify 
domestic issues that cause its persistent poverty, tension among tribal, class, and 
religious groups, and severe educational inequality. Obiakor details serious prob-
lems in Nigeria that require decisive and immediate action by its political and ed-
ucational leaders: Nigeria has the largest population of youth in the world who 
are out of school; it is experiencing a serious brain drain because many talented 
young people migrate to Western and neighboring African nations; and Nigeria is 
wrestling with pervasive and intractable regional, tribal, and religious conflicts. 
The educational and structural exclusion of people with disabilities is also a seri-
ous problem in Nigeria. Obiakor argues that because Nigeria is the most populous 
Black nation in the world, it has the potential to serve as a beacon of hope and pos-
sibility, attracting Black people from across the African diaspora to migrate there. 
Obiakor envisions and describes educational reform that can increase education-
al equity in Nigeria, which includes transforming education by implementing the 
major components and dimensions of multicultural education. 

Cross-cutting themes in the essays about China and Hong Kong and India 
include deep educational inequality that is rooted in social-class inequality 
and the denial of full citizenship rights to migrant, marginalized, and refu-

gee groups. In his essay, Jason Cong Lin describes how mainland China and Hong 
Kong are similar and different in how they try to actualize educational equality. 
Although both China and Hong Kong have a public commitment to diversity and 
multiculturism, each prioritizes Chinese culture, languages, and values. Schools 
in China are guided by a strong nationalist ideology that promotes its political in-
terests. The push for chauvinistic nationalism has increased since Xi Jinping, who 
emphasizes unity over diversity, became president in 2012. Because of the elite ed-
ucation system in Hong Kong, private schooling is extensive. Students are sorted 
into ability groups at an early age, which increases educational inequality, especial-
ly for minority students. In both China and Hong Kong, ethnic minorities are fre-
quently stereotyped, and the languages spoken by minorities are often associated 
with poverty and backwardness in educational materials. In China, when ethnic 
groups who live in rural areas migrate to cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, they 
are often denied citizenship status and consequently access to state schools. Cong 
Lin describes ways in which China and Hong Kong could continue to reform their 
schools to increase educational equity for marginalized students. 
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Reva Joshee, in her essay “Educational Equity in Schools in India: Perils & 
 Possibilities,” describes how educational policy in India is defined by the ruling 
party’s agenda of Hindutva, or Hindu nationalism.28 This policy has led to a re-
writing of history that draws upon Hindu knowledge systems and traditions and 
glorifies a mythological version of the Hindu past. This focus on Hindu national-
ism alienates other major groups in India, such as Muslims, Christians, and Dalits, 
formerly referred to as untouchables or outcastes. Hindu nationalism is especially 
inconsistent with the linguistic, religious, and social-class characteristics of In-
dia, which is the most diverse nation in the world. Hindu nationalism was funda-
mental to the government’s National Curriculum Framework of 2000. The next 
framework, issued in 2023, is rooted in Hindu ideals as well as equity, diversity, 
and pluralism. It continues the Indianization of the curriculum found in the 2000 
framework but affirms the importance of diversity. Joshee regrets that secularism, 
egalitarianism, and social justice are not envisioned in the 2023 framework, and 
hopes there is a way to return to a “secular and pluralist India.”29

The final essays in this issue of Dædalus focus in turn on gender equity, the 
education of students in conflict-affected nations, and constructing ef-
fective civic education for all students. The themes across these essays in-

clude structural exclusion, disparities in educational attainment, and the resil-
ience and diligence these students possess, which is frequently neither recognized 
nor encouraged. 

In her essay “From Girls’ Education to Gender-Transformative Education: 
Lessons from Different Nations,” Erin Murphy-Graham argues compellingly that 
providing girls access to education is a first step but is not sufficient to actualize 
gender equity, because gender inequality is deeply embedded in the economic, po-
litical, social, and cultural structures of societies and nations.30 Solving the gender 
gap in education requires deep structural reforms in societies and nations. Signif-
icant progress has been made in the last three decades in reducing gender gaps 
in schooling in nations around the world. More girls are enrolling in secondary 
schools than ever before. However, major gaps still remain in both primary and 
secondary schools. While many nations have gender parity in primary schools, 
sizeable gender gaps exist in primary schools in many low- and middle-income 
nations located in Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia. Gender gaps affect 
boys as well as girls, and many boys in nations around the world experience gen-
der inequality. In 130 countries, boys are more likely than girls to repeat primary 
grades; they are more likely than girls to lack a secondary education in 73 nations. 
Girls outnumber and outperform boys in nations in Latin America, North Amer-
ica, Australia, and the United Kingdom. Consequently, it is essential, Murphy- 
Graham argues, to conceptualize gender equity in ways that consider educational 
equality for both boys and girls. 
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Bassel Aker, in his essay “Disrupted Institutional Pathways for Educational Eq-
uity in Conflict-Affected Nations,” affirms the promise of the UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child that every child has a right to a free primary education and 
opportunities for a secondary or vocational education.31 He describes the barri-
ers, crises, and political nuances and complexities that often prevent children who 
live in conflict-affected nations and regions such as Lebanon, Iraqi Kurdistan, and 
Morocco from attaining access to schools and an equitable education. Students in 
areas embedded in conflicts and crises often experience physical, emotional, and 
structural violence in schools. Factors that prevent students from attaining an eq-
uitable education include early marriage and pregnancy, paid labor, recruitment 
into armed groups, or lack of access to schools. Strikes by teachers that resulted in 
long school closures have also negatively affected the education of youths in con-
flict-affected nations. These strikes have persisted because authoritarian govern-
ing agencies have refused to deal effectively with the grievances of teachers and to 
provide them with adequate and timely salary payments. The settlement of refu-
gees in conflict-affected nations has reduced their ability to provide an equitable 
education for all students. The arrival of Syrian refugees in Lebanon has resulted in 
it having the highest numbers of refugees per capita in the world. 

In the essay that closes this volume, “Constructing Effective Civic Education 
for Noncitizen Students,” Angela M. Banks, using the United States and Malaysia 
as case studies, explains why it is essential for nations to provide access to schools 
and a robust and effective civic education for all youth, including unauthorized 
migrant students.32 Banks compares civic education for unauthorized migrant 
youth in the United States and Malaysia because they have parallel problems but 
different policies regarding school access. Banks maintains that unauthorized mi-
grant children need access to schools and citizenship education because many of 
them are (or will become) long-term residents of the nations in which they live 
and because they view themselves as integral members of their resident nations. 
Schooling and civic education will enable them to become more effective and pro-
ductive members of these nations. Malaysia and the United States, Banks argues, 
both have “an immigrant labor paradox” because they rely on immigrant labor for 
economic growth yet view foreign laborers as a political threat to their societies’ 
immigrant threat narratives, which have contributed to limited access to school 
for immigrant children.33 Banks describes why schools in Malaysia and the United 
States should implement a transformative and social action approach to civic edu-
cation for all students, including unauthorized immigrant youth. 

The essays in this volume explore several themes and concepts related to 
the quest for educational equity across nations. I will highlight six. Social 
class and income inequality is one of the most cogent explanations for 

why many students from marginalized racial, ethnic, and cultural groups do not 
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attain a high-quality education or experience educational equity. Students with 
low socioeconomic status, such as African Americans in the United States, Indig-
enous groups in Mexico, Turkish students in Germany, and children of Caribbe-
an heritage in the United Kingdom, are often placed in nonacademic tracks at an 
early age. This practice reinforces and perpetuates stereotypes and negative atti-
tudes that teachers may hold about these students. The immigrant threat narra-
tives that exist in immigrant-receiving nations contribute to the negative experi-
ence immigrant students have in school, as Banks as well as Carola Suárez-Orozco 
and Marcelo Suárez-Orozco describe in their essays. 

Culturally responsive pedagogy has been implemented in schools in some 
nations, and especially in the United States. This pedagogical approach enables 
teachers to develop the knowledge and skills to create and implement teaching 
strategies consistent with the home and community cultures of students from di-
verse racial, ethnic, cultural, and linguistic groups. The developing research on 
culturally responsive pedagogy indicates that it can increase the academic achieve-
ment and social development of students who are marginalized in school.34

When culturally responsive teaching is paired with second-language teaching, 
which uses children’s first language in initial instruction, children who come to 
school not speaking the national language achieve more. In her essay, Romaine 
cites research indicating that children can master a second language much more 
effectively when they first become adept in their home language.35 They can also 
better master content knowledge if they are not required simultaneously to learn 
a second language. 

The essays also describe how the strong push for assimilationism and chau-
vinist nationalism is influencing the education of diverse racial, ethnic, migrant, 
and refugee groups across nations. In Canada and the United Kingdom, this push 
for nationalism is called “social cohesion.”36 In the United States, it has resulted 
in conservative groups inaccurately labeling teaching about race and diversity as 
the teaching of “critical race theory.”37 In China, schools are required to promote 
strong nationalist ideology and policies. In Lebanon, which has eighteen official 
religious groups and numerous political parties, the government requires schools 
to become a vehicle for social cohesion.38 The rise of nationalism, assimilation, 
and authoritarianism is threatening democracy in many nations, including in the 
United States, as indicated by the attack on the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, 
that sought to deny the results of the 2020 presidential election. Democracies are 
fragile and require continual renewal to survive.39

Another theme across this issue of Dædalus is gender inequality and its com-
plicated and nuanced characteristics. Girls in low-income developing nations in 
Africa and Latin America continue to experience significant inequality. However, 
the academic achievement of girls often exceeds those of boys in high-income na-
tions such as the United States, Australia, and the United Kingdom. 
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Finally, most of the essays in this issue of Dædalus describe the detrimental and 
enduring effects of COVID-19 on the academic achievement of students. The pan-
demic has negatively influenced the education of low-income students more than 
middle- and upper-class students for many different reasons, including insuffi-
cient internet access for low-income students, as well as family obligations and re-
sponsibilities that many of them had to take on because their parents were absent 
during the day. In her essay, Ladson-Billings argues that the effects of COVID-19 
provide educators an opportunity to reenvision education and to construct trans-
formative approaches to teaching. What we have learned from COVID-19, she ar-
gues, can provide educators with new ways to envision and construct reforms that 
make schools more democratic and just, especially for marginalized ethnic, cul-
tural, and linguistic groups. 

I hope this issue of Dædalus will be used by academics, researchers, adminis-
trators, and curriculum leaders to foster discussions about policies and prac-
tices used around the world to provide educational equity at the elementary 

and secondary school levels for students from diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, lin-
guistic, gender, and religious groups. Migrants, refugees, and other marginalized 
groups of students are voicing and demonstrating the need for an education that 
enables them to maintain aspects of their cultures and languages while acquir-
ing the knowledge, skills, and values needed to fully participate in the mainstream 
culture of their nation-state. Educators around the world are searching for poli-
cies, practices, and guidance that will enable them to respond effectively and eq-
uitably to the educational needs of an increasingly diverse student population. My 
hope is that this collection offers a place to start.
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Globalization has come to define the modern world. Originally venerated as a force 
that would bring humanity to the peak of its flourishing through economic inte-
gration and positive cross-cultural exchange, globalization has deepened economic 
inequities, driven the dangerous degradation of the environment, and destabilized 
regions over fights for resources. Migration, a natural response to this precarity, has 
swelled, making the children of immigrants a growing, key demographic in schools 
across many high- and middle-income countries. The resilience, flexible thinking, 
and multilingualism of immigrant-origin students make them valuable community 
members in our globalized world. However, their schools are not always equipped to 
meet their psychosocial needs. While the current primary focus on language acqui-
sition is an important foundation for supporting these students, an equitable whole-
child approach is necessary to address their unique challenges and create an envi-
ronment in which they can flourish. 

Globalization defines an ever more interconnected, miniaturized, and frag-
ile world. It flows from the growing movement of peoples, goods, services, 
and social practices among countries and regions. Migration is the human 

face of globalization; it is the sounds, colors, and aromas enveloping major cit-
ies today. For the first time in history, all continents are involved in the massive 
movement of people: as areas of immigration, emigration, transit, and return–
and often as all four at once.

Over the last four decades, new information-communication and media tech-
nologies, the integration and disintegration of markets, and the movement of 
people globally have transformed countries and continents the world over. Glo-
balization’s three Ms–markets, media, and migration–are the synergetic vec-
tors of change shaping and reshaping the economy and society. New communica-
tion and media technologies have enabled the de-territorialization of labor, and, 
concurrently, the increasing global coordination of markets has stimulated sig-
nificant new waves of migrant labor–internal and international. Immigrants, in 
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turn, spur further globalization. As migration scholars David Leblang and Mar-
garet E. Peters write, “migrants are an engine of globalization, especially for 
countries in the Global South. Migration and migrant networks serve to expand 
economic markets, distribute information across national borders, and diffuse 
democratic norms and practices throughout the world, increasing trade and in-
vestment flows.”1 In our research, we have argued that globalization’s new econ-
omies, technologies, and demographic changes are significant challenges for edu-
cation systems the world over. In this essay, we focus on the human face of global-
ization by examining the journeys of immigrants and their children and the quest 
for educational equity. 

To contextualize these journeys, we must first trace the current arc of globaliza-
tion over the last four decades: from its initial triumphalist exuberance to the cur-
rent age of global fragility. In its most recent wave, globalization’s promise rested 
on the claim that economic integration among nations would bring about unprec-
edented benefits for both individuals and societies. Its advocates argued that the 
free market would accelerate the flow of goods, services, and capital across bor-
ders, encouraging specialization, competition, and economic growth. The global 
exchange of ideas, knowledge, and technology across nations would foster inno-
vation and facilitate cultural understanding and interactions among people from 
different backgrounds. Actors in the emerging global stage would learn about and 
come to appreciate diverse cultures, traditions, and perspectives. Cross-cultural   
understandings would promote tolerance, empathy, and mutual respect. In its 
utopic form, globalization would promote peace and geopolitical stability by fos-
tering socioeconomic interdependence among nations.2 Economically connected 
countries would have a vested interest in maintaining peaceful relations. In sum, 
globalization would boost wealth creation and further human flourishing by in-
creasing economic and sociocultural exchanges, expanding markets, and creating 
new opportunities.

By the 1990s and the first decade of the twenty-first century, a “triumphalist 
globalization” had captured the imagination of its advocates. We saw the dawn 
of an era of neoliberal euphoria, with the deification of the free market and a deep 
suspicion and even outright rejection of market controls and regulations paving 
the way to the “hyperglobalist path.”3 A devotion to the supremacy of the mar-
ket economy over all other possible arrangements for economic prosperity saw its 
purest form in the so-called Washington consensus: exuberantly embracing un-
fettered trade, floating exchange rates, and free markets. At their most inebriated 
moment, globalization’s viziers saw “the end of history,” when late capitalism at 
the turn of the century came to represent the summit of all possible human ar-
rangements in the pursuit of wealth, human flourishing, and eudaemonia.4

Globalization has had its benefits, but also some unequivocal and entirely neg-
ative consequences.5 First, globalization’s outsized benefits have gone mostly to 
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the wealthy and to multinational corporations. Second, globalization has creat-
ed new unsustainable levels of income and wealth inequality both within and be-
tween nations.6 Third, high-income countries saw significant job losses in sectors 
that could not compete with cheaper overseas labor as entire industries and man-
ufacturing sectors disappeared, migrating to countries with lower labor costs, lax 
regulations, and weak workers’ rights. Fourth, globalization has contributed to 
economic instability, as interconnected markets came to amplify financial crises 
and contagion.7 Fifth, the dominance of globalized media, the ascendency of con-
sumerism, and the spread of Western ideologies came to erode cultural traditions, 
challenge local values, and degrade local identities.8 Globalization puts traditional 
societies on a pathway for what sociologist Anthony Giddens has termed detradi-
tionalization. He claims that “tradition provides a framework for action that can 
go largely unquestioned. . . . Tradition gives stability, and the ability to construct 
a self-identity against a stable background.”9 Globalization, however, erodes 
norms “as local cultures and traditions are exposed to new cultures and ideas, 
which often means that traditional ways of acting come to be questioned. As a 
result of globalization, societies and cultures go through a process of detradition-
alization, where day-to-day life becomes less and less informed by tradition.”10 
Sixth, globalization stimulated increased resource consumption, leading to pol-
lution and environmental degradation. The devouring of natural resources, the 
destruction of ancient forests, and the loss of biodiversity have accelerated over 
the last four decades of globalization.11 Transporting goods over long distances 
contributes to carbon emissions, while lax regulations in some countries have led 
to environmentally harmful practices.12 The global competition for precious min-
erals, metals, and other resources has fueled war and terror.13 These challenges 
are accelerating forced migrations and displacement, as families are compelled to 
leave their homes due to environmental disasters, war and terror, conflicts, and 
lack of economic opportunities.14

Moreover, by 2020, globalization delivered with stunning momentum the 
COVID-19 virus from one corner of China to the entire world. Thus, in two gen-
erations–roughly from the mid-1980s to the 2020s–the arc of globalization has 
gone from triumphalist exuberance to the age of global fragility. Economist Danni 
Rodrik sums up globalization’s wrong turn:

Globalization is in trouble. A populist backlash, personified by U.S. President Donald 
Trump, is in full swing. A simmering trade war between China and the United States 
could easily boil over. Countries across Europe are shutting their borders to immi-
grants. Even globalization’s biggest boosters now concede that it has produced lop-
sided benefits and that something will have to change. Today’s woes have their roots 
in the 1990s, when policymakers set the world on its current, hyperglobalist path, re-
quiring domestic economies to be put in the service of the world economy instead of 
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the other way around. In trade, the transformation was signaled by the creation of the 
World Trade Organization in 1995. The WTO not only made it harder for countries to 
shield themselves from international competition but also reached into policy areas 
that international trade rules had not previously touched: agriculture, services, intel-
lectual property, industrial policy, and health and sanitary regulations.15

The rise of the globalization regime ushered in the ascendancy of migration 
on a planetary scale. International migration grew significantly since the 
turn of the millennium, reaching 281 million in 2022 after a previous high 

of 220 million in 2010 and 175 million in 2000. The largest international migration 
corridors are in Asia, Europe, and the Americas. By the 2020s, the largest number 
of international migrants (well over fifty million) resided in the United States of 
America, followed by Germany (approximately sixteen million), Saudi Arabia (al-
most fourteen million), the Russian Federation (approximately twelve million), 
and the United Kingdom of Great Britain, Wales, and Northern Ireland (over nine 
million). India is the largest country of origin of international migrants (with ap-
proximately eighteen million emigrants), followed by Mexico (twelve million). 
Today, women make up slightly less than half of all international migrants.16 

Global migration has generated pushback. Claims against the new immigrants 
have centered on job displacement, social integration, cultural assimilation, crime 
and national security, and the strain on public resources and services needed for 
new immigrants and their children. As the great migration of the global era saw 
large numbers of migrants from Latin America, Asia, and Africa–the vast majori-
ty being people of color–old atavistic fears took hold in the countries most affect-
ed by migration. Racist animus fueled by nativistic and supremacist politicians 
has propagated, exemplified by Donald Trump with like-minded politicians in Ar-
gentina, Austria, Brazil, Hungary, Italy, Poland and elsewhere. The United King-
dom exited the European Union, so-called Brexit, largely on an anti-immigrant  
platform. Thus, far from inaugurating an era of cultural understanding and convi-
vencia, globalization came to ignite new fears and prejudices. 

While the enormous potential of human capital and intercultural exchanges 
reflects the exuberance of globalization, the friction of anti-immigrant animus 
and deepening inequities reflect its underbelly. Globally, in nearly all high-income  
countries, immigration has become a significant focus of media, political, and 
policy debates, though the children of immigration are rarely part of this conver-
sation. As the labor migration of yesteryear begat new patterns of family reuni-
fication and as immigrants formed families in their new land, students of immi-
grant origin have rapidly changed the makeup of schools across many countries. 
Thus, within the school walls, the dynamics of the twin tensions of globalization 
play out daily. 
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Who are our immigrant-origin students?17 They include both first-genera-
tion and second-generation youth. (The first generation are foreign-born, and the 
second generation are youth with at least one parent who is foreign-born.) Both 
groups have immigrant parents who were motivated to migrate for a variety of 
reasons. 18 Migration, although sometimes driven by individual choices, is often 
influenced by socio economic, historical, and political factors, as well as networks 
of relationships between sending and receiving countries, particularly when it oc-
curs on a large scale across borders. Notably, the decision to migrate is never the 
child’s–though children must navigate their development within a disoriented 
family in a new land.

In the United States, immigrant-origin children make up the fastest-growing 
student population: 26 percent of all children and one-third of young adults have 
at least one immigrant parent.19 While it is difficult to establish precisely compara-
ble percentages in other immigrant-receiving nations, a good proxy can be drawn 
from the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA). PISA collects data 
on fifteen-year-olds from OECD nations and enumerates “immigrant background” 
(having a parent born in a country other than where the PISA test was taken) among 
its demographic variables. In 2022, across the eighty-one OECD nations, the share 
of fifteen-year-old students with an immigrant background averaged 13 percent. In 
twenty-one OECD countries, the share of immigrant students was higher than 15 per-
cent, and in eleven countries, it was higher than 25 percent. In Germany, 35 percent 
of fifteen-year-olds were classified as having an immigrant background. Similarly, 
20 percent of fifteen-year-olds in the United Kingdom and 29 percent in Australia 
were classified as having an immigrant background.20 As such, immigrant-origin 
children and youth are now, and will continue to be, a diverse and demographically 
important segment of many high-income nations’ populations. 

Immigrants and their children are contributing to the rapid racial and ethnic   
diversification of the high-income countries they call home.21 Over the last half- 
century in the United States, the influx of immigrants from Asia and Latin Amer-
ica has significantly transformed the country’s demographic profile. Similarly, in 
Europe, substantial immigration from Africa, Asia, and Eastern Europe has led to 
increased racial and ethnic diversity. Australia has experienced substantial immi-
gration from Asia, particularly China, India, and the Philippines, leading to its ra-
cial diversification. Canada has as well. 

Immigrants also contribute to the cultural diversification of their societies.22 
Immigrants bring their native languages to their adopted countries; in the Unit-
ed States, there are now an estimated 350 languages spoken in homes across the 
country, many brought by immigrants and maintained through familial and com-
munity ties.23 Immigrants are also breathing new religiosity into their communi-
ties. In North America and Europe, immigrants are contributing to a significant 
growth in religious pluralism, with surges in Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam oc-
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curring in societies that had previously been both predominantly Judeo-Christian 
and increasingly secular.24

Children in immigrant families come with a diverse range of skills and re-
sources, and their experiences differ significantly based on the specific combina-
tion of these resources and their contexts of reception.25 Some are refugees (or 
asylum seekers) escaping political, religious, and social strife or environmental 
catastrophes. Others are motivated by the promise of better jobs, while still oth-
ers frame their migration as an opportunity to provide better education for their 
children. Most are documented migrants, though millions are undocumented. 
Some join well-established communities with robust social supports, others settle 
in under-resourced high-poverty neighborhoods, and still others move from one 
migrant setting to another. Some receive excellent schooling in their countries of 
origin, while others leave educational systems that are in shambles. Some are the 
children of educated professionals, others have illiterate parents. 

Both first- and second-generation students share the experience of having im-
migrant parents and are less likely than nonimmigrant students to speak the lan-
guage of the new country at home or share the cultural practices taken for granted 
in schools. Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge that the first and second 
generations face distinct experiences.26 The first generation makes the transition 
to the new land within their own lifetime. Depending upon their age of arrival, 
navigating the losses of relationships, memories, and linguistic and cultural ties 
to their sending country and adjusting to their host society are among their per-
sonal challenges. For the first generation, key challenges often include adapting to 
a new culture and overcoming the traumas related to migration, particularly for 
refugees and asylum seekers. In contrast, the second generation more commonly 
faces the challenge of developing a complex ethnic-racial identity. For the second 
generation, the attachments to the sending country may be more abstract and are 
often filtered through parental/caregiver narratives.

Notably, “contexts of reception” (as coined by sociologists Alejandro Portes 
and Rubén Rumbaut) play an important role in adaptation and integration. Con-
texts of reception encompass the social policies, prevailing societal attitudes, and 
economic conditions in the host country.27 When these contexts are welcoming 
and inclusive, offering equitable access to resources and opportunities, immi-
grant youth are more likely to experience positive adaptation (including academic 
success, robust identity formation, and social integration). Conversely, if the con-
texts are characterized by hostility, discrimination, and structural barriers, the 
adaptation process can be adversely affected, leading to marginalization, identity 
struggles, and socioeconomic challenges. These contexts not only influence im-
mediate adaptation, but also have long-term implications on the life trajectories 
of the immigrant-origin youth, ultimately affecting their ability to contribute to 
and participate in their new societies.
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Despite these diversities of cultural origins, circumstances for migration, 
and contexts of reception, there is an array of shared experiences that 
can influence immigrant-origin students’ educational trajectories across 

contexts. In the face of adversity, immigrant-origin students demonstrate a rep-
ertoire of strengths and resiliencies that are often underrecognized. Key among 
these attributes is the embodiment of immigrant family–the enduring belief in 
a future that surpasses present circumstances–that emerges as a driving force in 
their pursuit of education and better life outcomes.28 This disposition is further 
enhanced by immigrants’ dual frame of reference–endowing them with the per-
spective to make sense of experiences in the context of both their countries of or-
igin and their adopted countries–fueling flexibility and positive attitudes toward 
education.29

The robust ethic of familial support common in immigrant communities is the 
core of multiple strengths. This familial emphasis engenders a culture of shared re-
sponsibility and collective ambition, forming a vital pillar of resilience in the face 
of adversity.30 Families provide emotional support and facilitate community con-
nections that help children navigate the stresses associated with adjusting to their 
new cultural environments. Moreover, immigrant families often nurture high edu-
cational aspirations in their children.31 Last, well-maintained home languages and 
traditions provide a sense of cultural continuity and identity coherence that can 
buffer against acculturative stress.32 And multilingual capabilities, far from being a 
deficit, are a considerable advantage for both the immigrant-origin students them-
selves and their larger communities within today’s interconnected world of com-
merce and industry.33 Their ability to navigate multiple languages cultivates cog-
nitive flexibility, fosters empathy, and facilitates cross-cultural communication–
attributes that contribute significantly to resilience. In short, fortified by hope, 
dual perspectives, a familial ethic of care, and multilingualism, immigrant-origin 
students display personal and familial resiliencies that serve to partially inoculate 
them to the tremendous challenges they too often encounter in their educational 
journeys.

Understanding the challenges that immigrant-origin students face is vital for 
developing effective strategies to support their educational transitions and suc-
cess. Most first-generation students confront initial challenges related to lan-
guage acquisition as they enter the K–12 educational system. These challenges can 
significantly impact self-confidence, accurate educational assessments, and aca-
demic pathways.34 Educational systems tend to prioritize funding for interven-
tions around teaching the academic language of instruction to newcomers and 
students who are nonnative speakers. And newcomer students typically report 
being preoccupied with learning the language of their new land.35 While students 
often quickly learn what language-development scholar Jim Cummins has termed 
“basic interpersonal communication skills,” it takes many more years to achieve 
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what he calls “cognitive academic language proficiency” comparable to that of 
native-born peers.36 Complicating matters, these students frequently struggle to 
access quality second-language programs due to underresourced schools and a 
dearth of adequately trained or supported educators.37 Standardized assessments, 
typically developed and normed for native-born speakers, pose additional chal-
lenges for these students; scores may not accurately reflect their academic under-
standing or skills, resulting in inappropriate instructional planning, misplace-
ments, and gatekeeping.38 Further, the stress and stigma associated with the pro-
longed new academic language acquisition process can undermine self-esteem, 
motivation, and school engagement.39

First-generation immigrant students with limited or interrupted formal edu-
cation constitute a growing segment of students in host language programs of in-
struction. Interruptions in schooling may occur for a variety of reasons, includ-
ing displacements due to conflict or natural disasters, as well as complications 
in the migration journey; in some cases, students may have missed a few years, 
and in others, they may have never attended formal schooling at all.40 These in-
terruptions pose substantial challenges to educational adjustment, attainment, 
and performance, often resulting in lower grades, increased risk of dropping out, 
and reduced likelihood of pursuing higher education.41 Additionally, interrupted 
schooling can exacerbate acculturative stress by making it more challenging for 
youth to adapt to new educational systems and norms, potentially leading to feel-
ings of isolation and hindering social integration.42 These educational interrup-
tions may also compound existing mental health vulnerabilities.43 

Immigrant-origin children–especially first generation and, within that group, 
asylum seekers, refugees, and unaccompanied youth–often experience traumatic 
events before, during, and after their migrations. Prior to migration, they may ex-
perience violence, war, persecution, or severe poverty in their home countries.44 
During the migratory journey, they may encounter life-threatening situations, 
physical and emotional abuse, or separation from family members. After arriv-
al, these children may confront further challenges, such as acculturative stress, 
discrimination, and difficulties adjusting to a new educational system, language, 
and culture.45 Additionally, these traumatic experiences may be compounded by 
the challenges of navigating complex immigration systems and potential legal in-
securities flowing from their status.46 These multifaceted traumas can have pro-
found impacts on the well-being and educational adjustment of immigrant-origin 
children. Further, while second-generation children may not experience firsthand 
immigration-related trauma, they–like first-generation children–may experi-
ence the effects of intergenerational trauma given the extreme stresses and an-
guish their parents and caregivers endured.47

Many first-generation students are separated from their parents and caregiv-
ers as part of the migratory experience, posing significant socioemotional and 
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adaptive challenges. From a psychological perspective, separations can cause sig-
nificant distress, anxiety, and depression, which may impede a child’s cognitive 
and socioemotional development.48 These emotional disturbances can negatively 
impact academic performance, concentration, and school attendance.49 The ab-
sence of parents or primary caregivers can also disrupt the child’s access to es-
sential resources such as tutoring, emotional support, and help with navigating 
educational systems, thereby further complicating the educational adjustment.50 

Undocumented students and students in mixed-status families face unique 
and substantial challenges that impact their academic progress and psychologi-
cal well-being.51 These include fear of deportation and associated family separa-
tions, discrimination, limited access to resources, and financial constraints. Addi-
tionally, they are confronted with virulent xenophobia, often resulting in a sense 
of marginalization and social exclusion.52 Access to resources is likewise con-
strained due to their (personal or familial) legal status, and they may lack oppor-
tunities for financial aid, limiting their possibilities for higher education and ca-
reer development.53 

For immigrant-origin students in the K–12 system, the educational system in 
the United States is fraught with systemic and contextual challenges. Racial 
and economic segregation continue to plague our school systems, leading 

to highly uneven learning opportunities.54 Many schools remain largely unpre-
pared to effectively serve the unique needs of these students, particularly in terms 
of addressing their socioemotional needs.55 The educational sector’s narrow fo-
cus on language acquisition–often driven by funding streams, data collection, 
and teacher education programs–may overlook crucial elements of the student 
experience, such as social-emotional learning and trauma-informed care.56 

Additionally, many teacher education programs lack robust training about  
immigrant-origin children or immigration issues, causing a disconnect between 
the principles of culturally sustaining pedagogy and actual instructional practices.57 
This can result in educators who are ill-equipped to understand, respond to, or sup-
port the complex cultural, linguistic, and socioemotional needs of their immigrant- 
origin students.58 

Moreover, the absence of comprehensive and disaggregated data collection in 
school climate assessments–by factors such as generation, race/ethnicity, lan-
guage, and religion–limits the ability to understand and address the varied expe-
riences of immigrant-origin students in diverse classrooms.59 This is further com-
plicated by an increasingly hostile sociopolitical climate toward immigration, 
marked by some states turning away from diversity, equity, and inclusion lenses 
in education.60 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated these contexts of reception and the 
vulnerabilities of international migrants.61 New data suggest that COVID-19 ac-
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celerated cascading anti-immigrant sentiments, making migrants vulnerable to 
hate crimes and social exclusion. Millions of Asian immigrants became targets of 
xenophobic violence and denigration as the former president of the United States 
and others framed the COVID-19 pandemic using vulgar terms like “the Chinese 
virus” and “kung flu.” According to FBI data, U.S. hate crimes against Asian Amer-
icans rose about 76 percent in 2020 amid the pandemic.62 

 Following the emergency phase of the pandemic, job-related stresses posed 
a distinct threat: a thin supply of teachers, especially among faculty of color.63 
Further, exceptionally high learning losses were reported in school districts serv-
ing immigrant-origin students and students of color.64 This situation has made it 
even more difficult for immigrant-origin children to access equitable education 
and achieve academic success.

However, the educational challenges that immigrant-origin students face are 
not unique to the United States. Similar concerns permeate school systems in 
other post-industrial countries. In Canada, for instance, schools often struggle to 
adequately meet the diverse linguistic and cultural needs of students, despite the 
country’s long-standing commitment to multiculturalism and inclusion.65 Simi-
larly, in Germany, Sweden, and Australia, a strong focus on language acquisition 
can overshadow the broader social-emotional needs of students; teacher educa-
tion programs rarely include training about immigration-related issues or cultur-
ally responsive pedagogy, nor are trauma-informed care supports provided.66 The 
COVID-19 pandemic has amplified these preexisting disparities across these na-
tions as well, often resulting in higher learning losses among immigrant- origin 
students and students of color than their white/nonimmigrant peers.67 Moreover, 
much like the United States, these countries have faced a sociopolitical climate in-
creasingly hostile to immigration, which further complicates the educational ex-
periences of immigrant-origin students.68 

As such, immigrant-origin children globally face a strong undertow. Given the 
high proportions of students of immigrant origin, providing them with adequate 
and equitable educational opportunities is not simply ethical and just, but also an 
economic and societal imperative. Without a sharp educational focus, immigrant- 
origin students are more likely to experience academic underachievement, higher 
dropout rates, and a decreased likelihood of pursuing higher education, as well as 
miss opportunities for higher remuneration in the labor market.69 As education is 
a significant driver of socioeconomic mobility, immigrant-origin students who do 
not receive equitable educational opportunities are at a higher risk of experienc-
ing long-term economic disadvantages.70 This not only affects each individual’s 
economic mobility but also impacts the broader society by underdeveloping the 
potential contributions of all its members. Because immigrant-origin students are 
a significant and growing part of the future workforce, underinvesting in their ed-
ucation will lead to a less skilled workforce, with wide-reaching implications for 
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the economic competitiveness and innovation potential of society. Last, as many 
countries face aging populations, immigrant-origin students represent an impor-
tant demographic critical for sustaining economic growth; failing to invest in their 
education is a missed opportunity to address these challenges.71

Beyond economic arguments, there are socioemotional and social cohesion ar-
guments for providing equitable, welcoming, and inclusive education to immi-
grant-origin students. When students do not see their cultural backgrounds rep-
resented and valued in their education, it can impact their self-esteem and sense of 
belonging, leading to alienation and identity conflicts.72 If inadequately support-
ed, immigrant-origin students may struggle to integrate fully into society, with 
potential implications for broader social divisions and a lack of social cohesion. 
Conversely, providing these supports has the potential to lead not just to higher 
levels of personal well-being, but also to greater intercultural understanding.73 

How, then, should host societies shoulder their responsibility in the quest 
to provide equitable educational opportunities for their youngest mem-
bers? What educational policies and practices across postindustrial na-

tions are required to better serve this significant and growing sector of the student 
population? Most data, practice, and funding for immigrant-origin students in 
education have focused on the domain of language learning.74 While language ac-
quisition is clearly linked to both cognitive and academic development, a narrow 
focus on language development has tended to neglect many of the other critical 
domains of a whole-child approach.75 

A whole-child approach is child-centered and considers several domains of 
child development. These include the classic foci of schooling: the academic (at-
tainment of core literacy, math, science, and social science skills and knowledge) 
and cognitive (related to attention, perception, and memory) domains. Howev-
er, the whole-child approach also encompasses the mental (a state of well-being 
to cope with the stresses of life and attain potential), social-emotional (skills and 
mindsets related to self-regulation, stress management, social interactions, and 
resilience), and physical (such as wellness, nutrition, and sleep) domains. Last, it 
recognizes the central role of identity (including personal, cultural, racial, and eth-
nic identities) and belonging. Each of these domains of development are interrelat-
ed and must be addressed for children to thrive.76 

A guiding principle of an equitable whole-child approach specifies providing care 
within transformative settings.77 Such settings begin with a focus on developing pos-
itive relationships between educators and students, between students, and be-
tween educators and caregivers. This is essential to establish a safe class and school 
setting where all students from every cultural, ethnic, and racial background feel 
like they belong. Learning experiences necessarily should be rich, meaningful, en-
gaging, and inquiry and problem-solving based; students should see themselves 
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reflected in the curriculum while learning perspectives across cultures and histo-
ry.78 As neuroscience now makes clear, however, academic development does not 
stand alone. As such, schools should incorporate both structures and practices 
that support students in the social-emotional learning of habits, skills, mindsets 
around self-awareness, self-regulation, and self-calming; task planning and im-
plementation; perspective and empathy taking; and positive interpersonal rela-
tions and conflict resolution.79 

A transformative whole child–oriented setting that aims to provide equitable 
care and educational services begins with supports provided in a tiered manner.80 Tier 
1–Universal Supports are provided across all classrooms to all students, prioritiz-
ing relationships, a climate of cultural safety and belonging, and enriched learning 
environments, while incorporating social-emotional skills. Tier 2–Integrated Sup-
plemental Supports are provided as extra supports are needed, including, for exam-
ple, tutoring, after-school programs, counseling, and social work supports. Tier 3– 
Intensive Personalized Supports should be provided on a timely basis for students 
identified with greater needs, including special education services, health and 
mental health services, and family assistance, among others. This is good practice 
for all students.

Various structural practices have value for immigrant-origin students at the 
school level.81 One such practice involves extending opportunities for learning 
across both the school day and the school year–allowing students to catch up 
following interrupted learning and family and work responsibilities. Communi-
ty partnerships also have the potential to extend the reach of schools in dramatic 
ways, as community members and organizations are often trusted by caregivers 
and can provide services that schools are simply unable to deliver.82 Advisory pe-
riods are integral to establishing a community of relationships in which students 
and educators can connect in essential ways. Further, educators must be provided 
with ample professional development and coaching to be equipped to give neces-
sary support to their students.

Long-standing research and practice have established many productive in-
structional approaches essential for immigrant-origin students to reach their po-
tential. For example, for students to learn optimally, they should be allowed to use 
their own home language(s) as well as the language of instruction as they engage 
in learning–a practice known as translanguaging.83 Students should be grouped to-
gether in purposeful ways–either heterogeneously or homogenously–depending 
on the task, as intentional grouping can provide students with peer support and 
help ensure students are working within their zone of proximal development.84 
Principles of universal design for learning provide flexible options and differen-
tiated instruction to ensure greater access to learning across a range of learners. 
Students with limited or interrupted formal instruction need extra support to 
make up for gaps in classroom experience. Such support can include additional in-
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struction and an intentional focus on literacy, providing differentiation and scaf-
folding for language and content learning. Last, checking for understanding and 
attainment of learning goals should occur throughout the year. It should be incor-
porated holistically across all domains of development using various strategies, 
including portfolios (a collection of student work that demonstrates their efforts, 
progress, and achievements across various areas of the curriculum over time). 

The quality of the school climate has implications for school belonging, ac-
ademic achievement, and healthy developmental outcomes.85 Evidence, howev-
er, suggests that students from marginalized immigrant backgrounds experience 
worse school climates than their white and more privileged peers, reporting more 
bullying, less interpersonal safety, and less connection with their teachers.86 

Further, xenophobic and exclusionary attitudes and policies have increased 
over the past decade and have trickled into school settings.87 To better promote 
healthy school climates for all students, we must begin by accurately understand-
ing how students are experiencing their schools. Thus, schools should compre-
hensively assess school climates by intentionally soliciting perspectives direct-
ly from all students, including their students of immigrant origin. This process 
should seek to understand the role of students’ distinct social identities in shaping 
their school experience through both close- and open-ended response options. 
This should include a careful examination and response to reports of bullying and 
discrimination, recognizing that students, faculty, and staff all can act as bullies. 
The quality of interpersonal relationships is fundamental for the school climate. 
Positive student-teacher and peer relationships are protective buffers that pro-
mote a positive school climate and must be intentionally cultivated. Thus, estab-
lishing school and class norms that include intergroup respect and antibullying, 
as well as advisory groups, may enhance relationships.88 

A whole-child approach attends to well-being and social-emotional devel-
opment for all students to reach their potential. This is especially essential for 
immigrant- origin students, given that immigration involves managing losses of 
relationships and family separations, negotiating acculturation and hybrid identi-
ties, and forging pathways to belonging, among many other complex facets. 

Many immigrants have experienced a variety of traumas. A trauma-informed 
lens of practice attending to social, emotional, and mental health domains is es-
sential for learning and thriving.89 A whole-student approach takes a resilience- 
and asset-based perspective and a trauma-informed approach while explicitly 
providing instruction around transformative social-emotional skill supports.90 
It also requires centering culturally responsive learning communities where stu-
dents see themselves reflected in the curriculum and where they see that their 
caregivers are welcomed and respected.91 

As a last recommendation, we focus on teacher preparation programs. A foun-
dational premise of culturally responsive and culturally sustaining practice is a 
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baseline understanding of the experiences and assets of the students and fami-
lies being served.92 However, there is a large gap between most educational prepa-
ration programs and the realities of the lives of immigrant students attending 
schools across high-income countries. In 2002, teacher education scholar A. Lin 
Goodwin scanned the research literature to examine how teacher preparation ad-
dressed immigrant children.93 She identified a significant gap beyond address-
ing second-language acquisition. Fifteen years later, she reexamined the field to 
consider whether educators were better “prepared to work with immigrant chil-
dren.”94 Lamentably, she found minimal progress. We wholeheartedly concur 
with education policy researcher Carolyn Sattin-Bajaj and colleagues’ call to ac-
tion: “It is time for teacher education to realize its mandate to prepare teachers 
for the students of today and tomorrow, and this means embracing the centrality 
of immigration in a growing share of students’, families’ and, increasingly, in ed-
ucators’ lives.”95 

Immigrant-origin children face considerable challenges as they navigate com-
plex currents in new countries, particularly during their transitions. At the 
same time, it is essential to acknowledge, appreciate, and build upon new-

comers’ resilience, hope, and work ethic. Concurrently, we must endeavor to less-
en and reverse the powerful undertow of xenophobic disparagement threatening 
to drown the children of immigrants and refugees in anomic withdrawal from the 
new society. Unless we do, we risk them never reaching their potential, sinking 
into despair, or being driven to the underground economy or long-distance na-
tionalism. Providing the kinds of ecologies of care outlined above will go a long 
way toward helping these children and youth thrive and become contributing 
members to their new global societies, serving our collective future well.96
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Schools are one of the institutions that determine the possibilities to participate in 
society. Therefore, access to education is crucial to the settlement process of immi-
grants, minorities, and their offspring. Newcomers who join a community have al-
ways faced different membership regimes, long before the emergence of the nation- 
state in the nineteenth century. Such regimes determine whether, to what extent, and 
under what conditions children of migrants and minorities have access to schools. 
They also determine whether schools are segregated along religious, racial, or socio- 
economic lines. These conditions are not limited to international migrants, but 
may also apply to internal migrants, such as low-income Chinese people who have 
moved from the countryside to large cities since the early 1980s and have limited ac-
cess to (more expensive) urban schools. In this essay, I compare different parts of the 
world over the past five centuries to understand how polities allow or restrict access 
to education, and to what extent schools function as gateways to full participation 
in societies for children of migrants and minorities. 

How children of immigrants and minorities (either Native peoples or de-
scendants of erstwhile migrants) fare in the educational system is a much 
researched and debated topic. But most studies and observations are limit-

ed to specific case studies, mostly contemporary, and lack a comparative perspective 
in terms of both time and space.1 To attain a deeper insight into the mechanisms that 
cause inclusion and exclusion, a global historical overview that compares different 
parts of the world over the past five centuries is useful. I attempt to map this huge 
field to identify the conditions very different polities and their membership regimes 
require to allow open access to education. I also describe the extent to which schools 
function as gateways to full participation in societies for children of migrants and 
minorities. I start with a brief overview of the early modern period, and then con-
centrate on the era of the nation-state in the last two centuries.

To better understand the relation between human capital building and immi-
gration, the Middle Ages are a good point to start. In territorial states, city-states, 
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empires and their colonial conquests, through churches, monasteries, and guilds, 
many kinds of educational and training possibilities were offered to children and 
adults, which often included but were not limited to literacy. The invention of 
printing techniques with single letters in China and Korea in the eleventh century 
and in Europe (Gutenberg) four hundred years later was a revolutionary break-
through that enabled the wide distribution of books (in Europe, the Bible), illus-
trations, and maps. Economic historians have shown that book consumption in 
Europe increased more than tenfold in the early modern period. In England and 
the Dutch Republic, both economic front-runners in the early modern period, lit-
eracy and numeracy rates among males increased from 10 percent of the popula-
tion to 60 percent between 1500 and 1800.2 

In England, this development was driven by the fast expansion of grammar 
schools during what has been identified as the second phase of the “educational  
revolution,” which began around the middle of the seventeenth century. This ex-
pansion was most probably caused by the demand for literate employees in the 
service sector (especially trade and finances) in port cities like London, Liverpool, 
and Amsterdam. Yet it was not a linear process. In Great Britain around 1850, 
when manufacturing eclipsed the service sector at the height of the Industrial 
Revolution, the massive demand for unskilled manual labor (including ten thou-
sand Irish labor migrants) led to a decline in the demand for formal education, 
which explains why only 50 percent of the male population aged five to fourteen 
was enrolled in schools at that time. This was much higher than in contemporary 
China (20 percent to 25 percent) but considerably lower than Prussia (73 percent) 
and the Netherlands (around 80 percent).3

In Western Europe during the early modern period, building human capital 
through guilds and schools did not discriminate between children of migrants 
and natives (those with parents born in the receiving country), although the far-
ther east one got from the Dutch North Sea, coast institutions like guilds tended 
to become more restrictive.4 Due to the high urban death rates, immigration to 
cities, from whatever origin, was a ubiquitous and necessary phenomenon, and as 
far as migrants (especially Jews) were discriminated against, it was on the basis of 
religion, not so much ethnicity.5 

In overseas colonies, the relations between European (invading) immigrants 
and Native groups were often reversed. The Americas, where the Native popu-
lation was decimated by diseases brought and spread by European invaders and 
by structural violence caused by divide-and-rule tactics, were considered by set-
tlers as an ideal terra nullius for the mass production of sugar, tobacco, coffee, rice, 
indigo, and later cotton, concentrated on large plantations, by enslaved workers 
taken forcibly from Africa.6 Only in the nineteenth century, when the Americas 
became destinations for mass European settlement, did African migrants become 
outnumbered by European settlers.



153 (4) Fall 2024 45

Leo Lucassen

Native populations who survived the contagious diseases and lethal violence 
of the Europeans, and who partly mixed with immigrants from both Asia and 
Africa, were largely marginalized, enslaved, and, in Spanish America, exploited 
through the encomienda (forced labor) system. They were not entirely excluded 
from education, however. In Spanish-occupied Mexico, the conquistadores, apart 
from plundering the country’s silver and other riches, tried to impose Catholi-
cism alongside their Spanish culture, which they considered superior. After the 
fall of the city-state Tenochtitlan in modern-day Mexico in 1528, King Carlos I im-
mediately ordered that the sons of the Native elite be put under the direct supervi-
sion of Spanish priests, whose task was to Christianize them through formal edu-
cation, hoping that when they returned to their communities, they would spread 
Catholicism and core Spanish values. This forced attempt at cultural transforma-
tion by Franciscans and Jesuits in their urban schools (colegios), who were also ac-
tive in other parts of the world (especially Asia), would remain the official “civili-
zation” policy for centuries. 

However, many former students identified with the cause of their own margin-
alized and discriminated ethnic group, and embraced the colegios as centers for a 
countercolonial opposition, which is distantly reminiscent of the role universities 
in Paris and London played in furthering anticolonial opposition among students 
from colonies in Asia and Africa during the interbella period.7

The aim of King Carlos I to culturally homogenize the populations of his over-
seas conquests was inseparable from the forced conversion and expulsion of 
Jews and Muslims at home and the obsession with pure pedigrees (limpieza 

de sangre). This legislation, enacted at the end of the fifteenth century (immediate-
ly after the end of the Reconquista) and aimed at excluding people who descended 
from Jews or Muslims, was then applied to Indigenous populations in the Americas 
through the creation of a caste system.8 This fear of hybridity and urge for ethnic 
and religious homogeneity foreshadow the assimilatory and ethnocentric nature of 
the nation-state, with a central role for schools and education.

Historian Eugen Weber captures this transition well in his seminal book Peas-
ants into Frenchmen, in which he describes how the French centralized nation-state 
that emerged during the French Revolution used education to forge linguistic, cul-
tural, and political uniformity in a country that was characterized by a great vari-
ety of local and regional differences well into the nineteenth century.9 Schools, 
alongside garrisons, were a crucial institution to instill the idea of a common uni-
form nation, whose citizens spoke the same language, adhered to the same polit-
ical system and constitution, and identified with the nation through symbols like 
the national flag and the anthem.10 

Apart from institutions like the army and the labor market, schools are key 
because children learn the national language, culture, and history at school, on 
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which their identification with the nation-state where they were born is forged. 
The same is true for children of (international and internal) migrants and minori-
ties, whose different languages and cultures are often regarded as a barrier or a 
threat to the desired cultural and ethnic homogeneity of the country where they 
and their parents live.

As in sixteenth-century Mexico, from the nineteenth century onward, a num-
ber of nation-states and multiethnic empires applied this assimilationist ideal not 
only to immigrants but also to minorities. Examples include the internal coloni-
zations of frontier areas in multiethnic empires such as China and Russia.11 Oth-
er multicultural empires like the Habsburg and the Ottoman Empires were much 
more tolerant and accepted and accommodated linguistic and religious differenc-
es. At the end of the nineteenth century and immediately after World War I, they 
dissolved into nation-states and embraced the ideal of ethnic and linguistic ho-
mogeneity, which led to population exchanges, widespread ethnic cleansing, and 
even genocide (such as the Armenian genocide).12 

An extreme example of forced homogenization of minorities is the current 
Chinese policy toward the Uyghurs in Xinjiang, who are not only forced to as-
similate linguistically, but also politically, culturally, and religiously. Apart from 
language and dietary customs, forsaking Islam is regarded as a necessary step  to 
fully becoming Chinese. Although the mistreatment of Uyghurs by the Chinese 
state is extreme, it is part of a more general policy to eradicate minority cultures 
that deviate from the Han majority (93 percent). Not surprisingly, this is a central 
goal of the education system. For example, ethnic Korean schools in the auton-
omous Korean prefecture Yanbian, which offered bilingual education since the 
1960s, have recently come under increasing pressure to assimilate to monolingual 
instruction in Chinese, stimulated by fears purported to be about national secu-
rity.13 In November 2022, the National People’s Congress called for Mandarin- 
promotion aimed at “managing ethnic affairs, enhancing national unity and safe-
guarding national security.”14

This programmatic assimilation was accompanied by the simultaneous pres-
sure caused by the mass internal rural-urban migration since the 1980s to the  
rapidly growing cities in East and Central China, which included all kinds of mi-
norities.15 The era when Chairman Mao declared that “we must sincerely and ac-
tively help the minority nationalities to develop their economy and culture” is by 
now a distant memory.16 Loyalty of minority groups, like the Koreans, is no lon-
ger sufficient; becoming Chinese has become the new dogma. This fixation with 
cultural homogeneity is a much wider phenomenon, as the policies toward Roma-
nian speakers in Hungary, Muslims in India, and Rohingya in Myanmar strikingly 
indicate. 

Education as an assimilationist instrument in (former) settler colonies of Eu-
ropean states (Western offshoots), especially in the Americas, can be considered 
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a combination of the two variants described above. Both the Indigenous popu-
lations and immigrants beyond the dominant groups (English, Spanish, Portu-
guese–heroically portrayed as the original settler colonists) became objects of 
assimilatory policies in which education in the majority language of the original 
European settlers was considered crucial for the viability of the new state. 

Alongside the rise of nationalism in the nineteenth century, schools devel-
oped as key institutions for integrating both migrants and the native born 
into the majority language and culture.17 In most nations, this left little 

room for bilingual education, except for a few countries like Canada, where the 
Francophone minority were allowed to retain the French language. In most other 
countries, the regional, linguistic, and cultural minorities were forced to conform 
to the majority culture (for example, inhabitants of peripheral areas of Japan like 
Okinawa and the Ryukyu islands had to assimilate the dominant behavior in more 
populous areas).18 Such policies were often rooted in racist superiority within ma-
jority groups, ranging from descendants of Northwest Europeans in the United 
States to Turkic-speaking Muslims in Türkiye and the Han in China.

When we limit ourselves to immigrants in nation-states since the nineteenth 
century, we see that it took quite a while before the nation-state developed in such 
a way that it could successfully implement assimilationist education policies.19 A 
good example is German immigrants in the United States. Until World War I, in-
struction in German (and also Scandinavian languages) was part of the curricu-
lum in the Midwest, especially in cities with substantial foreign populations, such 
as Cincinnati and Milwaukee. Germans and Scandinavians settled in the northern 
part of the Midwest in great numbers in the 1850s, where Germans had already es-
tablished their own public schools in 1837 (followed by Ohio two years later).20 Al-
though divided along class, political, and religious lines, bilingual education was 
preferred by most German migrants. In 1855, in Cincinnati, five thousand children 
were taught bilingually: “the two most beautiful languages are brought together; 
the mother, the German, and the daughter.”21 German public schools were meant 
to smooth the transition into American society for German students, but were 
also preferred by German parents who considered German education superior.  
The prevailing idea was, as the superintendent in Marathon County expressed 
around 1850, “children would first learn to express their thoughts in their mother 
tongue.”22 In many Midwest German schools, even American history was taught 
in the German language. At the height of German schooling in the 1880s, there 
were more than three hundred German-English schools in the Midwest.23 

At the end of the century, a more nativist climate marked the beginning of 
the end of bilingual education. With the ongoing integration of second- and 
third-generation German Americans, the demand for German schools gradually  
declined. Moreover, it is important to note that the declining interest among de-
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scendants of immigrants in the original language of their ancestors is a general 
phenomenon in societies that provide (relative) open access to their educational 
systems.

As German language education withered in the United States, Japanese schools 
in Brazil, Peru, and Mexico were on the rise. The main reason was the strong sup-
port of the Japanese state to establish schools for the children of the two hundred 
thousand Japanese migrant workers who settled there from the end of the nine-
teenth century onward, and which reached its zenith between 1925 and 1937. Al-
though meant as temporary agricultural workers for coffee plantations and sugar-
cane fields, it soon became clear that the overwhelming majority of these Nikkei-
jin (or Japanese emigrants, of whom around one hundred seventy-five thousand 
settled in Brazil) were there to stay. From the 1920s onward, dozens of Japanese 
schools were established. The Japanese state advised their emigrants to assimi-
late, but at the same time encouraged them to foster ethnic solidarity and join Jap-
anese associations. It was these locally rooted migrant organizations that estab-
lished a large number of Japanese schools, with instructors hired in Japan.24 One 
of the first was the primary school that opened in Lima in 1920. By the 1930s, the 
school had about one thousand students who were taught in both Spanish and 
Japanese. Conversely, the more than one hundred thousand male Chinese coolies 
who worked mostly at coastal cotton and sugar plantations and dug guano in Peru 
between 1849 and 1874, many of whom intermarried and partly integrated into the 
Spanish-speaking environment, experienced no interference from the Chinese 
state in the realm of schooling.25

This colony model–in which migrants were granted a fair degree of auton-
omy within nation-states that allowed them to establish their own villages and 
strengthen ethnic bonds–did not apply to Japanese immigrants. Especially in ag-
ricultural areas, this settlement mode was quite common in Latin American coun-
tries such as Brazil, Argentina, Peru, Chile, Bolivia, and Paraguay, where Germans, 
Swiss, Dutch, and Italians also followed this path and created their own institu-
tions, including schools.26

Apart from this specific opportunity structure in Latin American nation-states, 
during the first half of the twentieth century, states also stimulated the strength-
ening of ethnic bonds by considering emigrants as their own citizens. This expan-
sionist nationalism reached a climax after World War I, as many countries such as 
Japan and Italy embraced fascism.27

Whereas most Italian migrants in Argentina (1.8 million in 1922) rejected Mus-
solini’s “nation outside of the nation” politics and developed a counternarrative, 
others were lured by the fascist ideology and supported Italian elementary schools 
meant to instill Italian identity in the next generation.28 At the same time, Italian 
schools had to be careful not to offend Argentine authorities. In the end, the proj-
ect was not very successful and only reached a very small portion of children of 
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Italian immigrants. Although a much larger percentage of Japanese children went 
to Japanese schools, the rising nationalism in Brazil and Peru in the 1930s crushed 
these initiatives. In Brazil, where many Japanese people lived, the ultranationalist 
Estado Novo regime of Getúlio Vargas (1937–1945) in 1938 ordered all 476 Japanese 
schools (294 of which were elementary schools) to close their doors.29 

In Japan, similar nationalist-assimilationist policies made it very difficult for 
the Korean minority (approximately three hundred thousand in 1930) to be taught 
their own language at elementary and high schools. In regions with many Kore-
an children, the state created a segregated system with lower-quality schools for 
Koreans and only allowed bilingual education through private Korean schools. 
After the war, this assimilationist approach prevailed, and in 1955, a compromise 
was reached that allowed the General Association of Koreans in Japan (Chongryon)  
to establish their own schools, but without any financing by the Japanese nation- 
state.30

Before World War I, with large numbers of Italian immigrants in France, Polish- 
speaking Germans from Silesia in the Ruhr area and France, and Irish in Great 
Britain, the movement for bilingual schools was much weaker in Western Europe 
than in the Americas. And those migrants who tried to retain their language and 
culture, like the Polish minority in western parts of Germany and in French in-
dustrial areas, were confronted with strong pressure to assimilate. Local initia-
tives were nipped in the bud by the rigid Germanization policies under Bismarck’s 
 Kulturkampf against the Catholic minority in the German Reich, which included 
the Polish-speaking minority within its borders. The School Supervision Law of 
1872, which curtailed the influence of the clergy in the classroom, frustrated the 
instruction of Polish-speaking children.31 The following year, a decree made Ger-
man the exclusive language in schools. Massive protests against these language 
politics by Polish parents in the Ruhr area in 1906–1907 did not change things. 
Moreover, Polish private schools lost their accreditation, and classes with too 
many Polish speakers in state schools were split up.32 In France, whose officials 
were dedicated to a French-only and highly centralized Republican ideal, foreign 
languages were completely banned from elementary schools. This policy under-
lined the militant secularist and assimilationist French ideal. As a result, thou-
sands of Italian and Polish children were immediately immersed in the French 
language and political culture.33

After World War II, assimilationist nationalism remained the core ideology 
guiding the education of migrant children in Europe, the Americas, Ocea-
nia, and in most other parts of the world. Thus, leaders in the Dutch gov-

ernment in the 1950s–convinced that the country was overpopulated–encour-
aged thousands of Dutch to emigrate to countries such as Australia, New Zealand, 
South Africa, and Canada, where they were immediately immersed in English, a 
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policy that many of them endorsed. Ethnically mixed postcolonial immigrants 
who migrated to the colonial “metropole” during the 1950s were subjected to rig-
id standards of assimilation as well.34

At the same time, there was a multicultural undercurrent that would challenge 
the dominance of assimilationist policies. With the establishment of the Unit-
ed Nations and UNESCO in 1945, the seeds of a global human rights revolution 
were planted. Within two decades, they created a new opportunity structure for 
minority rights, including bilingual education for internal minorities and immi-
grants. The rapid process of decolonization after World War II produced a fun-
damental critique of European superiority characterized by racism and political 
and economic domination. The Asian-African Bandung conference in 1955, where 
leaders of newly independent nations gathered as a counterweight against Eu-
rope and its offshoots in the Americas, Oceania, and South Africa, played a piv-
otal role.35 With the domino-like wave of decolonization in Africa and the Carib-
bean around 1960, this antiracist and anti-imperialist critique became an impor- 
tant current in the United Nations, where representatives from formerly colo-
nized countries raised their now independent voices.36 The globalization of hu-
man rights also influenced ideas about the bilingual instruction of the children of 
immigrants while developing a fundamental critique of the dominant practices 
that endorsed assimilation.

Although European countries experienced substantial immigration and ethnic 
diversity before World War II, the acknowledgment of this multicultural reality 
developed slowly, as demonstrated by the assimilationist policies affecting post-
war migrants from former colonies and labor migrants from Southern Europe 
and the fringes of the continent (Türkiye and North Africa).37 At first, bilingual 
education was developed for the purpose of immigrants’ eventual return to their 
countries of origin. In the Netherlands, this started with separate language class-
es in the mother tongue for Moluccan soldiers and their families who entered the 
country in 1951 and were expected to return to the Maluku Islands. This policy 
continued with children of Moroccan and Turkish guest workers in the 1970s and 
early 1980s. With the realization that most former guest workers would settle in 
the country, the “education in one’s own language” (mostly limited to four hours 
per week) was not abolished, only changed, as psychologists and linguists argued 
that learning a new language through the mother tongue worked much better cog-
nitively and created a positive self-image.38

The Council for the European Communities passed an important directive in 
July 1977 that the education of children of migrant workers within the European 
Economic Community (EEC) “take appropriate measures to promote, in coordi-
nation with normal education, teaching of the mother tongue and culture of the 
country of origin.”39 This idea was based on the famous 1953 UNESCO report on 
the use of vernacular language in education, which stated that “it is axiomatic that 
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the best medium for teaching a child is his mother tongue.”40 Although frequent-
ly contested, it developed into a “linguistic human right” and influenced the edu-
cation of migrant children in many parts of the world.41

The 1977 EEC directive was not legally binding. But several countries in North-
ern Europe, such as Sweden and the Netherlands, partially implemented it. There 
were, however, major problems. Apart from finances, and countries like France 
who held on to their Republican Francophone ideals, it was not always clear what 
“mother language” meant. For example, Moroccan children in the Netherlands 
and Belgium were taught in Arabic, although most came from the mountainous 
Rif region where Tamazight was spoken. Furthermore, to really learn one’s moth-
er language, a few hours of instruction each week was not sufficient. And finally, 
devoting time in the curriculum to the language of one’s parents, especially from 
lower-class backgrounds, could put children at a disadvantage by isolating them 
and consigning them to an “underclass” status.42 The result was that such poli-
cies for language instruction were mostly symbolic. In the 1990s, they were largely 
abolished.

In the United States between the 1960s and 1980s, the heydays of optimism 
about multiculturalism went along with a shift to cultural pluralism marked by 
the publication of sociologist Nathan Glazer and politician Daniel P. Moynihan’s 
landmark book Beyond the Melting Pot.43 That work celebrated ethnic diversity and 
critiqued the homogenizing force of programmatic assimilationism. Its focus on 
diversity and multiculturalism dovetailed nicely with the radical position and de-
mands of Black activists who favored strategic essentialism that provided people 
in Black communities with connections to Indigenous African communities, as 
well as strength in numbers among African people who live in the diaspora. This 
strategy rejected the socialization of Black children to white middle-class values. 
This “federalist inflection,” as historian Rita Chin labeled it, opposed the ideal of 
integration, and favored bilingual education, with the languages of migrants not 
being inferior to English.44 

This federalist approach did not really take root in Western Europe. From the 
1990s onward, the discussion about immigrants at schools in Western Europe 
shifted from the mother tongue to broader contexts of integration, such as the 
quality of schools, the spatial concentration of immigrant children across neigh-
borhoods, neighborhood effects, and the impact of differences in vocational and 
academic tracking systems. Especially in countries where the choice for second-
ary education is made when the child is older, this appears to benefit migrant chil-
dren, as well as native-born children from lower-class backgrounds. By contrast, 
systems that force families to choose secondary schools earlier tend to streamline 
migrant children into lower educational tracks.45 

But in general, wider access to the postwar educational system and the norm of 
nondiscrimination–especially in Western Europe, North America, and Oceania– 
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has benefited children of migrants. Although their parents have lower human 
capital on average, many of these migrants are more ambitious and stimulate their 
children to reach higher. This explains why, for example, children of low-skilled 
“guest workers” from Türkiye and Morocco who live in the Netherlands (but also 
elsewhere) seem to do better at school when compared to their native-born peers 
with similar socioeconomic backgrounds–especially girls, underlining the im-
portance of gendered patterns.46 

At the same time, there are barriers caused by deeply rooted institutional rac-
ism, especially toward African Americans, Romani in Eastern Europe, and (tribal) 
Adivasis in India, many of whom are heavily segregated. Furthermore, institution-
al racism also affects Algerian children in France and Black children in the Unit-
ed Kingdom.47 It is therefore not surprising that the focus on the nature of neigh-
borhoods and the quality of public schools has a longer tradition in North Ameri-
ca, which affects especially African Americans, many of whose ancestors migrated 
from the deep South to urban centers in the North and the West during the Great 
Migration that started during World War I and accelerated after World War II.48 
In cities such as Chicago and New York, many African Americans ended up in seg-
regated neighborhoods, where they were confronted with systemic racism and in-
equality.49 This racist-driven practice of segregation also put Irish, Chinese, Japa-
nese, and Indian, among others, at a disadvantage starting in the 1850s, and even 
earlier for Mexican and Native American children.50 In the end, however, the dis-
crimination of immigrants and non-white Americans was different than the “inter-
nal colonialism” that stemmed from chattel slavery, which still haunts the descen-
dants of once-enslaved Africans in the United States, despite the Civil Rights Move-
ment of the 1950s and 1960s and the emergence of a growing Black middle-class.51

Without underestimating the importance of the multicultural turn, this has 
only partly changed the process of intergenerational integration during which de-
scendants of migrants are becoming similar. Beyond its programmatic aspects, the 
history of migration and integration in many receiving countries is an asymmet-
rical and interactive process of constantly remaking the mainstream, albeit with a 
central role for the dominant language of receiving countries.52 Although a num-
ber of (new) sending countries like Türkiye and Morocco followed the example of 
Japan and Italy before World War II, trying to hold on to emigrants as “their” citi-
zens abroad for nationalist and financial reasons, this practice will not prevent on-
going efforts in receiving countries to claim the newcomers through assimilation.

If we want to understand how the education systems of receiving countries 
provide access to the children (and oftentimes grandchildren) of immigrants, 
the mistreatment of disadvantaged nonmigrant groups, based on ethnicity 

and/or class, needs to be addressed as well. This regards first the Native popula-
tions in various continents that were confronted from the late fifteenth century 



153 (4) Fall 2024 53

Leo Lucassen

onward with European migrants from Spain and Portugal to Great Britain. Those 
who survived the germs, viruses, and violence that traveled along with these in-
vaders, especially in the Americas and Oceania, were often excluded from main-
stream society, including educational systems that were created for settlers from 
countries like Portugal, Spain, Great Britain, and France, to mention the most im-
portant. A second category hit by the curse of exclusion and segregation was the 
more than ten million enslaved Africans and their offspring in the Americas. As 
far as they were allowed to enter the educational system after the abolition of slav-
ery, they had to make do with heavily underfinanced schools and limited access 
to higher education. Moreover, most schools were in poor and isolated neighbor-
hoods, with favelas in countries such as Brazil as eye-catching examples.53 

In Europe, somewhat similar exclusionary mechanisms blocked the social mo-
bility of impoverished Jewish minorities (often Ashkenazim) in isolated ghettos 
and “shtetls” before World War II, as well as Romani people, especially in Eastern 
Europe, even now. Poor and segregated Yiddish Jews in nineteenth-century Rus-
sia did better, but we should realize that the educational levels of Jews in Eastern 
Europe were far lower than in contemporary Western Europe, and that the gap 
closed very slowly before World War II. This calls into question genetic and tra-
ditional cultural explanations (reverence for reading books and studying the Tal-
mud) for Jewish educational achievement.54 Much more important was their low 
social position and the intensity of antisemitism and limited institutional access, 
especially to mainstream schools in Eastern Europe.

Moreover, literacy among Russian Jews was much less universal than many 
have long assumed. The older cohorts in the 1897 Russian census reported rates 
below 50 percent, and the great majority of women over thirty years of age were 
illiterate. Literacy rates were even lower in the Polish parts of the Russian Empire. 
Only from the closing decades of the nineteenth century was there a marked in-
crease.55 This toning down reassessment of Jewish literacy does not alter the fact 
that the situation for children from Romani families, especially in Romania, Hun-
gary, Bulgaria, the current Czech Republic, and Slovakia, was–and still is–much 
worse.56 In Romanian Wallachia and Moldavia, where most Romani people live 
(approximately 2.5 million currently), ţiganii, as they were called, had a slave sta-
tus until the 1850s; after the abolition of slavery in 1856, their status only gradually 
improved.57

As with African Americans in the United States, Romani people in Eastern Eu-
ropean countries suffered from discrimination, social marginalization, and segre-
gation. Although the postwar communist states gave them limited possibilities for 
social mobility, their position after the fall of the Iron Curtain has not improved. 
Unlike the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, the Roma rights move-
ment in Eastern Europe has experienced limited achievements, despite pressure 
from international NGOs and the European Union.58 As a result, the education for 
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most Roma children today is segregated, with Roma schools in dilapidated ghet-
tos or in separate classes in mainstream schools. Moreover, many of their parents 
do not trust schools, which they regard as state institutions that transmit values 
that conflict with those of their family. What they learn in school would have lit-
tle relevance for their communities, and they fear for the loss of their own culture. 
Finally, traditional gender patterns in Roma families frustrate the chances of girls 
to undergo further education and training.59

Blocked access to education is not limited to stigmatized ethnic, religious, or ra-
cial minorities in American or Eastern European ghettos and Latin American fave-
las or South African townships, which still suffer from the effects of the apartheid- 
driven Bantu Education Act of 1953.60 Class background also matters a great deal. 
In Europe, there is ample evidence that one’s occupation and earning capacity 
are linked to residential segregation. Working-class neighborhoods in European 
countries and elsewhere had to make do with overcrowding (and still are), less 
funding, and problems with attracting good teachers to their public schools, espe-
cially in countries with large income and wealth inequalities.61 As sociologist Paul 
Willis has argued, there is also a clear ideological dimension, as many schools in 
working-class areas function as channels to unskilled and lower-skilled occupa-
tions in the labor market.62

Apart from class distinctions, cultural and religious stigmas did not disappear 
overnight. Jews who emigrated to the United States experienced discrimination, 
and were confronted with admission quotas that limited entry long after the Ho-
locaust, which reduced their entrance into elite American and Canadian universi-
ties such as Yale, Princeton, Harvard, and McGill until the early 1960s.63 

Finally, colonial education remains a broad field that still needs to be explored 
more systematically and comparatively, particularly the education structures 
that privileged European (and Japanese) colonizers over the Native populations. 
These systems applied a mix of “race,” religion, and class distinctions to legiti-
mize educational segregation.64 At the same time, they left room for private ini-
tiatives of relatively well-to-do Asian immigrants, especially those from China, to 
set up their own elite schools (the first one in Batavia in 1901), which not only gave 
access to high-quality education but also strengthened Chinese ethnicity and ties 
to national identity.65

This global historical overview of the relation between migration and ed-
ucational systems shows that schools have functioned as key socializing 
institutions, and still do, in very different ways for children and young 

adults.66 When nation-states developed public school systems for their popula-
tions in the nineteenth century, it took a while before compulsory education was 
generally imposed. This allowed most children of migrants and minorities to take 
part, but also limited access for some and channeled many into low-quality vo-
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cational tracks. During the twentieth century, especially in welfare states after 
World War II (such as European nations, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Chi-
na, Soviet Russia), the idea of equality made it possible that lower-class people 
from whatever origin could enter higher education and experience upward social 
mobility. In nation-states where this ideal was less dominant or not implemented 
(such as South Africa, India, Brazil, partly the United States), access to higher ed-
ucation was much more restricted. Schools mirrored the prevailing membership 
regimes that reproduced the social, economic, and racial inequalities of the time. 

A second important thread concerns the assimilationist ideology that consti-
tutes the ideational and programmatic core of nation-states throughout the world 
in the last two centuries. Schools were considered the most important institutions 
to homogenize the population in terms of language and culture. This explains state 
officials’ aversion to bilingual education in countries like Japan, Brazil, the United  
States, and France. Even ideological shifts, such as the multicultural turn after 
World War II (which allowed, for example, exams in heritage languages such as 
Urdu or Bengali in England and some mother tongue education in other Europe-
an countries), did not fundamentally change this emphasis on linguistic confor-
mity.67 It should be stressed, though, that the prevalence of national language in-
struction was and is supported by the Native and native-born population. Wheth-
er it concerns Indigenous elites at the colegios in sixteenth-century Mexico, or 
postcolonial students at universities in Paris and London in the twentieth century, 
minorities and immigrants valued these institutions as a channel for upward so-
cial mobility and a means to further political (anticolonial) awareness. Even now, 
many immigrant (or minority) parents want their children to learn the majority 
language because it gives their children more chances in the societies where they 
settled. These parents do not reject bilingual education per se, but stress that it 
should be a vehicle for becoming part of the mainstream. 

I have shown that when it comes to migrants and education, we should take 
a broad, crosscultural, international, and intersectional view. By broad, I mean we 
should throw our comparative net, in the spirit of sociologist Charles Tilly, as wide 
as possible in terms of geography and polities; and by intersectional, I mean we must 
consider systemic similarities within marginalized groups, whether it concerns 
internal aspects of marginalized identities (such as religious bias) or more overt 
material aspects (such as being a member of the working class). Only then can we 
identify and understand more general underlying mechanisms that explain how 
and why schools can allow or block upward social mobility and equality.
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Language Equality & Schooling:  
Global Challenges & Unmet Promises

Suzanne Romaine

In this essay, I examine unmet promises and global challenges for achieving language 
equality in schooling, with special focus on one of the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals, SDG-4, which aims to ensure equitable and inclusive quality ed-
ucation and lifelong learning for all. Language of instruction is a key determinant of 
student success, but there is limited recognition of the vital role language plays as an 
intervening variable. Most languages continue to be excluded from education and 60 
percent of out-of-school children live in regions where their own languages are not used 
at school. Inequities arising from unjust language policies combine to trap the poorest 
in a cluster of disadvantages persisting across generations. Underinvesting in educa-
tion jeopardizes a range of social benefits. A well-educated population will increase the 
overall economic prosperity of a nation. I call for first language–based multilingual  
education as a pathway to schooling equality and sustainable development. 

Education is both the lynchpin of sustainable development and a fundamen-
tal human right guaranteed in numerous international covenants and dec-
larations, but it is not equally accessible to all. The Incheon Declaration and 

Framework for Action adopted at the 2015 World Education Forum recognized in-
clusion and equity in and through education as the cornerstone of a transformative 
education agenda to be implemented in the United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs) for 2030.1 The fourth goal (SDG-4) pledges to ensure equita-
ble and inclusive quality education and lifelong learning for all. Countries commit-
ted to “making the necessary changes in education policies” are required to address 
exclusion, marginalization, and inequities. To ensure that no one is left behind, they 
promised that “no education target should be considered met unless met for all.”2 

However, we are already more than halfway to the 2030 deadline, and approx-
imately 244 million children and youth worldwide between the ages of six and 
eighteen were still missing out on school in 2021. This includes 67 million children 
of primary school age (about six to eleven years old), 57 million adolescents of 
lower-secondary school age (about twelve to fourteen years old), and 121 million 
youth of upper-secondary school age (about fifteen to seventeen years old). Be-
ing in school, however, is not the same as learning. Over 600 million children and 
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adolescents worldwide did not attain minimum proficiency levels in reading and 
mathematics due to the poor quality of schooling, even though two-thirds of them 
were in school.3 Meanwhile, the COVID-19 pandemic compromised the quality of 
education for all learners across all countries and magnified existing challenges. 

In this essay, I examine unmet promises and global challenges for achieving 
language equality in schooling. Although virtually everyone acknowledges clear 
links between good education and a broad range of benefits impacting poverty, 
health, and gender inequality, limited recognition of the seminal role language 
plays as an intervening variable prevents these advantages from reaching the most 
marginalized.4 With over seven thousand one hundred languages worldwide but 
only about two hundred countries, there are about thirty-five times as many lan-
guages as countries. Bilingualism or multilingualism is present in practically ev-
ery nation, whether officially recognized or not. Nevertheless, national policies 
remain radically out of line with the realities of multilingualism in today’s global-
ized world. Most countries operate as monolingual either de facto (unofficially) 
or de jure (through legislation) in recognizing only one language for use in educa-
tion, administration, and public-facing communications. Most languages are thus 
excluded from education and other higher domains of public life. Policies pur-
sued within national boundaries elevate some languages (and their speakers) to 
the majority position, while others are relegated to minority status. When a multi-
lingual country uses one or more languages exclusively in public schools, as well 
as in the administration of government services and activities, it makes a distinc-
tion based on language. In showing a preference for some language(s), whether  
designated as official or national or not, the state’s decision benefits those for 
whom the chosen language(s) is a primary language, to the detriment or disad-
vantage of others who either have no or lower proficiency and are denied the ben-
efit of using and identifying with their primary language. 

Failure to take language into account means that the goal of education for all 
embodied in SDG-4 (and in the earlier Education for All agenda from 1990 to 2015) 
translates into schooling only for some. The poorest speak most of the world’s lan-
guages, but have the lowest rates of access to dominant languages at school. Nearly 
90 percent of those lacking education in their own language live in economically less 
developed countries, and 60 percent of out-of-school children live in regions where 
their own languages are not used in the classroom.5 The result is lost generations 
of children in the poorest countries whose life chances are irreparably damaged by 
failure to protect their right to quality education. Enrolling the poorest students will 
not solve the problem without changing the language of instruction. Policies that 
discriminate against the languages of the marginalized poor severely compromise 
the power of education to improve their lives. Unless we change education policy 
and practice, language minorities will continue to constitute the majority of those 
still living in poverty beyond 2030. Speaking a minority language in effect creates 
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economic, social, and health risks because ethnolinguistic minorities constitute a 
large proportion of the bottom 20 percent still living in extreme poverty and suffer-
ing from poor health, lack of education, and deteriorating environments. 

Language is the missing link in the global debate on equality and inclusion. Lan-
guage and education inequalities intersect with socioeconomic status, sex, gender, 
location, religion, ethnicity, and migration, and accumulate through life and com-
pound over time. As long as education relies mainly on international languages at 
the expense of local vernaculars, education will reproduce rather than reduce these 
inequalities, making sustainable and equitable development difficult, if not im-
possible, to achieve. I argue first language–based multilingual education (L1-based 
MLE) could be a pathway to schooling equality and sustainable development.

Language diversity is a critical but overlooked variable in understanding who 
got left behind by the unfinished business and unkept promises of the UN’s 
eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) that expired in 2015, and 

were later replaced by the SDGs.6 The related Education for All (EFA) agenda also 
ended that same year, after being superseded by the new Education 2030 Frame-
work for Action, but most countries failed to meet the EFA goals.7 The outcome 
of both agendas illustrates that globally it is the poor who miss out on school. A 
vicious circle of intersecting disadvantages pushes language minorities into what 
economist Paul Collier called the “bottom billion” left behind by development.8 
The overwhelming majority of the poor live in two regions–Southern Asia and 
sub-Saharan Africa–comprising about 80 percent of the global total of people 
living in extreme poverty. These same poorest regions, not coincidentally, also 
have the highest number of out-of-school children and lowest literacy rates. Sub- 
Saharan Africa has the highest out-of-school population and is the only region 
where this number is still growing; it increased by twenty million to ninety-eight 
million between 2009 and 2021. One in five primary school–age students are still 
not in school. Out-of-school rates for adolescents and youth have stagnated since 
2010 at 33 percent and 48 percent, respectively.9

Despite the push toward universal primary education in both the MDGs and 
the EFA, only 52 percent of countries achieved this goal by the 2015 deadline.10 
Achieving the even more ambitious SDG-4 goal of universal secondary completion 
remains challenging for North America and Europe, let alone for lower-income 
countries. Just before COVID-19 struck, over half of young people were complet-
ing secondary school globally. Nevertheless, half of those attending school did not 
meet minimum proficiency in reading.11 In North America and Europe, 96 percent 
of students achieve the minimum benchmark for reading by grade 4, but in sub- 
Saharan Africa, fewer than 40 percent do. In Central, South, and West Asia and 
North Africa, fewer than 50 percent do. This points to a critical shortfall in a key 
learning indicator called “learning poverty,” introduced by the World Bank and 
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UNESCO in 2019 as a measure reflecting the number of children unable to read and 
understand a simple text by age ten.12 With “business as usual” progress, it would 
take a century or more for many low-income countries to reach current means set 
by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development in internation-
al assessments like the Programme for the Analysis of Education Systems, Program 
for International Student Assessment, and Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study. Some countries would never catch up. 

There is a substantial geographic overlap between poverty, educational disad-
vantage, and language diversity. Table 1 shows the ten countries with the high-
est numbers of out-of-school youth between ages six and eighteen alongside 
the number of languages spoken and mean years of schooling. Altogether, these 
countries host 60 percent of the 244 million out-of-school children, including 
some of the world’s most linguistically diverse countries such as India, Nigeria, 
and Indonesia. In Nigeria, Africa’s most populous and ethnolinguistically diverse 
country, the out-of-school rate has increased among adolescents and youth of sec-
ondary school age by 61 percent (from 6.3 to 10.1 million) over the past twenty 
years. Among primary school–age children, it has increased by 50 percent (from 
6.4 to 9.7 million) since 2010. Were more accurate data available, the figures would 
probably be much worse for countries like Chad (112 languages), Central African 
Republic (66 languages), Equatorial Guinea (12 languages), Eritrea (9 languages), 
and South Sudan (62 languages), where estimates suggest that more than 50 per-
cent of primary school–age children are out of school.13 In 2019, for instance, 79 
percent of the poorest, 60 percent of girls, and 61 percent of rural children in Chad 
were out of primary school.14 These countries would add 261 languages, increas-
ing the total to 2,863, or 40 percent of the world’s languages. 

Mean years of schooling is one of three basic dimensions (along with life ex-
pectancy and income) in the United Nations’ Human Development Index (HDI), 
a composite measure of average achievement used to rank countries. These ten 
countries show a range from 3.2 (Ethiopia) to 8.6 (Indonesia). However, disaggre-
gated national data obscure systematic patterns of discrimination and marginal-
ization for some groups based on sex, wealth, location, and other characteristics 
that intersect with language. This is true especially for the poorest, for girls, for 
ethnolinguistic minorities, and for those in rural areas. Indigenous peoples, who 
make up less than 6 percent of the global population but about 19 percent of the 
extreme poor and speak up to 60 percent of the world’s languages (many at risk of 
extinction) are also particularly vulnerable.15 

Gender parity in education has long been regarded as a crucial indicator of 
overall gender equality. Nevertheless, gender disparities are still among 
the most entrenched inequalities. The fifth Sustainable Development 

Goal (SDG-5) aims to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls, 
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Table 1
Ten Countries with Highest Numbers of Out-of-School Children  
(Six to Eighteen Years of Age)

Country
Out-of-School  
Students (millions) Languages Spoken

Mean Years 
of Schooling

India 56.4 424 6.7

Pakistan 20.7 69 4.5

Nigeria 19.7 520 7.2

Ethiopia 10.3 87 3.2

China 10.5 281 7.6

Indonesia 6.9 704 8.6

Tanzania 6.9 201 6.4

Bangladesh 6.0 36 7.4

Democratic Republic  
of Congo

5.8 210 7.0

Sudan 5.0 70 3.8

Total 148.2 (60.7 percent  
of world total)

2,602 (36 percent of 
world total)

6 

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, “New Estimation Confirms Out-of-School Popula-
tion Is Growing in Sub-Saharan Africa,” Fact Sheet No. 62/Policy Paper 48 (UNESCO, 2022), 
6; David M. Eberhard, Gary F. Simons, and Charles D. Fennig, eds., Ethnologue: Languages of the 
World, 26th ed. (SIL International, 2023), http://www.ethnologue.com; and Pedro Conceição, 
Uncertain Times, Unsettled Lives: Shaping Our Future in a Transforming World (United Nations Devel-
opment Program, 2022), Table 1, 272–275.

building on targets beginning with the MDGs and EFA. There are also very strong 
interlinkages between SDG-5 and the other SDGs, especially SDG-4. SDG target 
4.5 pledges to “eliminate gender disparities in education.” Despite considerable 
progress over the past twenty-five years in getting more girls enrolled in school, 
gender discrimination remains a pervasive problem and a threat to inclusive edu-
cation. Perhaps the starkest example is Afghanistan, the only country in the world 
where girls are banned from going to school beyond primary level. Since return-
ing to power in August 2021, the Taliban has imposed a series of increasingly re-
strictive decrees on girls’ education. 

Globally, nine million primary school–age children (75 percent of the world-
wide total) who may never set foot in school are girls, with over four million in 
sub-Saharan Africa. Fifty million sub-Saharan African girls between six and eigh-

http://www.ethnologue.com


66 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Language Equality & Schooling: Global Challenges & Unmet Promises

teen years of age account for more than the total number of out-of-school girls 
of any other region. Women still account for almost two-thirds (515 million) of 
adults unable to read, a legacy of inequalities and restricted educational oppor-
tunities beginning in childhood. If all children entering school after 2000 had 
achieved basic literacy, adult illiteracy rates would have fallen. Instead, the share 
of women among illiterate adults has remained unchanged for twenty years and 
the cycle of intergenerational transmission of education inequality and poverty 
continues.16

Between 1995 and 2018, we collectively moved in the direction of gender parity 
in education, with the worldwide percentage of countries achieving this goal ris-
ing from 56 percent to 65 percent in primary schools, from 45 percent to 51 percent 
in lower-secondary schools, and from 13 percent to 24 percent in upper-secondary 
education. Progress has, however, been uneven across regions, especially among 
low-income countries in sub-Saharan Africa. Only 2 percent of the poorest rural 
females in low-income countries complete upper-secondary school.17 Gender dis-
parity in primary school attendance among poor and rural children in low- and 
middle-income countries is higher than average, mostly at girls’ expense. Various 
local conditions such as lack of sanitation facilities, potential for sexual abuse or 
even kidnapping, early pregnancy and marriage, and domestic chores keep girls 
out of school and/or lead them to drop out.

Minority girls in particular face numerous disadvantages, both as a group and 
subgroup of the disadvantaged. Nearly three-quarters of out-of-school girls be-
long to ethnic, religious, linguistic, or other minorities.18 Speaking a minority 
language and living in a rural area further compound female marginalization. In 
India, the country with the most out-of-school children, the so-called Scheduled 
Tribes (or Adivasis, the Indigenous people) are among the most economically dis-
advantaged and marginalized, encompassing over seven hundred ethnic groups 
speaking nearly four hundred languages in the seven northeastern states and the 
so-called central tribal belt from Rajasthan to West Bengal.19 These Indigenous 
peoples make up 8.6 percent of India’s population, but represent more than 21 per-
cent of out-of-school girls.

Increasing linguistic and cultural diversity arising from migration creates chal-
lenges for schooling equality in many countries. The International Organiza-
tion for Migration regards language as one of the most central aspects for mi-

grants’ inclusion by both the receiving society and migrants themselves.20 Among 
the most disadvantaged, however, are refugees such as the Rohingya Muslim mi-
nority who fled from Myanmar to neighboring Bangladesh, where they now num-
ber nearly one million (about half of them children) in refugee camps in Cox’s Ba-
zar District. This is the biggest and most dangerous cluster of refugee camps in the 
world, with frequent floods, fires, and gang wars. Bangladesh is a poor country with 
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its own numerous linguistic minorities. Over four hundred thousand school-aged 
Rohingya children urgently need education; in 2019, at least one-third were not in 
any kind of school program. The Rohingya language lacks a widely accepted writ-
ten standard and Rohingya people have low levels of literacy. In Myanmar, before 
arriving in Bangladesh, Rohingya people faced virulent education discrimination: 
Myanmar restricted primary and secondary education for Rohingya people and 
banned them from universities. Meanwhile, Bangladesh denies Rohingya people 
access to the national education system. Rohingya are also not allowed to use the 
Bangladesh national curriculum, use Bangla (Bangladesh’s national language) as a 
language of instruction, or provide any written material in Bangla. Their only op-
tion is unaccredited informal education services provided by international, nongov-
ernment, and private organizations, some of which offer the Myanmar curriculum.

These policies leave the Rohingya people caught in a dilemma. The longer they 
stay in Bangladesh, the greater their need for Bangla and less for Myanmar (also 
referred to as Burmese) unless they return. Most do not want to return until their 
safety is guaranteed, which is unlikely following the military coup in 2021. This is 
another example of a perfect storm in which language inequalities tied to socio-
economic status, location, religion, ethnicity, and language accumulate through 
life and compound over time. In Myanmar, Rohingya people lack legal status and 
citizenship, while in Bangladesh, they are also marginalized, not recognized as 
refugees, and denied integration into society.21

Secretary-General of the United Nations António Guterres called the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on schooling a “generational catastrophe.”22 
Even before the onset of the most serious crisis ever to hit world education 

systems all at once, progress in reducing the out-of-school population had slowed. 
School closures impacted nearly 1.6 billion learners from pre-primary to second-
ary education in at least 194 countries, leaving education systems reeling from 
its effects worldwide.23 This unprecedented disruption exacerbated substantial 
pre-existing inequalities, both between and within countries. Those most vulner-
able and marginalized before COVID-19 (that is, girls, the poorest, the disabled, 
those living in rural areas, refugees and migrants, and those speaking languages 
other than those used in formal education) face increased exclusion and learning 
loss compared to their more advantaged peers. An additional eleven million girls 
and young women may never return to school.24 Speakers of minority languag-
es were also disproportionately affected because emergency education provision 
tends to be provided only in major national or international languages. The mas-
sive shift to remote learning also underlined inequities in access and the need for 
linguistic diversity in the digital domain.25 The lack of multilingualism in cyber-
space poses significant barriers to digital inclusion. Wide gender disparities in in-
formation and communication technologies also remain.
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It is still too soon to know the long-term effects of COVID-19 on global educa-
tion and other development goals. Official SDG statistics still largely reflect the 
pre-pandemic situation. Although extreme wealth has been rising for many years, 
extreme poverty was also falling. The arrival of COVID-19 reversed this trajecto-
ry, marking the first increase in extreme poverty in over two decades. Indeed, HDI 
has declined two years in a row for the first time since calculation began thirty- 
two years ago. This not only erased gains from the preceding five years, but also re-
versed much of the progress toward the SDGs.26 It seems extremely unlikely that 
we will be able to achieve the first SDG–end poverty in all its forms everywhere–
by 2030. The share of children living in learning poverty in low- and middle- 
income countries was already over 57 percent before 2020, and will probably rise 
sharply, potentially up to 70 percent. In poor countries, the level was already over 
80 percent; in sub-Saharan Africa, it was 86 percent. As a result of school closures, 
this generation now risks losing USD 17 trillion in lifetime earnings, equivalent to 
14 percent of today’s global gross domestic product.27

Providing quality education to the poorest children requires teaching them 
through the language they understand best. Nevertheless, this common-
sense principle is still the exception rather than the rule worldwide. For 

decades, UNESCO has been at the forefront of advocating first-language educa-
tion, but estimates suggest that at least 40 percent of children worldwide still lack 
access to education in their own languages.28 Literacy provides an indispensable 
foundation for lifelong learning, and is therefore key to sustainable development. 
SDG indicator 4.6.1 aims to “ensure that all youth and a substantial proportion of 
adults, both men and women, achieve literacy and numeracy.”29 Learning to read 
through an unfamiliar language imposes a double burden because learners must 
acquire the new language and content simultaneously. Children can more easily 
acquire literacy in languages they already know. L1-based programs can produce 
competent readers in two to three years, rather than the five or more years typical 
of many second-language programs. In countries where children average five or 
fewer years of school, such as Pakistan (4.5 years), Ethiopia (3.2 years), and Sudan 
(3.8 years), and the poorest average even fewer, L1-based programs represent the 
only option for the majority of nondominant-language speakers attending school 
to achieve even modest levels of literacy. In Guinea, only 26 percent of girls whose 
home language was not the same as that used at school reached the minimum pro-
ficiency in reading by the end of their years in primary school in 2019.30

Research shows that the more developed children’s literacy skills are in their 
first languages, the more prepared they will be to acquire second languages suc-
cessfully. After only three years of L1-based schooling, children are not ready to 
learn through a language they do not understand. Many are still learning the al-
phabet in grade 3, so the first two grades are in practice lost years for learning the 
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content of the curriculum. Early exit models of L1-based instruction that transi-
tion to English or other international languages in grade 3 do not give students 
enough time to develop literacy skills in their own language that can later be trans-
ferred to learning other languages. In addition, many textbooks are written for 
fluent native speakers and are not adapted to the special needs of those learning 
English or other dominant languages as second languages. To be maximally effec-
tive, L1-based MLE must be high in quality and adequately resourced with well-
trained teachers and materials.

Educating children in languages they do not understand results in poor out-
comes. Consider Africa, the linguistically richest but economically poorest region 
on earth, with one-third of the world’s languages and nearly one-third of its popu-
lation in extreme poverty, surviving on less than USD 1.90 per day. With the excep-
tion of Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Tanzania, no country in sub-Saharan Africa provides 
the entire span of primary schooling in a local language, let alone children’s first lan-
guages. None offers secondary schooling or higher education in an indigenous lan-
guage. While multilingualism prevails, colonial languages still persist.31 Twenty- 
seven of the thirty-one countries with the lowest HDI are in sub-Saharan Africa.32 
Here students receive on average only 4.9 years of schooling, representing a range 
of values from six to seven years in Tanzania, Lesotho, Democratic Republic of 
Congo, and Nigeria, and fewer than three years in Burkina Faso, Chad, Guinea, 
Mali, Niger, and Senegal. With the exception of Lesotho and Mali, all of these 
countries also show gender disparities, with girls receiving fewer years of educa-
tion than boys. 

Education scholar Birgit Brock-Utne regards language of instruction in Africa 
as the most important and least appreciated education issue.33 Across a continent 
with very high repetition and drop-out rates and fewer than 50 percent of African 
pupils remaining to the end of primary school, more than five decades of instruc-
tion through English (or other European languages like French and Portuguese) has 
done and can do little for most students: 80 percent to 90 percent of the popula-
tion still has not learned European languages. Even in South Africa, where English 
has been a school subject for more than one hundred years and is widely spoken in 
larger society, proficiency is still very low among the poorest, predominantly Black 
populations speaking African languages.34 Countries that do not provide access to 
L1 education experience the lowest levels of literacy and educational attainment 
worldwide.35 Income inequality is also significantly higher in countries using colo-
nial languages as the medium of instruction.36 Data from UNESCO indicate that use 
of an international language of instruction instead of local languages is “associated 
with higher inequality in the distribution of learning outcomes and lower perfor-
mance of learners from the poorest households.”37

The effectiveness of L1-based programs represents only half the story of reme-
dying deficiencies in delivering quality education to linguistically diverse popula-
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tions. The other half is the continued failure of English to achieve the promises and 
hopes held out for it as a language of opportunity. The global rush to adopt English 
as a medium of education at increasingly earlier ages virtually guarantees that most 
children in the poorest countries, especially in Africa and South Asia, will be left 
behind.38 Even in multilingual countries in the Global South currently implement-
ing some form of multilingual education, early exit is the most common choice.39  
Although even a few years can give some students an advantage, programs most 
likely to facilitate successful transition to learning in a second language in secondary 
school require a minimum of six years of instruction through the first language.40 In 
sub-Saharan Africa, with school conditions far from optimal, as many as eight years 
of instruction in African languages may be needed. English falls short of being the 
promised gateway to the global knowledge economy in countries where few know 
English and the chances of acquiring it at school are limited due to inadequate re-
sources and teaching. Switching to English as the sole language of instruction will 
not guarantee the supposed benefits of participation in the global economy for the 
majority of students from impoverished rural communities. Submersion models 
plunging children into a second language with no instruction or support in their 
first language are a recipe for persistent, if not permanent, underdevelopment. They 
will continue to produce a large underclass of almost 90 percent who will finish be-
low the mean, with insufficient skills for most work but manual labor.41

Investing in the development of local languages in the context of high-quality, 
well-resourced L1-based MLE lays the foundation for sound economic policy for 
promoting long-term sustainable development. At first glance, it might seem eas-
ier and more cost-effective to immerse children as early as possible in the national 
and/or international languages they will eventually need for accessing wider op-
portunities and participating in national life beyond their communities, especial-
ly when school provides the only context for learning them. The added expense of 
moving from monolingual to multilingual education is much less than commonly 
believed. Where evaluations exist, they suggest additional costs of 3 percent to 4 
percent above that of monolingual schooling. This estimate does not take into ac-
count that poverty is also expensive in terms of human costs and lost resources. 
Using more of children’s first language in school is likely to lead to more effective 
learning of additional languages and to reduced repetition and dropout rates, re-
sulting in significant cost savings to education budgets. Political scientist David 
Laitin and economist Rajesh Ramachandran estimate that if a country like Zam-
bia adopted Mambwe instead of English as its official language, its Human Devel-
opment Index ranking would move up forty-four positions to reach a level of de-
velopment similar to that of Paraguay. In 1994, Ethiopia introduced first-language 
instruction, which has had a positive effect at all levels of schooling, leading to 
a 12 percent increase in the number of students completing six years or more of 
schooling.42 
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Just and socially inclusive language policies will generate economic benefits. 
One year of schooling increases earnings by 10 percent on average. In sub-Saharan 
Africa, returns are highest on average (12.5 percent) and even more for girls (near-
ly 14 percent).43 Educating girls and women is one of the best investments a coun-
try can make to break the intergenerational poverty cycle. Indeed, developing coun-
tries can gain the largest economic and social advantages. Where income and school 
levels are lower, girls and women potentially reap greater benefits, especially from 
completing secondary education. Conversely, failure to educate girls can lead to 
substantial losses between USD 15 trillion and USD 30 trillion in national productiv-
ity and wealth.44 

Misguided policies preventing multilingual education from reaching the most 
linguistically diverse populations have never realized a positive return on invest-
ment in educational, social, or economic terms despite significant financial re-
sources funneled into them. Low proficiency in the language of instruction is as-
sociated with poor attendance, lower learning outcomes, higher dropout risk, and 
lower transition rates to higher grades.45 Countries tolerating high levels of edu-
cational and gender inequality ultimately pay a high price. Failing to educate large 
numbers of young people results in unemployment, lost earnings, hopelessness, 
and instability. Being out of school has repercussions through the lifetime of in-
dividuals and across generations, as educational disadvantage is transferred from 
parents to children. 

I have focused primarily on inequities tied to language in developing countries 
in the Global South, but poor school achievement of speakers of languages 
other than the official and national languages recognized for instruction is 

well documented in virtually all nations.46 Full exercise of the right to education 
depends on the right to language. Failure to recognize language and language di-
versity as an equity issue during both the formulation and implementation of the 
SDGs (and the expired MDGs and EFA) has disproportionate effects on vulner-
able populations, key stakeholders for successful achievement of these agendas. 
Although countries recommitted to achieving progress by 2025 and 2030 on seven 
SDG-4 benchmarking indicators (early childhood education attendance, out-of-
school rates, completion rates, gender gaps in completion rates, minimum profi-
ciency rates in reading and mathematics, trained teachers, and public education 
expenditure), SDG-4 will not be achieved by 2030 even if countries meet their 
benchmarks.47 Priority should be given to SDG indicator 4.5.2, which is “the per-
centage of students in primary education whose first or home language is the lan-
guage of instruction.”48 Simply allocating more resources to education without 
ensuring that they are equitably spent will not suffice. Reaching the most margin-
alized will also cost more. We need to prioritize poor countries and earmark funds 
for multilingual education. 
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Overall, aid to education has been declining and is far too low to meet SDG 
targets. Donors do not give enough; nor do they allocate funds to those needing 
them most. Estimates of the gap between what developed countries provide now 
and what is needed by 2030 are as high as USD 97 billion a year. Educational poli-
cy scholar Stephen Klees considers this an underestimate because it does not in-
clude all SDG-4 targets, nor does it consider the amount needed for other SDGs.49 
Indeed, he concludes that all the SDGs are already failures due to the unwilling-
ness of the international community and national governments to finance them. 
While fulfilling all SDGs would require between 1 percent and 4 percent of global  
GDP, this will not happen without a drastic alteration of neoliberal capitalism. 
This echoes my previous call for radical rethinking of the SDGs and prevailing 
models of development. Relying on economic growth to eliminate poverty is en-
vironmentally unsustainable. Increasing the share of the benefits of global growth 
to the world’s poorest would require dramatically curtailing the consumption of 
the rich. Instead, inequality is increasing at exponential rates.50

Meanwhile, there is no critical information concerning potential impacts of 
different educational policies and choices upon children, community welfare, and 
national development, and therefore, popular myths about multilingualism be-
ing divisive, expensive, and detrimental to economic development prevail. Many 
countries continue to make poor policy choices through ignorance, misguided 
political ideologies, poor governance, corruption, and military conflict. In 2019, 
for instance, Rwanda, an extraordinarily linguistically homogeneous country by 
African standards, where nearly all speak Kinyarwanda, the national language, 
changed its language policy abruptly for the third time in eleven years. Until 2008, 
schools used Kinyarwanda for instruction during the first three primary years be-
fore switching to French, the former colonial language. Then the government im-
plemented a sudden change to English as the sole medium of instruction, leav-
ing schools with fewer than four months to prepare. Only forty-seven hundred 
(15 percent) of the country’s thirty-one thousand primary school teachers and six 
hundred (5 percent) of its twelve thousand secondary school teachers had been 
trained in English. At the time, French and English were spoken by only an esti-
mated 8 percent and 4 percent of the population, respectively. By 2011, when it was 
clear that children and teachers were struggling, schools were allowed to return 
to Kinyarwanda for the first three years. In 2019, however, the ministry of edu-
cation decided to introduce English as a language of instruction from grade 1 in 
all schools rather than continuing Kinyarwanda as the main language of instruc-
tion at least through the primary school years, with English gradually phased in 
as a subject, which would make far more sense in both the short and long term. 
The new policy has already had a detrimental effect, with a drop in school enroll-
ment rates at both primary and secondary levels. The completion rate for primary 
school declined sharply six years after the language change when the first cohort 
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affected by the new policy should have finished primary school.51 The quality of 
schooling has also suffered, with 85 percent of students ranked “below compre-
hension” in reading at the end of grade 3.52

In India, education for Indigenous, tribal, and other minority children operates 
in contradiction to both India’s constitution and its 2020 national education poli-
cy. Article 350-A of the constitution exhorts states to provide instruction through 
the mother tongue for primary education, but article 351 recognizes only twenty- 
two languages for official use.53 The national education policy affirms a commit-
ment to using children’s home languages and mother tongues as the medium of 
instruction preferably until grade 8 and beyond. In practice, however, a gap be-
tween policy and practice deprives most Indigenous, tribal, and other minority 
children of education in their own languages.54 The actual number of languag-
es used for teaching/learning, medium of instruction, or school subjects has de-
clined over the years. In higher education, even regional majority languages are 
only minimally present; tribal languages are completely absent. University and 
technical education are almost exclusively in English.55

Large military budgets and defense spending in both rich and poor countries 
also divert money that could have been more wisely spent on education. Inter- 
national military spending dwarfs the amount of development assistance for edu-
cation. One-fifth of Pakistan’s military budget would suffice to finance universal 
primary education.56 Nigeria is Africa’s richest country. A greater investment in 
education could yield a higher return for peace and stability than equivalent mili-
tary spending. More than half of Nigerian girls in the less developed and conflict- 
ridden northeast and northwest of the country are not in school. The northeast 
region (in particular Borno State) is one of the poorest, with nearly 75 percent (or 
just over 1.4 million) out-of-school children. Boko Haram (usually translated as 
“Western education is forbidden”) is the main driver of attacks against education. 
A UNICEF-supported intervention providing first-language instruction to over 
nine thousand students across grades 4 to 6 achieved impressive results in both 
reading and mathematics in only three months. The baseline of 14 percent of chil-
dren in grades 4 to 6 able to read a paragraph of four lines in Hausa, the largest mi-
nority language, increased by 31 percentage points to 45 percent.57 Programs such 
as these need to be scaled up across Nigeria and the African continent.

There may be grounds for optimism, both regionally and internationally. In 
2022, Nigeria approved a new national language policy providing for first-language 
instruction throughout the six years of primary school. Given the country’s size 
and ethnolinguistic diversity, implementation will be challenging, but could bene-
fit millions of children and the country as a whole. Similarly, Botswana’s ministry 
of basic education promised to introduce eleven new local languages for instruc-
tion (in addition to English and Setswana) in January 2022, but still has not yet im-
plemented the policy. Unlike Nigeria’s policy, however, Botswana’s is an early exit 
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model, providing only three years from pre-primary level until grade 2. Meanwhile, 
a recent World Bank policy paper recommended actively championing and leading 
the way on good language-of-instruction policies because they promote human 
capital accumulation and are therefore of acute concern to national policymakers 
and development partners.58 As the largest funder of education in the developing 
world, the World Bank could prioritize allocation of resources for L1-based MLE 
and put pressure on ministries of education to adopt sound language policies. 

In 2015, countries pledged to make changes in education policies to address ex-
clusion, marginalization, and inequities as part of a transformative education 
agenda to be implemented in the United Nations’ SDGs. Despite encouraging 

developments in some countries, education in many parts of the world still op-
erates in ways that contradict best practices recognized more than seventy years 
ago by UNESCO, supported by a substantial body of research on the benefits of 
L1-based MLE. I have provided empirical evidence in support of a significant geo-
graphic overlap between poverty, educational disadvantage, and language diver-
sity. There can be no true development without linguistic development. Use of 
local languages is inseparable from participatory development. Exclusionary pol-
icies, no matter how well funded, will not work. The continuation of education-
al policies favoring international languages at the expense of local ones is part of 
the development fiasco. The social and economic costs of inequities in differential 
access to good-quality education are high indeed, with the heaviest burden fall-
ing on the poorest, girls, ethnolinguistic minorities, and those living in rural ar-
eas. Achieving equality and inclusion will not be possible so long as development 
agendas continue to ignore language of instruction.

author’s note
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Access, learning, and opportunity are usually conceptualized in a sequential and 
linear way: with access to school comes learning and with learning comes opportu-
nity. But for most refugee students–and for most marginalized students globally– 
this model simply does not hold. In settings where students’ mobility and their so-
cial, economic, and political rights have massive restrictions, access to school does 
not translate into learning, and learning does not translate into opportunities. Cre-
ating education that enables refugee young people to feel a sense of belonging and 
prepares them to help build more peaceful and equitable futures requires us to ad-
dress these misalignments, which are rooted across the ecosystem, from macro- 
level geopolitical arrangements to micro-level interactions in classrooms. I pose 
three questions as central in understanding these misalignments: Who is allowed to 
be where and for how long? Who is responsible for refugee education? And who can 
feel a sense of belonging? Answering these questions informs how we might work, 
through policy and practice, toward alignment.

Wadad reflected on her approach to life, developed while living as a Syr-
ian refugee in Beirut, Lebanon.1 “I really love to sit alone,” she said. 
“To think of many things, about the future, about what will happen. 

At the same time, I tell myself: maybe there’s no tomorrow. I live the details of 
each day and try to make the best of it. I try to live day by day, but I also strive a lot 
for the future, a lot.”

In 2019, when she described her approach, Wadad was a seventeen-year-old 
student in grade 9 in a public school in Lebanon. She had arrived in Beirut when 
she was thirteen, having fled a suburb of Damascus, Syria, where she grew up. Her 
school there was “just normal,” and she described living in “an area where there 
wasn’t a lot of things happening.” One day, a bomb fell in the school compound, 
and everything changed. Wadad said she knew “that we couldn’t stay there [in 
Syria],” but she also expected she would return to her school the following semes-
ter. “The plan,” she said, “was for us to go back [to Syria].” 

Five years later, Wadad found herself constantly embedded in the dissonance 
between her reality of long-term displacement in Lebanon and the plan she had 
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five years before, which is the one she still has now: to return to her home in Syria. 
Wadad now prefers not to think about the geography of her future, explaining she 
has come to realize how powerless it makes her feel to dwell on what she cannot 
control. She explained with some resignation, “It doesn’t make a difference where 
[my future] happens, but I prefer a place where I’m most comfortable in my job, 
my family . . . a place where I have people I love, not a place where I’m alone.” What 
Wadad has not given up, and is adamant that she will never give up, is a focus on 
this future. Yet maintaining this focus has been a constant challenge for Wadad 
and her Syrian classmates. They have found much of their education instead cen-
tered on what Wadad described as the “details of each day,” of just getting by in 
the present.2

Wadad is one of now more than 43.4 million people globally who live as 
refugees, half of whom are children.3 A refugee is someone who has 
fled across a border with a well-founded fear of persecution. Those 

counted in these numbers–and often more visible–are those to whom host gov-
ernments give legal status after deciding on the legitimacy of persecution claims. 
Millions more live as asylum-seekers, often spending years in limbo without legal 
status, and others are counted in categories created to fit domestic and global polit-
ical purposes, including Palestinians outside the five-country mandate of UNRWA 
(United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East) 
and “other people in need of international protection,” which includes all displaced 
Venezuelans. In addition, 68.3 million are internally displaced within their coun-
tries of citizenship.

The number of refugees, those displaced outside their country of citizenship, 
is growing; in the past decade, the number of refugees has tripled.4 The number 
of refugees globally is the equivalent of all the residents in Canada or California 
or Tokyo. Yet most refugees do not live in these places. Confined by policies and 
walls erected by high-income countries, 69 percent of refugees live in countries 
that neighbor their conflict-affected home countries, and 75 percent live in low- 
and middle-income countries.5 These sites of exile have fewer resources for social 
services and already-overstretched education systems. In 2017, when Wadad was 
fifteen years old, 25 percent of the population in Lebanon were refugees compared 
to less than 0.1 percent in the United States.6 In 2019, the United States admit-
ted only 1,198 refugees from Afghanistan, while almost 1.5 million Afghan refugees 
continued to live in Pakistan, many for more than twenty years.7 This long-term 
displacement is a central dimension of refugee education. 

Refugees today live in exile between ten and twenty-five years on average, 
three times as long as in the early 1990s.8 This length of displacement means exile 
is the one and only chance most refugee children have for education. Abroon, who 
lived in Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya, thought he would quickly return to Soma-
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lia after he fled home with his family as a young child. But twenty-one years later, 
he was still in Kenya.9 Raphael, an NGO staff member in Kakuma camp, also in 
Kenya, said: “We can’t keep talking about emergency . . . if people have been here 
for twenty years. . . . So when you design things that are emergency in approach 
and in context, then you are not addressing my needs as I grow up.”10 The expec-
tation of short-term displacement is met by the reality of long-term displacement 
for individual refugees, like Abroon, and for agency staff, like Raphael, who make 
education policies. 

Not all refugee children have access to school, as Wadad and Abroon did. Glob-
ally, only 68 percent of school-aged refugees are enrolled at primary levels and 37 
percent at secondary levels.11 Even when they do have access to schools, they often  
have little access to school learning. In Kakuma camp in Kenya, we find that liter-
acy among children in early primary school is among the lowest in the world.12 In 
classrooms, refugee children are often excluded through use of languages they do 
not understand, curricula that does not represent them or actively discriminates 
against them, and fraught relationships with teachers and peers.13 Their oppor-
tunities are also frequently truncated. In almost all countries where refugees live, 
they are noncitizens and likely will never be citizens. Lack of citizenship curtails 
their access to school and to post-schooling opportunities, with limited rights to 
work, access capital, and maintain long-term legal status.14 Overall, refugee chil-
dren are less likely to go to school. They are less likely to finish school. They are 
less likely to learn in school. And they are less likely to feel like they can contribute 
to their communities.15

We cannot succeed in the global quest for educational equity if we do 
not address the needs of refugees. So what would it take to ensure that 
all refugee young people have access to learning that enables them to 

feel a sense of belonging and prepares them to help build more peaceful and equi-
table futures? Each day, in classrooms around the world, teachers of refugees act 
in response to this question. One of these teachers is Ahmed, a Syrian refugee who 
teaches Syrian refugee students in Beirut.16

Ahmed is a grade 9 civics teacher. His approach involved beginning with what 
students knew and experienced, and extending that in two directions: supporting 
them as they navigated their lives in the present in Lebanon and, in more limited 
ways, helping them envision and work toward the ways they want things to be 
in the future. In one class, Ahmed was helping students learn a map of the Mid-
dle East. He knew his students would be tested on this material in their imminent 
high-stakes Brevet examination–which they were required to pass in order to 
continue into grade 10–and he was explicit and intent on their need to learn this 
so that they might succeed. Ahmed invited the students to locate any place they 
knew on the blank map he had drawn on the board. One girl approached and la-



82 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Refugee Education: Aligning Access, Learning & Opportunity

beled Syria on the map. Others followed, labeling countries and bodies of water. 
One student held back, uncertain she wanted to go to the board. Ahmed encour-
aged her, and the faces of peers, eager and open, also gently prompted her. She did 
get up and go to the board, making it so that everyone in the class had participated. 
“Bravo,” said Ahmed when she completed the task. To the class he said, “She was 
saying she did not know anything. She turned out to know everything.”

Students were no strangers to being treated as if they were clueless and unaware 
of their experiences of everyday exclusions as refugees in Lebanon, and Ahmed 
often talked in metaphors that were about immediate classroom moments and 
also addressed larger themes in his students’ educational experiences. As the class 
focused on the details of making the map on the board, Ahmed zoomed out to the 
larger purposes of the exercise, reminding students to think about “identifying 
one location with respect to another location.” While talking about the physical 
contours of borders, states, and compass directions, this concrete task resonated 
with much more expansive ways of how he thought about supporting students in 
their learning as they constantly navigate multiple locations and their relation-
ships to them.

Ahmed was clear that this navigation involved a good deal of compromise in 
his teaching, an intentional balancing act. As a Syrian refugee himself, he want-
ed his students to learn about the daily constraints they faced within Lebanon’s 
exclusionary social, economic, and political structures. Yet, as their teacher, he 
also had to teach the lessons prescribed by the Lebanese curriculum, which the 
students needed to follow to pass the Brevet exam. Ahmed needed to navigate 
tensions between the kinds of learning he–as their civics teacher and as a Syrian  
refugee–wanted students to do about membership and participation; the lessons 
prescribed by the Lebanese curriculum they followed; and the daily social, po-
litical, and economic constraints on their roles as civic actors. He described the 
challenges of teaching the Lebanese history curriculum, for example: “All the stu-
dents here know only Lebanese history and not Syrian history. . . . We have a com-
mon history but it is told from the point of view of Lebanon.” Despite being a 
school of Syrian teachers and Syrian students, the Lebanese curriculum they fol-
lowed and the students’ success on the Brevet exam was their immediate gateway 
to future education. Ahmed was pragmatic and steadfast in his teaching about 
this: “At the end of the day, it is a school textbook, and the goal of it is for the stu-
dents to get good grades. Nothing else. . . . The history is false. But we have to study 
it to get good grades.” In other moments, Ahmed tried to make materials relevant 
to students, by bringing in lived experiences from outside the textbook, to create 
space for students to explore disconnects between the formal school curriculum 
and their experiences outside school. When teaching Lebanese laws, for example, 
Ahmed explained, “I make it clear that this is a law that exists but is unfortunately 
not applied. As simple as that.”
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Figure 1
Mr. Ahmed Teaches Civics in Beirut, Lebanon

Source: Artwork by Wilhelmina Peragine. See Sarah Dryden-Peterson and Hania Mariën,  
Pedagogies of Belonging: Educators Building Welcoming Communities in Settings of Conflict and Migration 
(Refugee REACH, Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2023). © 2023 by Sarah Dryden- 
Peterson and Hania Mariën. Published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial- 
NoDerivatives 4.0 International license. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creative 
commons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0.
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In his teaching, Ahmed tried to mend misalignments among access to school in 
Lebanon, learning in the Lebanese national education system that could be both 
certified and meaningful, and opportunities for livelihoods and participation in 
the present and future. Access, learning, and opportunity in global education re-
search and practice are usually conceptualized in a sequential and linear way: with 
access to school comes learning and with learning comes opportunity. For most 
refugee students–as for most marginalized students globally–this model simply 
does not hold. In the settings where their mobility and their social, economic, and 
political rights have massive restrictions, access to school does not translate into 
learning and learning does not translate into opportunities. Creating the kinds of 
education that do enable all refugees to access learning that allows them to feel a 
sense of belonging and prepares them to help build more peaceful and equitable 
futures requires us to understand these misalignments and work to better align 
them through policy and practice.

Misalignments among access, learning, and opportunity are rooted across the 
ecosystem, from macro-level geopolitical arrangements to micro-level interac-
tions in classrooms. Yet they are also rooted in policy and practice that ignore the 
connections across these ecosystems, in particular, the structural causes of forced 
migration such as environmental destruction, economic exploitation and dev-
astation, and discrimination and racism.17 Three questions are central in under-
standing these misalignments and how we might connect the ecosystems to work 
toward alignment: Who is allowed to be where and for how long? Who is respon-
sible for refugee education? And who can feel a sense of belonging?

Who is allowed to be where and for how long?18 The confinement of 
refugees to neighboring host countries and low- and middle-income 
countries is not an accident of geography. Migration policies make it 

challenging to obtain legal status in a high-income country, except for the 1 percent 
of refugees globally who have access to resettlement.19 For those who do arrive,  
often via dangerous routes, asylum processes are highly opaque, hard to navigate, 
and discriminatory. It is, as anthropologist Catherine Lowe Besteman has argued, 
“differential access to mobility on the basis of origin.”20 Ukrainians, for example, 
have been able to access residency permits and establish claims to asylum in Eu-
rope, a radical departure from policies applied to other refugees, including Syri-
ans, Iraqis, and Afghans who often remain stranded at borders and denied entry 
to European countries.21 

Several high-income countries have explicitly engaged in outsourcing refugee 
hosting to reduce entry of refugees to their own countries, what some call “trans-
actional forced migration.”22 The 2015 EU-Turkey Joint Action Plan stipulated 
that all Syrians arriving in Greece would be sent back to Turkey; in return, the 
European Union would pay Turkey EUR 6 billion to support refugee assistance, 
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guarantee visa-free travel in Europe for Turkish citizens, and agree to re-engage 
negotiations on Turkey’s EU membership.23 The 2022 U.K.-Rwanda Agreement 
included involuntary deportation of asylum-seekers from the United Kingdom to 
Rwanda. Political scientists Fiona B. Adamson and Kelly M. Greenhill argue that 
this kind of deal is not unique, that “the exchange of cash and the promise of ad-
ditional side-payments for a distant country’s acceptance of ‘unwanted’ popula-
tions bears a striking resemblance to earlier schemes that aimed to resolve thorny 
political problems by proposing to transfer populations to far-flung locations.”24 

These confinements and limitations on refugees’ movement effectively con-
strain the kinds of access refugees have to education. In most cases, refugees live 
in places where access to school is not universal, and the quality of education is 
unequal because some students and schools do not receive sufficient resources. In 
Kenya, refugees live in districts with some of the highest levels of poverty and the 
lowest levels of access to school.25 An NGO staff member in Egypt explained that 
“there is no benefit” to including Syrian refugees in a system already struggling to 
implement quality education.26 In South Sudan, a UNHCR (United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees) staff member explained that schools are “barely func-
tional” and act in “haphazard” ways while trying to include refugees.27 In Leba-
non, where Wadad is in school, Lebanese citizens choose private schools whenever 
they have the option, not the public schools refugees have access to.28 Like in most 
countries, poor children, including refugees, have access to poor schools.29

Restrictions on and the unpredictability of who is allowed to move where–
and who is allowed to stay where–shape misalignments between refugee chil-
dren’s access to school and their learning and opportunities. Khawla, one of 
Ahmed’s students in Beirut, had a specific goal of being a surgeon who provides 
free medical care to people in need.30 After researching the requirements for this 
training in Lebanon, Khawla wrote out a detailed series of steps covering the next 
twelve years of her life that would allow her to accomplish this goal. But each step 
was accompanied by a set of factors over which she had no control. Would refu-
gees be allowed to continue to go to school in Lebanon? Would she be allowed 
to work in Lebanon if she did become a surgeon?31 She had top grades, the kind 
that, according to the logics of exam systems, would facilitate her further study 
and enable her to reach medical school. But what Khawla heard from her teach-
ers when she began primary school in Lebanon shook her trust in whether these 
opportunities would be open to her. She explained that she began to think, “May-
be they’re right, maybe we are coming to Lebanon, it’s not our country, we can’t 
study here, we can’t work here, we can’t stay here. Maybe they’re right. We are 
occupying their country.” Khawla and other refugee young people know they are 
at the mercy of cyclical and conflicting logics: educational policies that allowed 
them to study, but social and economic policies and politics that did not allow 
them to participate.
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A second and related question informs understanding of the misalignments 
among access, learning, and opportunity: who is responsible for refugee 
education? Globally, responsibility for education is presumed to lie with 

governments, even if, in some cases, governments are unable or unwilling to take 
on this responsibility. Responsibility is financial in terms of paying for education, 
and substantive in terms of what and how children learn, which is evident in de-
cisions about curriculum, school structures, and teacher training, typically made 
by governments (at varying levels, depending on the context). This responsibility 
that governments take on is usually connected, in belief or in fact, to presumed 
returns that will benefit the state.32 These returns can take many and boundless 
forms: economic, social, political, civic, and in terms of happiness and well-being. 

In refugee education, assumptions about who is responsible for provision of 
and decision-making about education are called into question, with implications 
for alignment among access, learning, and opportunity.33 Until a decade ago, most 
refugees had access to schooling only in separate schools reserved for them, iso-
lated from national education systems, with the intention of providing tempo-
rary schooling with short-term goals.34 The geography of refugees enabled this 
through their containment in refugee camps. At the time, global NGOs and UN 
agencies took responsibility for refugee education, acting much like a “pseudo- 
state” within the refugee camps.35 

In 2012, a radical shift in global UNHCR policy changed how refugees accessed 
education, with implications for responsibility. This new approach included ref-
ugees in national education systems, which was meant to provide the kind of ed-
ucational stability and quality that was needed in long-term displacement. How-
ever, in a fourteen-country study, Elizabeth Adelman, Michelle J. Bellino, Vidur 
Chopra, and I found multiple models of inclusion of refugees in national educa-
tion systems. These models ranged from no inclusion, where refugees have no le-
gal status and no right to education, such as in Malaysia and Bangladesh; to geo-
graphic and temporal segregation, where refugees had access to host country cur-
riculum, certification, and teachers, but in separate places, as in camps in Kenya; 
or at separate times of the day, as in second shifts in Lebanon. In a small number of 
places, typically in cities like Kampala and Cairo, refugees and nationals attended 
school together. We found these models reflected different purposes of education 
for refugees, particularly whether policymakers imagined those futures to be in 
the host country, in the home country, or somewhere else entirely.36 

These different models also reflect divergent conceptions of how responsible 
the host state is, or seeks to be, for refugee education. The 2018 Global Compact on 
Refugees advocated “responsibility sharing” to support new approaches to inclu-
sion of refugees in national systems, as in education, meaning that high-income 
countries would contribute to the costs of social services for refugees no matter 
where they live.37 Many donors have not met these funding commitments, forcing 
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already overstretched hosting countries to examine the extent to which they can, or 
should, support refugee education.38 An NGO staff member in Rwanda described 
how “the big responsibility is on the government.”39 Approaches to refugee inclu-
sion exhibit varying degrees of what responsibility entails, in terms of access to 
school, learning, and/or opportunities. Without a shared global responsibility, ref-
ugee education in most places has involved minimal realization of the right to ed-
ucation through access to school, but–lacking the necessary additional resources 
and commitments–limited quality of learning or long-term opportunities. 

Inclusion has marked a major opportunity for addressing certain core dimen-
sions of refugees’ educational marginalization: namely, their access to school. 
Yet what remains are persistent dilemmas connected to learning and oppor-

tunity that closely mirror the experiences of other marginalized children globally, 
such as alienation from curriculum, exclusion and discrimination in relationships 
with teachers and peers, and misalignments between the promises of getting ed-
ucated and limited opportunities for equitable social, civic, economic, and politi-
cal participation. To align access, learning, and opportunity, we must address the 
third central question: who can feel a sense of belonging?

When a refugee must flee, the goal is almost never to leave home. The reality, 
as poet Warsan Shire writes, is that “you only leave home / when home won’t let 
you stay.”40 We must identify and work on the underlying causes of conflict that 
force people to flee and on the collective and transnational action needed to make 
home places one can stay, as related to, among others, environmental destruction, 
economic exploitation and devastation, and discrimination and racism. At the 
same time, when people do flee, they must create new lives; this is also collective 
and transnational work. One of the key places this process happens is in schools, 
and teachers and students together must figure out how to answer this question of 
who can feel a sense of belonging.

One day in 2019, two of Wadad’s classmates arrived at school for the afternoon 
shift to find a poster they had made ripped up and torn to pieces on the floor.41 The 
students, Munir and Mira, tried to talk to their teacher about what had happened. 
By way of explanation, the teacher said that the Lebanese students in the morning 
shift felt like Munir, Mira, and their friends were “intruders on the school.” Then 
the principal told the class that maybe the Lebanese students did this to the post-
er because, after all, it is “their school first.” Upset as he was, Munir was resigned 
in some ways to this second-class status. As Mira said, it did make some sense: 
“They’re Lebanese and their school is Lebanese. For sure, for sure, for sure, there’s 
no country that favors others over their own citizens, right? In Syria, we also have 
our own school and it’s not theirs.” Munir explained how this felt to him like a 
trade-off: “It’s like they’re giving [the school] to us so we can learn,” but “not to 
be established.” While he felt this way, he most often found these conversations 
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closed for discussion, with his teachers saying in response things like, “Don’t in-
terfere with politics. We’re here to study not to talk about these issues.”

In a short, animated film created from our research (see a still in Figure 2), Vidur 
Chopra, Joumana Talhouk, Carmen Geha, and I show Munir and Mira’s experienc-
es of exclusion, of trade-offs, and of being silenced, all making them feel that they 
do not belong. We also show the ways in which teachers often feel powerless in the 
face of these situations: beholden to the curriculum and examination systems of the 
state, living within political environments of xenophobia, and often working with-
out pay for months at a time. At the same time, we learn from students about how 
their teachers do help them begin to realign their access to school in a second shift–
which makes them feel “behind” and intentionally kept separate–with learning 
and opportunities that are meaningful in the present and for the future. 

Teachers support a sense of belonging through their work to help align stu-
dents’ access to school with both learning and opportunity. They do this through 
ways of teaching and ways of building relationships, what we call pedagogies of 
belonging, rooted in predictability, adaptability, and future-building.42 Predict-
ability includes “the safety created through knowing, understanding, and trust-
ing.”43 For young people who have experienced massive disruption, often with-
out notice, as Wadad did when she suddenly had to flee her home, the knowledge 
that some elements of their lives remain the same each day is comforting. This 
need for predictability is greater still for young people who fear they could lose 
their legal status or right to education at any time and once again be forced to flee. 
In Jordan, for example, Hiba Salem and I learned from students how much they 
value the predictability of knowing they will find their teacher in the classroom 
each day, that their teacher will listen to them, and that their teacher will make 
sure they learn in ways that will support them to succeed in the education systems 
they find themselves in.44 Students describe the predictability of academic learn-
ing also as key: they need these skills to persist in school and to create the kinds of 
livelihoods they envision for their futures.

Adaptability involves teaching and learning to meet both short-term and long-
term goals, especially as conditions and needs shift. As Ahmed did for his Syrian stu-
dents in Beirut, teachers of refugees across contexts adapt curricula they must teach 
as mandated by the governments that employ them, that students must learn to pass 
high-stakes exams and to proceed in their education. This adaptation is often a pro-
cess of making the curriculum more relevant for students, linking their access to the 
curriculum to meaningful learning. At times, these are large adaptations, as in shift-
ing the language of instruction from English to Arabic, as Ahmed did at his school.45 
At times, the shifts are smaller, such as acknowledgment of the dissonance between 
what is taught and what the students have experienced. In one civics lesson, a teach-
er was emphasizing, as the curriculum does, that students should “become part of 
society, to have greater importance and not just be on the margins.” One student 
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Figure 2
Still from We See You: What Syrian Students Wish Their Teachers Knew

The Arabic text at the top of the drawings reads: “We left Syria. I could not enroll in school 
for two terms!” Source: Artwork by Sawsan Nourallah. See Sarah Dryden-Peterson, Vidur 
Chopra, Joumana Talhouk, and Carmen Geha, We See You: What Syrian Students Wish Their Teach-
ers Knew (Refugee REACH Initiative, 2021), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kXsj13A5Abc. 
© 2021 by Sarah Dryden-Peterson, Vidur Chopra, Joumana Talhouk, and Carmen Geha. Pub-
lished under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 Interna-
tional license. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by 
-nc-nd/4.0.

valued the way this teacher at the same time acknowledged the limited role Syrian 
young people have as agents of change in Lebanon; the teacher went on to say, “In 
the end, nothing of what’s in this lesson exists. We wish it does. . . . It’s true you’re 
learning things that don’t exist but you might be the reason they exist in the future. 
You might do things related to politics . . . and you can change and do the things you 
studied about.”46

Future-building “involves imagining, and planning for, multiple possible fu-
tures–here, there, and/or somewhere else entirely.”47 Refugee students are con-
stantly faced with, and planning for, this unknowable future.48 Students value 
that what they do every day in school is not only about the access to school, to 
being there each day, but to the learning and opportunities that they hope and ex-
pect will follow from that commitment. Given that refugee young people cannot 
anticipate where their futures will be, this kind of learning requires building ca-
pacities to apply what they learn across place and time, and not having to choose 
between the present and the future. They should not have to decide between, on 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kXsj13A5Abc
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


90 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Refugee Education: Aligning Access, Learning & Opportunity

one hand, the kinds of learning that are deemed worthy within the education they 
have access to at the present in one specific geography and, on the other hand, the 
opportunities they then might trade away for a different future.

The time is right for a collective and multilevel approach to refugee educa-
tion that addresses the misalignments among access, learning, and oppor-
tunity. This requires more expansive and interconnected responses to the 

three questions of who is allowed to be where and for how long; who is respon-
sible for refugee education; and who belongs. The daily work of figuring out how 
to ensure that all refugee young people feel a sense of belonging falls to teachers 
and students in schools. Yet we–in governments at all levels, in financial institu-
tions, in universities, in civil society organizations, as parents, as school leaders, 
as activists, as engaged members of our local and global communities–have roles 
to play. We can learn from these teachers and students about what they do and 
how, as in some of the examples presented in this essay; we can expand opportu-
nities for teachers and students to learn from each other about these practices and 
how they might be adapted across contexts; and we can support, institutional-
ly and systemically, professional development of teachers around these practices, 
including attention to their financial and social well-being.49 

Yet teachers and students cannot and should not do this work alone. Every day 
they experience the consequences of the structural causes of forced migration: the 
environmental destruction, the economic exploitation and devastation, and the 
discrimination and racism that compel people to move in search of new homes 
and continue to surround them as they try to build new lives. To ensure that all 
students have access to learning and belonging that enables them to help build 
more peaceful and equitable futures requires us to address these causes and their 
consequences, including new visions of who is responsible for refugee education 
and who is allowed to be where and for how long. High-income countries, like 
the United States, often fuel environmental destruction, economic exploitation, 
and racism linked to the conflicts that refugees flee. They–we–need to shoulder 
more of the responsibility for refugee education, both financially in the regions 
where most refugees live and through migration policies not based on contain-
ment but on more equitable opportunities for mobility. It is in the interests of all 
of us to act now to create access to learning that does enable refugee young people 
to feel a sense of belonging and prepares them to help build more peaceful and eq-
uitable futures–these are the futures in which all of us will share.
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Emerging from the modern U.S. civil rights era, scholars have promoted ethnic 
and multicultural studies as strategies for improving the educational performance 
of students who have traditionally been marginalized in classrooms nationwide. 
Among the most marginalized are students who have experienced historic discrimi-
nation because of their racial, ethnic, linguistic, and immigrant status. The student 
population of United States comprises diverse groups. Marginalization and school 
failure are highest among African American, Latine, Indigenous, and some Asian 
students. In this essay, I speak to the necessity of more than curricular changes and 
explore the more than thirty years of research that addresses the demand to employ 
pedagogical philosophies and strategies that meet the needs of marginalized stu-
dents. I conclude by describing the impact of COVID-19 on teaching and learning 
in underserved communities.

As far back as the 1930s, scholars recognized the need to address the curric-
ulum distortions, omissions, and misinformation that rendered invisible 
students who were outside of the so-called mainstream. Historian Carter 

G. Woodson argued that the school curriculum has an impact on students. In his 
words,

The same educational process which inspires and stimulates the oppressor with the 
thought that he is everything and has accomplished everything worthwhile, depress-
es and crushes at the same time the spark of genius in the Negro [sic] by making him 
feel that his race does not amount to much and never will measure up to the standards 
of other peoples.1

One of the first parts of the school that activists and civil rights champions 
attacked was what they called the “Eurocentric curriculum.” Even a cursory ex-
amination of the U.S. curriculum in the 1960s revealed an erasure of peoples oth-
er than mainstream and middle-class whites. Indigenous peoples were rendered 
invisible after the infamous Trail of Tears, the forced removal of the peoples of 
the Cherokee, Muskogee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Seminole nations from their 
lands east of the Mississippi River to present-day Oklahoma in 1838 and 1939. 
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Black people only made appearances as powerless, voiceless, and enslaved people. 
People of East Asian descent were described briefly in the context of their arrival 
to the U.S. west coast through Angel Island in the 1910s, and as the “Yellow Peril”  
when Japanese Americans were rounded up and interred during World War II. 
There was virtually no mention of Latine peoples except to discuss the Battle of 
the Alamo and the Bracero Program that brought them across the U.S. border 
during the labor shortages that developed during and after World War II.2

One of the school-based results of the civil rights era was a broadening of cur-
riculum offerings with the development of programs in Afro-American or Black 
studies, Chicano studies, Native American or American Indian studies, and Asian 
American studies. The inclusion of these ethnic studies courses represented hard-
fought battles in state and local school districts over curricula. For the most part, 
these courses were included as electives at the secondary level and sometimes as 
standalone units of study in both elementary and secondary schools. By the late 
1970s and early 1980s, we began to see multi-ethnic and multicultural course offer-
ings that represented a more integrated approach to the curriculum and to combat 
the trivializing of course content about diverse groups.

Pioneers in the work of multicultural education include scholars such as James 
A. Banks, Carl A. Grant, Geneva Gay, and Carlos E. Cortes, who published impor- 
tant foundational works about the content that was regularly omitted from most 
school courses in history, social studies, and literature.3 Despite a growing num-
ber of titles and a seeming demand for multicultural content, this shift was not 
sufficient to help teachers who were prepared in conventional teacher education 
programs to weave new topics into their standard curriculum or to teach in ways 
different from how they taught the mainstream curriculum. Education scholar 
Larry Cuban argued that the students who struggled with conventional courses in 
U.S. history continued to struggle in ethnic studies courses that were taught in the 
same way.4 Despite the change in curriculum content, students were still expected 
to read textbooks, listen to lectures, take tests, and write essays and reports.

In the early 1990s, Banks conceptualized what he termed, “the 5 dimensions 
of multicultural education” to combat the common misconception that multi-
cultural education was something solely appropriate for social studies, English, 
art, and music classes, but had nothing to do with areas such as mathematics and 
the sciences.5 This perception emanated from the idea that multicultural educa-
tion was merely about content integration: adding content about diverse others 
into the dominant narrative. Banks went on to explore notions of knowledge con-
struction, prejudice reduction, fostering an empowering school culture and social 
structure, and equity pedagogy.

Knowledge construction asks teachers to consider how the information they 
taught was built. For example, why is it that U.S. high school students can easily 
name the nations of Europe but struggle to recall more than a handful of African 
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nations? All nations appear on a world map, but because the curriculum usually 
depicts Africa as a continent consumed by war, famine, and disease, students rare-
ly consider the individual African nations and their various struggles for indepen-
dence. Students are often unaware that the maps they use are drawn in ways that 
depict the United States as located squarely in the middle, even when that requires 
cartographers to split the nation of China. That rendering depicts the political na-
ture of mapmaking and underscores beliefs about national superiority. The most 
frequent map projection found in U.S. geography and history textbooks exagger-
ates the Northern hemisphere, making Greenland inordinately large so that the 
United States also appears larger in relation to the continents of South America 
and Africa. The fact that the earth is a sphere means it is impossible to accurately 
represent it on a flat surface. The Mercator projection was created in the 1500s by 
cartographer Gerardus Mercator. Although it is widely used because it preserves 
the shape and directionality of landmasses, it represents Greenland and Africa 
as approximately the same size. In truth, Africa is about fourteen times the size 
of Greenland. Indeed, Africa is larger than the Unites States, Canada, and China 
combined.6 How we construct the knowledge students learn shapes their under-
standings and worldviews. Ideas such as the Frontier Thesis, Manifest Destiny, 
and the Monroe Doctrine are constructed, not “naturally occurring” phenomena. 
The idea that learners might contest what was previously offered as truth is a part 
of what multicultural education offers.

Prejudice reduction is the idea that learning about a broad range of facts, con-
cepts, and theoretical perspectives can reduce previously held notions of superiority 
and inferiority about certain groups. For example, students learning about astrono-
mer and naturalist Benjamin Banneker’s mathematics skills, or Shirley Jackson, the 
Black woman theoretical physicist and former head of the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory  
Commission, may move away from stereotypes about who can engage in high- 
level science and mathematics. I have written elsewhere about a sixth-grade class-
room where students using an outdated textbook read statements like “the peoples 
of Nigeria are primitive.”7 Determined to combat this inaccuracy and stereotype, 
the teacher shared a set of slides of modern-day Lagos, Nigeria, where students saw 
high-rise buildings, roads jammed with the latest automobiles, and life remarkably 
like what they experience in U.S. cities.

Another of Banks’s dimensions is an empowering school culture. This dimen-
sion speaks to the need for multicultural education to transcend individual class-
rooms. He argued that having only a couple of teachers focus on multicultural 
education in their classrooms did little to change the messages that schools send 
about students who have been traditionally marginalized. For example, schools 
that never acknowledge the import of women, people of color, or immigrants 
through their assemblies and programs, school lunches, and hiring in strategic po-
sitions (that is, beyond janitors and cafeteria workers) keep the racial, ethnic, and 
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linguistic hierarchies in place and render the content changes in classrooms less 
powerful. Students are cognizant of which students are chosen for special honors 
such as gifted or advanced placement classes, as well as those regularly assigned 
to discretionary special education programs and who are regularly suspended and 
expelled from school. In schools that do not foster an empowering school culture, 
students come to believe that there is something inherent in their racial, ethnic, or 
linguistic identity that suggests they are worthy (or not worthy) of school-based 
benefits and privileges.

Finally, Banks’s dimensions include what he terms equity pedagogy. In his arti-
cle with Cherry McGee Banks, they define equity pedagogy as “teaching strategies 
and classroom environments that help students from diverse racial, ethnic, and 
cultural groups attain the knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed to function ef-
fectively and help create and perpetuate a just, humane, and democratic society.”8 
As multicultural education emerged, much of the energy went into correcting cur-
riculum errors and distortions, as well as infusing the school content with broad-
er information from perspectives beyond what was previously available. Curric-
ulum developers and educators paid limited attention to the way we taught stu-
dents, and how our pedagogical practices might disadvantage the students who 
were struggling with the older, more Eurocentric curriculum. It is this feature of 
multicultural education in K–12 schools that I will explore in the remainder of this 
essay.

I have been researching and writing about what I have termed culturally relevant 
pedagogy for more than thirty years.9 The genesis for this inquiry came from 
my observation that, although teachers had access to increasingly diverse cur-

riculum materials such as textbooks, trade books, curriculum units, classroom 
posters, and decorations, the students from marginalized racial and ethnic groups 
were continuing to struggle to achieve academic success. These materials were 
not changing the ways teachers approached teaching. Students as young as eight 
years old (that is, third graders) often experience lecturing as a dominant form of 
instruction. Teachers are “telling” students information rather than having them 
inquire, discuss, and grapple with ideas and concepts. 

Despite what was seen in the 1960s and 1970s, curriculum- and instruction- 
revolution classrooms in the United States remain remarkably similar.10 Accord-
ing to educator Martin Haberman, many teachers, especially those who work in 
schools serving the most marginalized students, practice what he termed “the 
pedagogy of poverty.”11 This teaching consists of a steady routine of “giving in-
formation, asking questions, giving directions, making assignments, monitoring 
seatwork, reviewing assignments, giving tests, reviewing tests, assigning home-
work, reviewing homework, settling disputes, punishing noncompliance, mark-
ing papers, and giving grades.”12
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The objective of this form of teaching is not to stimulate thinking or produce 
active learners. Instead, its emphasis is on maintaining order and policing stu-
dents’ bodies. Unfortunately, far too many teachers are rewarded for implement-
ing this strict control. They regularly hear that they are “good teachers” because 
their students are not out of order. In schools serving poor children of color or 
those whose first language is not English, this sense of order is prized over academ-
ic achievement or student learning, cultural competence, or critical consciousness 
that might allow students to question an inequitable classroom and social order.

Culturally relevant pedagogy is designed to ensure that students demonstrate 
academic knowledge, skills, and abilities or, more pointedly, learning, cultural  
competence, and sociopolitical or critical consciousness.13 Culturally relevant 
pedagogy treats these three elements (student learning, cultural competence, and 
sociopolitical consciousness) as equal components of good teaching. Imagine 
each aspect as angles or sides of an equilateral triangle: no one side is greater than 
another, and without all three, there is no triangle. 

Student learning is the “coin of the realm” in school-based instruction. We 
expect students to learn from a relationship with an experienced teacher in con-
junction with other learners. Unfortunately, for too many students in the United  
States, “learning” has been reduced to performance on a yearly standardized 
achievement test. Often, poorly resourced schools in urban and rural areas pro-
duce low achievement test scores related to a variety of variables over which the 
students and their teachers may have little or no control: inexperienced teachers, 
inadequate facilities, inferior curriculum materials, poor leadership, high concen-
trations of poverty linked to housing policies that produce segregation, and the 
inability of parents and caregivers to fully engage with classrooms and schools. 
Thus, culturally relevant pedagogy focuses less on the external standards set by 
achievement tests and more on the growth of students over the course of a year. 
For example, a student might arrive in a fifth-grade class reading at a second-grade 
level. However, through the diligent and sometimes extraordinary work of the 
teacher, the student ends the year reading at the fourth-grade level. According to 
state-mandated tests, that student is still performing below level. However, the 
student has demonstrated two years of growth over the span of one academic 
year. It is difficult to argue that the student did not learn. 

Learning in a culturally relevant pedagogy framework is more inclusive and 
comprehensive than test scores. For example, culturally relevant teachers are 
looking for not only academic growth, but also instances of developmental, so-
cial, and cultural growth among students. Seeing a student become more diligent 
when completing assignments, or in the organization of their personal items–
backpack, notebook, and desk–might signal developmental growth that will be 
useful as the student progresses through subsequent grades. A student who learns 
to self-regulate his anger and uses words instead of physical aggression is another 
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example of learning that a culturally relevant teacher looks for. Seeing a student 
persist after they began the year easily frustrated with difficult tasks is another 
example of growth that matters to a culturally relevant teacher. These individual 
markers are combined with external measures like test scores.

Culturally relevant pedagogy allows for a variety of evaluative measures. 
Students might create digital records of what they have accomplished and 
present a video, an electronic poster, or a multimedia presentation. Cultur-

ally relevant teachers will encourage students to use a wide range of subject areas 
to demonstrate their knowledge. Students might give a hip-hop presentation of 
a science concept or an artistic rendering of a mathematical idea. The culturally 
relevant teacher recognizes the strengths of neurodiversity and does not expect 
all students to display what they have learned in the same ways. The pedagogi-
cal knowledge to allow for this amount of variation is extensive. Teachers who 
are only able to teach what is in a textbook or curriculum guide may not have the 
depth of content knowledge to recognize subject matter mastery that is displayed 
in ways other than the paper and pencil exhibitions of tests, essays, and reports.

Generally, there is little argument over the need to ensure that students mas-
ter subject matter knowledge, skills, and concepts. However, culturally relevant 
pedagogy also requires teachers who can help students develop cultural compe-
tence.14 For decades, schools have treated the notion of culture as a static concept, 
making cultural competence the most misunderstood component of culturally 
relevant pedagogy. Most teacher education programs teach little or nothing about 
culture.15 Teacher education is an area of study that relies heavily on the social sci-
ence discipline of psychology and, to a lesser extent, sociology; candidates take 
coursework in educational psychology, child and/or adolescent development, 
and sociology of education. Few programs require or offer a course in educational 
anthropology. 

Despite conversations about “multicultural education” or “diversity,” teacher 
education candidates are not exposed to a systematic study of culture and its role 
in teaching and learning. The diversity courses students may be required to take 
often include discussions about “the other.” Rarely in the teacher preparation se-
quence of courses are students required to explore how their own culture influ-
ences how they think about students, families, and communities. Consequently, 
most teacher education candidates continue to view and center their own expe-
riences and perspectives as “correct” or “normal.” Education scholar Yolanda 
Sealey-Ruiz argues that teachers who desire to be effective in teaching students 
from cultural backgrounds different from their own must do an archaeology of 
the self to understand why they believe the ways they think, act, and operate are 
the right ways to think, act, and operate.16 By decentering oneself, it becomes pos-
sible to see that other perspectives and ways of thinking and being can be legiti-
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mate and make sense in the lives and experiences of others. This decentering can 
help teachers understand the importance of context. The field of anthropology of-
ten seeks to “make the familiar strange.”17 In 1956, anthropologist Horace Miner 
published the classic essay “Body Ritual Among the Nacirema,” which describes 
seemingly barbaric and painful rituals among a group of people he identifies as 
the “Nacirema.”18 It is not until readers discover that “Nacirema” is “American” 
spelled backwards do they realize that Miner is describing dental practices among 
most people in the United States. Miner made the familiar strange.

The work of helping students develop cultural competence is not about teach-
ing Black students static notions about Black culture or Latine students a homoge-
nous set of concepts and ideas about Latine culture. Instead, cultural competence 
is about recognizing that students arrive in classrooms with a set of cultural prac-
tices that reflect aspects of both a larger racial, ethnic, or linguistic culture, and a 
local culture found in the neighborhoods and communities in which they live.19 In 
addition to those cultural practices, the work of the culturally relevant teacher is 
to help students remain grounded in their home cultures while acquiring fluency 
and flexibility in at least one additional culture. For students who experience mar-
ginalization in the classroom, that additional culture is most likely what schools 
regard as mainstream culture. This approach also includes helping students who 
are members of the cultural mainstream acquire fluency in a culture beyond their 
own. In an ideal world, all students should leave PK–12 schooling multicultural-
ly competent because they will be entering a culturally and linguistically global 
culture and will need to function well in it. Minimally, all students should leave 
school bi-cultural, well-grounded in the language, history, culture, customs, and 
traditions of their own culture and fluent in at least one other. This is what we 
mean by cultural competence. 

An example of fostering cultural competence might be a music educator teach-
ing students about the term “classical.” A culturally relevant teacher recognizes 
that all cultures have traditions of classical music. Thus, it is important not to as-
sume that “classical” is reserved for music and musicians from Europe. There is 
American classical music derived from African American music known as jazz. 
There is Chinese classical music. There is Mexican classical music. There is Af-
rican classical music. Broadening the notion of classical is one example of help-
ing students develop cultural fluency or competency. Another example might be 
helping students understand that all cultures have traditions of storytelling. Shar-
ing literature across cultures can help students see and value the similarities and 
uniqueness found in storytelling cultures within and across nations. 

The third component of the culturally relevant pedagogy equilateral triangle 
is perhaps the most ignored. This is the component identified as sociopolitical or 
critical consciousness. This is the aspect of school-based teaching and learning 
that answers students’ often expressed question, “So what?” Students ask, “Why 
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do we have to learn this?” Too often, teachers respond with pat answers such as 
“One day you’re going to need this!” It does not take long for students to recog-
nize the fallacy of this response. Most students know that they will probably not 
use the Pythagorean theorem outside of a geometry classroom or they will not 
find a workplace that will require them to conjugate French verbs. The socio- 
political or critical consciousness that culturally relevant teachers seek to foster is 
one that helps students find answers to problems they grapple with. The geometry 
lesson might be especially important if students’ families are buying a carpet and 
want to make sure they are not overbuying. In a critical mathematics class in Chi-
cago, I witnessed a teacher help students understand why having a command of 
the concept of compound interest was important in their everyday lives.20 When 
students saw how paying higher interest rates impacted the cost of housing in 
their community versus what their upper middle-income peers were paying in a 
suburban community, they were incensed at the inequity. They wanted to know 
more about how to calculate interest so they could make better decisions about 
their own spending.

In another publication, I described a social studies classroom in which a stu-
dent was upset about his school’s “hat rule.”21 The hat rule stated that no students 
could wear a hat inside the building. The student, an African American male, ar-
rived in the classroom visibly upset and his teacher asked what was wrong. “This 
school is racist!” he declared. “Why do you say that?” his teacher asked. The stu-
dent relayed his observation that only Black boys were stopped and sanctioned for 
wearing a hat in the building. The teacher challenged him to produce evidence of 
his claim. When it was clear that the student only had anecdotes from himself and 
his friends, the teacher helped the class design a survey and data collection strat-
egy to determine the validity of his claim. By dividing the class into fourths, there 
was a small team dispersed to survey each year–freshmen, sophomores, juniors, 
and seniors. The students collected demographic data from each student they sur-
veyed and asked: “Have you ever been stopped for wearing a hat in the building? 
If yes, what happened after you were stopped?” Once the students compiled the 
data, they were able to affirm the student’s initial observation. Black male stu-
dents were heavily surveilled and sanctioned for wearing hats in the building. The 
students produced a report they shared with the school principal and the principal 
confronted the school staff saying, “Either we will have a hat rule, or we will not 
have a hat rule. What we won’t have is a hat rule for certain students!” The teacher 
who helped the students design the study pointed out that learning mathematics, 
English, and social studies helped them to undertake the work that allowed them 
to solve a problem they identified.

In today’s political climate, many teachers are afraid to take on what they see as 
highly charged topics and ideas related to race, diversity, and equity. Increasingly, 
states and local school districts are prohibiting teachers from focusing on equity 
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issues related to race, class, gender, and sexuality. Instead of arguing that instruc-
tion related to diversity, equity, and inclusion helps make stronger and more ac-
tive democratic citizens, some teachers are self-censoring because they are told 
teaching related to diversity, equity, and inclusion is indoctrination. The mis- 
information, distortions, and omissions of the past are making their way back 
into many classrooms. From the fractious fight over the African American stud-
ies advanced placement course to the banning of scores of children’s and young 
adult books, we see a suppression of knowledge and information students need to 
be the kind of active and engaged citizens who can make important decisions in a 
democratic society.22

Taken together, student learning, cultural competence, and sociopolitical or 
critical consciousness provide a vision of culturally relevant pedagogy aimed at 
decreasing the educational disparities that students experience in schools. How-
ever, unless we recommit to two important promises that we have made to the na-
tion’s students decades ago, we will continue to struggle to narrow the outcome 
inequities that plague the United States. We have yet to live up to the mandate of 
the Brown v. Board of Education decision to desegregate our schools and the promise 
of Serrano v. Priest to equitably fund our schools.23 All our concerns about teaching 
students in a fair, equitable, culturally relevant way came into sharp focus with the 
devastation of the COVID-19 pandemic.

By the beginning of 2020, it had become clear that the mysterious virus that 
first appeared in Wuhan, China, was spreading across Asia and into Europe. 
World health agencies recognized that we were amid a pandemic.24 Unlike 

the situation with the Ebola virus in Africa, this pandemic would not be contained 
or confined to one continent. By late January or early February, the first COVID-19 
cases were detected in Seattle, and later another in Chicago. In one area of New 
York City, there was a COVID-19 outbreak in a synagogue that forced the quaran-
tining of that section of the city. However, the quarantine did not stop the spread. 
By early March, schools, churches, and workplaces were shutting down. Individ-
uals were donning face masks and other protective coverings. Hospital emergen-
cy rooms were filling up, health care workers were scrambling for ventilators, and 
people were dying. In addition to the health destruction that COVID-19 wrought, 
the pandemic laid bare the economic, social, and educational disparities that 
characterize life in the United States. For the first time, many in the mainstream 
began to see what those on the margins have been experiencing for centuries:  
joblessness and underemployment, lack of access to health care, substandard or 
no housing, and inadequate and unequal schooling.

This pandemic revealed that students in the United States who reside on soci-
ety’s margins were victimized by other social issues–systemic racism, economic 
vulnerability, and impending environmental catastrophe.25 Despite the doom and 
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gloom that COVID-19 created, there was a bit of a silver lining, as explained in nov-
elist Arundhati Roy’s powerful essay “The Pandemic Is a Portal”:

Historically, pandemics have forced humans to break with the past and imagine their 
world anew. This one is no different. It is a portal, a gateway between one world and 
the next. We can choose to walk through it, dragging the carcasses of our prejudice 
and hatred, our avarice, our data banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky 
skies behind us. Or we can walk through lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine 
another world. And ready to fight for it.26

Roy’s perspective suggests that the COVID-19 pandemic might be something more 
than a tragedy. It could also be an opportunity. As I have written elsewhere, the pan-
demic gave us an opportunity for a hard reset, a chance to start over. While most 
establishment educators and school administrators were clamoring for “getting 
back to normal,” I have cautioned against “getting back to normal.”27 Returning to 
normal would mean that the same students who were failing before the pandemic 
would continue to fail. Students who were regularly suspended, expelled, and arbi-
trarily assigned to special education would end up in those same places. Returning 
to normal offers students on the margin no opportunity to improve and expand.

Instead of going back to what we have always done, what if we rethought what 
we do? Instead of assigning students to remediation that never truly remediates, 
we could move toward acceleration. The logic of remediation suggests that a stu-
dent who is already behind will benefit from being placed in a classroom situa-
tion where she is made to slow down even more. How does slowing down help a 
student to catch up? Instead, the perspective of accelerating learning is that we 
should do our best to move students faster and farther. This is not a new concept. 
Economist and founder of the Accelerated Schools Project Henry Levin has been 
advocating this approach for decades.28

We could also reset how we think about cultural competence in this post- 
pandemic moment. From 1989 to the early 2000s, I considered cultural compe-
tence from the standpoint of adult manifestations of culture and cultural practices:  
history, language, customs, and traditions. Somewhere around 2004, I began ex-
ploring how youth culture might be an important vehicle for helping students de-
velop cultural competence.29 COVID-19 presented us with important opportunities 
for incorporating youth culture. In addition, there are at least four things we have 
learned from our COVID-19 experience.

First, we learned that relationships matter. Our students demonstrated that 
what they missed most when schools closed and they were participating in vir-
tual classes was the face-to-face interactions with peers and caring adults. In ele-
mentary schools throughout the United States, teachers, administrators, and staff 
organized caravans that drove through neighborhoods to greet children and their 
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families. Communities cherished those moments. In today’s classrooms, adults 
must take advantage of students’ need for relationships. Culturally relevant ped-
agogical approaches seek deeper student-to-student and teacher-to-student rela-
tionships because interpersonal relationships are crucial to student success. We 
need to organize schools around these relationships. The mental health challeng-
es COVID-19 presented for our students have been substantial. At least 204,000 
children and teens in the United States lost parents or in-house caregivers because 
of COVID-19.30 Our students need more access to adults who can assist teach-
ers, counselors, social workers, and school psychologists. This may mean making 
changes to staffing ratios to ensure that students (and their families) do not slip 
through the cracks.

Second, the COVID-19 pandemic has taught us that time is fungible. The insis-
tence that school-based learning only takes place from about 8:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. 
Monday through Friday was challenged by the emergency precautions taken in 
2020 and 2021. Educators in schools doing virtual/remote teaching and asynchro-
nous learning soon realized that it was possible (and sometimes desirable) to as-
semble students at atypical hours. High school students were very amenable to 
meeting at times outside of conventional school hours, particularly those students 
who were working to help support their families. COVID-19 also helped us recon-
sider whether credit-hours is the best way to evaluate student academic progress. 
Perhaps we are now ready for systems with more focus on competency. We should 
seriously consider developing evaluation systems that allow students to demon-
strate mastery of knowledge, skills, and abilities rather than merely counting how 
many hours students spend seated in a classroom. 

Third, COVID-19 taught us that technology must move to the center of the 
teaching-learning experience. Before the pandemic, many schools had technolo-
gy on the periphery of their classrooms. Educators consulted IT personnel when 
their wi-fi connections or email did not work. COVID-19 helped us understand that 
we could and should have more robust use of technology. Today, most classrooms 
can digitally record and archive lessons, and this may mean that student absences 
can become a thing of the past. Teachers and their students can create classroom 
webpages allowing students to log on and catch up on whatever they missed. These 
videos can also serve as an opportunity for students to review concepts and infor-
mation they may not have understood in real time. The lessons we learned from 
teaching during the earliest years of the pandemic should bring technology into 
substantive conversations about curriculum and instruction, not just technical 
tasks. Educators should use technology to improve their management strategies 
for grading and other recordkeeping. They should also use technology as a com-
munication device. Texting parents and caregivers, creating parent portals, and 
posting important information online are vehicles for giving students, parents, and 
caregivers ready access to what is transpiring in schools and classrooms.
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Fourth, COVID-19 has revealed that schools are an important site of support for 
students’ and their families’ personal needs. When schools closed in the United  
States during emergency protocols, one of the first responses of schools was to 
provide food for students and their families. The amount of food insecurity among 
our students is startling. Far too many public-school students are dependent on 
schools to provide ten meals per week: breakfast and lunch, Monday through Fri-
day. Schools were required to provide mobile devices and wi-fi for many students. 
In cold weather climates, schools also must provide warm weather clothing: hats, 
gloves, scarfs, coats, and boots. These COVID-19 revelations can provide us with 
new ways to think about the work of the school in a democratic society aiming to 
become more egalitarian and just.

Culturally relevant pedagogy or equity pedagogy is an essential aspect of multi- 
cultural education. We know that curriculum developers and textbook publish-
ers have been producing multicultural content for decades, but content cannot 
teach itself. As I examined the teachers who have been effective in teaching Afri-
can American students, I noticed that curriculum was not the key element of their 
practice.31 Yes, these teachers would love to have up-to-date curriculum that more 
accurately depicts the diversity that exists in the United States. But they were un-
afraid of critiquing poorly written and outdated materials and supplementing 
content with knowledge and information they sought out. They understood how 
important it was to give all students access to information and the ability to gain 
skills.

I conclude with two examples of how culturally relevant pedagogy can be key 
to student success. One example is in an elementary classroom and the oth-
er is in a college biology class. In the sixth-grade classroom, the teacher was 

following Henry Levin’s notion of accelerated learning. Her school was poorly 
funded, serving predominately low- to moderate-income Black students. Instead 
of following the prescribed mathematics curriculum, she decided she wanted her 
students to get a head start on learning algebra. She scrounged some algebra-1 text-
books from her school district’s curriculum stacks and found that she had enough 
of one set of books for every two students. She paired the students to share the 
books and found that the pairing was important in forcing them to cooperate and 
share information. One of her students was designated a special-needs student,  
but the teacher insisted on having him participate with the rest of the class for the 
mathematics lessons. One day, he was struggling to solve a problem and the teach-
er sat beside him and his partner. “Hey guys,” she shouted, “we have a problem. 
Who can help?” Immediately, four or five students rushed over to their classmate 
and asked him to articulate what he thought the problem was. The students kept 
probing him and, before long, he was able to talk himself through the problem 
and into the correct solution. Several actions the teacher took made this outcome 
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possible. First, she demonstrated confidence in the student to be able to do this 
work. Next, she indicated that we had a problem–not the student. Then, she al-
lowed other students to assist. Because of the way she typically taught the class, 
the helping students knew it was not their role to tell the student the answer or 
even what he might be doing wrong. Their ability to ask the right questions al-
lowed the student to see that he could do the work and that he belonged in that 
class. Nothing about the content of the class was inherently multicultural. How-
ever, the pedagogical strategies were.

In a second example, I was contacted by an African American college fresh-
man who was interested in becoming a medical doctor. Although she was doing 
well in most of her classes, she was struggling in a large lecture biology class that 
was a prerequisite for getting on the premed track. She came to me distraught and 
declared her dream of becoming a doctor was over. I sent out a call to some of my 
graduate students in the sciences who often serve as teaching assistants in intro-
ductory level courses in biology, chemistry, and physics to see if one of them could 
help. I received an email response that said, “It’s not the student, it’s the way they 
teach that course. Give me her email and I will meet with her.” Within three to 
four weeks, after meeting regularly with my graduate student, the freshman post-
ed a remarkable turnaround and completed the course with a grade of B+. She has 
subsequently been working in the health sciences now for several years. Again, 
there was nothing inherently “multicultural” about the biology course. The prob-
lem the student experienced was linked to the pedagogy.

With more than thirty years of research on the issue of culturally relevant ped-
agogy, I am convinced that we can produce better educational outcomes when 
we pay closer attention to the pedagogies we employ in classrooms serving stu-
dents who have traditionally been marginalized and underserved in our nation’s 
schools. Culturally relevant pedagogy can be the difference that “difference” 
makes.
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Overcoming Historical Factors that 
Block the Quest for Educational Equity 

in Canadian Schools

Özlem Sensoy

Remedying school inequities in Canada requires actively confronting the challenges 
connected to Canada’s national identity and history. These challenges uphold histor-
ically rooted, ongoing inequities that are tied together by three themes: the legacy of 
colonialism and the displacement and resource acquisition that provided (and con-
tinues to provide) wealth for the ruling elite; enslaved and under/unpaid racialized/ 
migrant labor that built and continues to uphold the infrastructure of the nation- 
state; and the discourses of Canadian identity centered on the perceived “nice and 
polite” Canadian and the peaceful multicultural mosaic of its vast land. Any effort 
to fully understand and address educational projects for change in Canada must en-
gage with these three themes central to Canada’s identity.

In the mid-1990s, the Molson Canadian beer company introduced their I Am 
 Canadian campaign. In addition to the “I am Canadian” slogan, this long- 
standing campaign featured the “I am Canadian rant,” a popular ad launched 

in 2000. Delivered by Average Joe Canadian (or “Joe Canada” as he was known), 
personified by Canadian actor Jeff Douglas, and U.S. director Kevin Donovan, the 
rant is approximately one minute in length. It begins with Average Joe Canadian 
stepping onto a concert stage, set against a background of screens displaying im-
ages of the waving maple leaf on the Canadian flag. A young white man seemingly 
in his late twenties or early thirties, Joe is wearing faded blue jeans, a grey T-shirt, 
and a flannel grey plaid button-down shirt over it. His work boots echo through 
the theater as he steps across the stage and approaches the microphone. His boy-
ishly messy straight brown hair falls onto his brow toward his blue eyes (which 
we are made to notice through close-ups of his face). He begins his rant softly and 
tentatively over the microphone’s gently screeching feedback, but quickly picks 
up tempo and volume as he ends the rant at a climax with the declaration: “I. Am. 
Canadian!” The text of the rant in full is as follows, and the performance can eas-
ily be found online:1 
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Hey, I’m not a lumberjack, or a fur trader. . . . 
I don’t live in an igloo or eat blubber, or own a dogsled. . . . 
and I don’t know Jimmy, Sally or Suzy from Canada, 
although I’m certain they’re really really nice.

I have a Prime Minister, not a president. 
I speak English and French, not American. 
And I pronounce it “about,” not “a boot.”

I can proudly sew my country’s flag on my backpack. 
I believe in peace keeping, not policing, 
diversity, not assimilation, 
and that the beaver is a truly proud and noble animal. 
A toque is a hat, a chesterfield is a couch, 
and it is pronounced “zed” not “zee,” “zed”!!!!

Canada is the second largest landmass! 
The first nation of hockey! 
and the best part of North America

My name is Joe!! 
And I am Canadian!!! 2

The “I Am Canadian” campaign was not only incredibly popular but won mul-
tiple national and international awards. It even infiltrated popular culture, with 
many parodies of the rant by prominent Canadian actors such as William Shatner 
(known in the Star Trek universe as Captain Kirk) and Simu Liu (best known for 
his role as Marvel superhero Shang-Chi). You would be hard-pressed to find a Ca-
nadian who has not seen or heard of Average Joe Canadian. 

To say that this campaign both illuminates and ignites a dialogue and debate 
about Canadian identity and nationalism, and the role that corporations like Mol-
son play in defining them, seems obvious enough.3 As professor of communica-
tions Shuling Huang has pointed out, in a globalized world, nation-branding has 
been integrated with nation-building.4 And by doing a lot of nation-branding work, 
popular culture has regularly played a key role in the global identity-development 
and -management of the nation-state. Beer campaigns have been a familiar part 
of national identity-building projects for a long time–not just Molson’s “I Am 
Canadian” campaign. Budweiser’s 9/11 tribute ad that aired just once during the 
2011 Super Bowl is another well-known example. Whether discussing the branding 
 messages themselves (that is, of Canadians as peacekeepers and hockey lovers), or 
the critiques and parodies responding to those messages, between the lines an en-
tire recentering of an unspoken “average” Canada emerges. The average is a collec-
tion of points landing us in a middle that seems reasonably tempered, lukewarm, 
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and unoffensive, even while it is asserting itself. While this average Canada might 
have specific points of identity like beavers, blubber, and boots, these points gather 
to a nexus presented to be equally accessible to and deployable by all Canadians; 
this identity-building is what socioculturalists would call the constructing of aver-
age Canada (and an average Canadian).

The Average Joe Canada campaign is a widely circulated pop cultural text that 
functions as an overt public pedagogy about Canada and Canadians, a text that 
has inspired many others after it. It can be consumed at face value and loved or 
loathed. It is also a target for cultural critique for its themes of normalized white 
settler colonialism and patriarchal innocence.5 But what is more relevant for the 
discussion here is not merely the re/presentative work done (or disrupted) by texts 
such as Average Joe and his rant, but their re/productive functions. These gener-
ative functions, which often lie beyond the text itself and live in an intertextual 
space, further the well-documented historical and present- day inequities in Cana-
dian society and its institutions, including its schools. In other words, these texts 
keep a set of characters, vocabulary, and scripts about Canada alive and, by doing 
so, function as links holding the problematic inequities of Canada’s past direct-
ly in hand with the problematic inequities today. To understand the inequities of 
mainstream Canada as illustrated by the Average Joe Canada example, especially 
those that influence education, I want to explore not simply the nouns of Canadian 
inequity (what we are), but the verbs (what we do). It is in the ongoing actions, the 
working, generating, producing, and reproducing, the average-ing of the national 
identity, that Canada’s most stubborn equity-seeking habits are linked to and em-
bedded in its history.

So how does the average-ing of Joe relate to the pursuit of educational equity 
in Canada? Like other nation-states established as settler colonies and built on 
stolen lands with under/unpaid or enslaved labor, issues of educational equity to-
day are  intimately connected to this past. Thus, to understand and address our on-
going challenges for greater equity, Canadian scholars studying equity in school-
ing in Canada have focused our attention on three core themes: first, the legacy 
of colonialism and resulting normalization of white Christian settler identity as 
 “Canadian”; second, the erasure and criminalization of enslaved and under/ unpaid 
racialized/migrant labor that built and continues to uphold the  infrastructure of 
the nation-state; and third, the naturalized discourses of Canadian identity tied 
to the gentle Canadian and the peaceful multicultural mosaic of its vast land. One 
cannot fully understand nor address effective educational projects for change in 
Canada without engaging with these three themes centrally connected to Canada’s 
national story.6 They are not simply topics to be covered by the formal curriculum. 
They are a part of the stories we tell about Canada (that is, colonialism, migrant 
labor, and nice multiculturalism are the infrastructure of practices holding inequi-
ties in place), without which Canada’s national identity would not exist. As such, 
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any proposed remedies to inequities are shaped by the policies, stories, and narra-
tives that created those inequities. 

In his classic tome A National Crime: The Canadian Government and the Residen-
tial School System, 1879 to 1986, historian John Milloy recounts the early period 
of the establishment of the nation-state in 1867, during which Victorian-era 

politicians began an active campaign to address the “Indian problem” in Canada.7 
These proud Canadians believed it was their moral duty to bring Christianity and 
civilization to the Indigenous communities of the lands they were settling. The 
task of civilization took patriotic fervor, as Milloy writes, “In the case of Father 
Lacombe, Oblate missionary to the Blackfoot, for example, the ‘poor redman’s 
[sic] redemption physically and morally’ was ‘the dream of my days and nights.’”8 
Assimilation of Indigenous peoples became Canada’s official mission during the 
first term of Canada’s first prime minister Sir John A. MacDonald. He informed 
parliament of the national goal “to do away with the tribal system and assimi-
late the Indian [sic] people in all respects with the inhabitants of the Dominion, 
as speedily as they are fit to change.”9 In the coming decades, these benevolent 
Christians, guided by their faith, power, and sense of moral authority, created and 
enforced a systematic project of assimilation and civilization that can accurately 
be described as genocide.

Operating in Upper and Lower Canada (prior to confederacy) and then 
throughout the country, residential schools were run by Anglican, Methodist, and 
Catholic missionaries.10 There were day schools (industrial schools) and board-
ing schools. The earliest known residential schools opened in 1831, and the last 
was closed in 1996. Over 150,000 Indigenous children went through the residen-
tial school system, with mandatory attendance starting at age eight.11 Children 
were often forcibly taken from their home communities, their hair cut, their 
clothes changed, given new Christian names, and forbidden to speak their home 
languages or observe their spiritual ceremonies and traditions. The formal curric-
ulum at the schools was the bare minimum, focused mostly on reading and writ-
ing in English or French and on manual labor skills. By the 1930s, the goal of ed-
ucation was described simply as “Christian citizenship” achieved through “min-
gling with Canadians.”12 

The harsh punishments in residential schools combined with long periods 
of isolation from their families, recorded in historical accounts as well as in oral 
testimonies, have had an irreparable impact on Indigenous communities, and 
on Canada as a whole. Thousands of children died while in school and, with re-
cordkeeping woefully inadequate, the extent of the crimes of the schools, the 
churches, and political leaders involved remains unknown but continues to be re-
vealed. For example, unmarked graves are still being discovered through ground- 
penetrating LiDAR (light detection and ranging) technology used on the grounds 
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of former residential schools. As recently as January 2023, an estimated two thou-
sand graves were discovered on the Qu’Appelle Indian Residential School site on 
the Star Blanket Cree Nation in Saskatchewan.13Also in January 2023, 171 suspect-
ed graves were discovered by the Wauzhushk Onigum Nation at St. Mary’s Indi-
an Residential School in Ontario.14 In February 2023, seventeen suspected graves 
were found, with dozens more suspected, at the Alberni Indian Residential School 
by the Tseshaht First Nation in British Columbia.15 In April 2023, forty suspected 
graves were found by the Shíshálh Nation at the St. Augustine’s Indian Residential 
School site in British Columbia, with more graves suspected.16 In June 2023, Suck-
er Creek First Nation reported that eighty-eight suspected graves were discovered 
at St. Bruno’s Indian Residential School in northern Alberta.17

Some living residential school survivors still recount the atrocities they expe-
rienced and witnessed. In the face of this profoundly sobering history, and in re-
sponse to the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement, the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was formed in 2008. The work of the commis-
sion, which concluded in 2015, was to document the full history of the era of res-
idential schooling in Canada. In 2008, the prime minister, on behalf of the gov-
ernment of Canada, offered a formal apology for the residential school system. 
Resulting from the challenging political, cultural, geographical, and bureaucratic 
landscape within which the commission did its work, some outcomes had pro-
found impacts on equity initiatives in schools across Canada. First among these 
impacts, the commission documented residential school survivor testimonies 
and established a database of publicly available resources hosted by the National 
Centre for Truth and Reconciliation (NCTR) at the University of Manitoba. The 
NCTR website features information (such as information about the National Ad-
visory Committee on Residential Schools Missing Children and Unmarked Buri-
als) for survivors and also community members who are directly living with the 
ongoing effects of the residential schools era.18 The NCTR also hosts curricular 
resources and pedagogical support offerings, such as workshops for educators to 
teach about the era of residential schools in an informed way. While educators 
have access to the archives at any time, there is a call to focus on this work during 
the last week of September, marked by the National Day for Truth and Reconcili-
ation, a federal statutory day on September 30, established in 2021.

Second among the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s major contribu-
tions to advancing equity in schooling is its Calls to Action, comprising ninety- 
four recommendations resulting from the commission’s gathering of testimony 
and study.19 The power of the calls is in their specificity and precision across a 
multitude of Canadian institutions (from schooling to health care to the criminal 
justice system).20 They offer specific recommendations that many schools (across 
K–12 and higher education) have begun to act on. Calls 62–65 focus specifically on 
schooling, for example: 
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We call upon the federal, provincial, and territorial governments, in consultation and collabora-
tion with Survivors, Aboriginal peoples, and educator to: 

Make age-appropriate curriculum on residential schools, Treaties, and Aboriginal peoples’ histor-
ical and contemporary contributions to Canada a mandatory education requirement for Kinder-
garten to Grade Twelve students. 

Provide the necessary funding to post-secondary institutions to educate teachers on how to inte-
grate Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods into classrooms. 

Provide the necessary funding to Aboriginal schools to utilize Indigenous knowledge and teaching 
methods in classrooms. 

Establish senior-level positions in government at the assistant deputy minister level or higher ded-
icated to Aboriginal content in education. 

The Calls to Action have reverberated throughout the Canadian education 
landscape, although they are not without challenges. For example, in the context 
of teacher education, the challenges are not just about the difficulties of dissemi-
nating knowledge about colonialism, but also involve examining how teacher ed-
ucation programs (and universities in general) have been ideologically structured. 
As Aboriginal education scholar Lyn Daniels and colleagues explain: 

For those working in the field of teacher education who have begun the complex pro-
cess of (re)positioning themselves in relation to the Calls to Action issued in the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission’s Final Report (Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion of Canada [TRC], 2015), it has become clear that they present much more than 
just an informational problem. . . . For the most part, the philosophies and knowledge 
systems that undergird [most mainstream teacher education programs operating in 
Canada] are not capable of providing meaningful guidance on how to respond to the 
challenges of Truth and Reconciliation with Indigenous peoples. If teacher education 
programs in Canada continue to rely on existing dominant knowledge systems and 
governing structures to respond to the Calls to Action, they will fail to address them 
with the spirit and intent with which they were issued. There will be no cultural chang-
es to teacher education programs unless they undergo significant structural changes 
that will allow Indigenous and Canadian people and peoples to walk alongside each 
other as equals. This idea of change also applies to universities more broadly.21 

This need for a “culture change” points to the deeper, structural matters related 
to the “how we do” Canada and the work involved in addressing those depths. In 
other words, a simple knowledge transfer about colonialism is insufficient with-
out also restricting the existing knowledge systems built by that very colonialism, 
which appear and act as neutral ways of knowing. Regardless of these challenges, 
deeper shifts identified by advocates and the Calls to Action serve as an important 
service to educators seeking to advance equity in schooling. 
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While the facts and historical details of the residential school era con-
tinue to be discovered, studied, and taught, the impacts on schooling 
and the legacies of this period persist in Canadian schools. Stories of 

the residential school era must continue to form a part of both the school curricu-
lum and infrastructure critiques in Canada, but they are not the only stories about 
Canada’s national identity in Canadian schooling today. In fact, aspects of these 
stories were central to the development of the residential school system and con-
tinue to influence Indigenous students as well as a wider network of racialized stu-
dents of immigrant and settler ancestry. These stories include mythologies of the 
benevolent helper and the civilizing work of schooling. 

Education scholars in Canada, as in other nations, have studied the “benevo-
lent helper” story as it is manifested in school settings. Closely connected to the 
white savior character type in film and television–usually white women who self-
lessly work to save Indigenous, Black, and Peoples of Color (IBPOC) and youth 
from their culture, community, and the limiting life they are perceived as having– 
benevolent helpers enter the school environment as white savior teachers.22 These 
hero-savior characters draw on the same moral duty and relentless pursuit of the 
saving mission as Sir John A. MacDonald and the government ministers and 
agents of earlier Christian civilizing missions. Their spunk and the clarity of their 
purposes are not dissimilar to that personified by Average Joe Canadian. There is 
certainty in this vision, an almost innocent likeability. This likeability and spunk 
can serve to sanitize the problematic ideological infrastructure that shapes and 
imposes the benevolent helper’s desire to “help,” to “make better,” and to “civi-
lize” those kids who are seen to be in need. 

Most representations of these hero teachers (almost always white women) 
align with Canada’s own national story of the benevolent hero. That is, Canada, 
much like the white savior teacher and Average Joe, is really, really, nice. Yet lesser 
known of Canada’s history is its role in the transatlantic slave trade between the 
1600s and 1833, when the Slavery Abolition Act was passed in the United King-
dom and by extension in its colonies.23 While the historical facts about slavery in 
Canada can (with effort) be located, studied, and taught, the racist ideologies and 
sanctioned knowledge that helped justify it still circulate and impact the lives of 
Black youth in Canada.24 Among these sanctioned racist knowledges was eugen-
ics, which thrived in Canada in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
The eugenics movement not only resulted in policies that ranged from forced ster-
ilization to segregated schooling, but also served as the ideological framework for 
how intelligence is characterized, how schools measure and test it, as well as other 
foundational school practices (such as curricular tracking and ability assessment 
methods) built from the eugenics framework.25 

The troubling history of eugenics in Canada and its ongoing effects were rec-
ognized in the work of the Canadian senate’s Standing Committee on Human 
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Rights between 2019 and 2022. The executive summary of the committee’s report 
reads, in part: 

Canada has a long history of forced and coerced sterilization. For much of the 20th 
century, laws and government policies explicitly sought to reduce births in First Na-
tions, Métis and Inuit communities, Black communities, and among people with in-
tersecting vulnerabilities relating to poverty, race and disability. Though these explicit 
eugenic laws and policies have been repealed, the racist and discriminatory attitudes 
that gave rise to them are still present in Canadian society, and forced and coerced 
sterilization still occurs.26

Eugenics ideologies and their resultant practices–from forced sterilization to 
the determination of what constitutes intelligence and who has it–have tentacles 
reaching into the Canadian school landscape and equity initiatives to the present 
day. For example, the frameworks of what constitutes intelligence, and how edu-
cators name and assess it, shaped early assessments of intelligence and determi-
nations of which forms of schooling are available to which groups.27 Masquerad-
ing as neutral and scientific, standardized testing became all the rage in schooling 
across the spectrum.28 

While much of the presumed neutrality of these practices have been well cri-
tiqued, the foundational ideas of inferior and superior intelligence continue to 
map onto racialized students. In a review of international research on special edu-
cation and race, education scholars North Cooc and Elisheba W. Kiru report that 
disparities in special education representation resulting from historical inequi-
ties continue to impact Indigenous and racial minority students in Canada.29 In 
Toronto, Canada’s most racially diverse city, anecdotal evidence aligns with their 
findings. While the province of Ontario (which serves as the governmental au-
thority for the province’s school districts, including those in Toronto) does not 
collect race-based data on special education referral in particular, students of Ab-
original, Black, Latino, and Somali ancestry are more likely to drop out and are 
more likely to be placed in learning disability categories.30 

What these trends reveal is that Canadian IBPOC students today still have to 
function in school against the sanitized deficit frameworks of eugenics applied to 
the assessments of their intelligence and abilities.31 Further, through these pat-
terns, they become the objects of “teacher benevolence.” Teachers’ savior behav-
iors might take the form of lower expectations for academic success and reduced 
referral to advanced placement and academic opportunities for IBPOC students. 
They may also emerge in the formal curriculum of Canada’s history, either via 
omission of the role of racialized Canadians in the founding and building of the 
nation-state, or simply by highlighting the unfortunate evils (almost always of the 
past, now corrected) and creating otherwise tokenistic singular curricular repre-
sentations of minoritized peoples and histories. The benevolent savior discourse 
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can also emerge in the elevation of either nonminoritized people as authorities on 
all subjects under study (including the experiences and histories of the minori-
tized) or people from minoritized groups who have gained access to the systems of 
power due to acclimation, choice, or other traits that “normalize” (and often also 
tokenize) them within slow- or no-shifting systems of power, and who are labeled 
as the one “good,” unoffensive, and palatable representative among their group. 

While no teacher would claim themselves as performing the role of the hero- 
savior on purpose, the behaviors of the “good white teacher” in the classroom 
are well theorized.32 Examples include the prevalence of a deficit discourse about 
 IBPOC students, the overreliance on “unfortunates” when tackling systemic soci-
etal oppressions in the nation’s history, and the foregrounding of nonminoritized 
peoples and those fluent in the culture of power and authority as holding the neces-
sary expertise and knowledge about the culture of authority to lead change.33 These 
are all familiar issues in teacher preparation and wider learning environments at 
many K–12 and higher education spaces in Canadian schooling.34 As education 
scholars Ardavan Eizadirad, Zuhra Abawi, and Andrew B. Campbell have pointed 
out, it is often white women administrators and school district leaders who deter-
mine the methods and contexts of antiracism education workshops and supports. 
Often, these in-vogue equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) events function as little 
more than a form of institutional image control.35 As Eizadirad, Abawi, and Camp-
bell put it, “diversity and equality work are about generating the right image and 
correcting the wrong one. Anti-racism in education is used as a framing device that 
allows for the racial order to remain intact by delinking anti-racism from its histor-
ical roots in anti-colonial, abolitionist, and anti-capitalist struggles.”36 

To engage with mainstreamed diversity and equity work in school settings, 
the politics and practices of image control and how the “right” image is corrected 
for within these institutional spaces (through actions we call “anti-racism educa-
tion” or “diversity and equity work”) must also be taken into account. Just as the 
institutional responses to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission can become 
tangled in the optics and image control of schools, universities, and governments 
working to “signal” their endorsement of and actions on the Calls to Action, the 
same pattern can occur in other educational endeavors (such as antiracism or EDI 
education) that lean on policy mandates or institutional need to demonstrate 
compliance, progress, or a progressive climate. While the path and policy pres-
sure to walk it can be clear, the means to do so remain in the usual hands. In other 
words, we sustain the vocabulary, scripts, and language we have had to this point. 
As Daniels and colleagues state above, developing knowledge and fluency with 
other tools takes time and patience. 

Connecting the dots, eugenic ideology was, at its peak, advanced by progressive 
voices in Canada. For example, Emily Murphy, the well-known white leader of the 
women’s suffrage movement in Canada, was among the strongest advocates for 
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eugenics and believed that the highest calling of (white) women and motherhood 
was to protect fertility from “defective” stock.37 Thus, as Canadians, we must con-
front the contradictions of policies and practices (like residential schooling and 
eugenics) that were seen by moral authority figures and progressives (teachers, 
government officials, clergy, and activists like Emily Murphy) as being, on the one 
hand, well-meaning white protective goodness and moral authority wanting to bring about 
a better Canada and Canadian and, on the other hand, revealed in time as being 
brought to life by racist and discriminatory attitudes. If we see that moral authority 
and goodness themselves are also culturally situated and not neutral, the work to 
draw on the best instincts among us to advance society and education for all must 
continually be problematized and leadership toward its goals must be shared. 

Canada is known for, among other things, being the first modern state to 
adopt a national policy of multiculturalism (in 1971), which led to the Ca-
nadian Multiculturalism Act in 1985.38 In many significant ways, the Act 

serves as a cornerstone of Canadian values, representing the nation-state’s aspi-
ration and commitment to an inclusive and diverse citizenry. In its preamble, the 
Act recognizes “the multicultural heritage of Canada” and “the rights of aborig-
inal peoples,” names English and French as the official languages of the nation, 
recognizes the ethnic, racial, religious, and linguistic diversity of Canadians, and 
affirms the government’s commitments to human rights and preserving equal ac-
cess and opportunity for all its citizens. 

Critics of the Act often point to its failure to meet the well-documented and 
unaddressed challenges of the Act’s commitments: for example, the reluctance to 
name colonialism, which is part and parcel of the two official languages of the na-
tion. As sociolinguists Eve Haque and Donna Patrick explain, Canada has used lan-
guage policies to both control national unity and manage racial difference through 
language hierarchies.39 In many ways, the naming, centering, and codifying of En-
glish and French as the official languages of the nation-state further the elevation 
of those languages as superior to other “less civilized” Indigenous (and other) lan-
guages. This is, of course, closely aligned with the discourses that fueled the ini-
tial period of residential schooling and “civilizing” missions in the nation.40 Thus, 
among the many aspects of Canada’s Multiculturalism Act that remain less well 
known are its precursors, including the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and 
 Biculturalism (1963–1970), which gave rise to the Official Languages Act of 1969 and 
were followed by the policy of multiculturalism in 1971.41 What this lineage reveals 
is that the management of, or a resolution to, the tensions between the two “found-
ing” colonizing nations (England and France) needed to be resolved and constitu-
tionally equalized and entrenched. Thus, it is not without merit to argue that it was 
French-Canadian recognition that drove the initial impetus to constitutionalizing 
biculturalism and bilingualism (and eventually, multiculturalism). 
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Indigenous and other linguistic, racial, and cultural minority groups have 
pushed back against these omissions. Yet while the Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms of 1982 resulted in the constitutional recognition of the founding 
French and English as well as Indigenous languages, it also further elevated and 
entrenched (only) French and English speaker rights by mandating they receive 
government services and education in their own languages, while giving no such 
recognition in federal law to Indigenous (nor other) language rights.42 

While focused and funded language revitalization projects can and do exist, 
the elevation of colonial languages in the structuring of access to publicly funded 
resources such as education and knowledge impacts communities of immigrant 
settlers and newer Canadians as well. Canada’s three largest immigration hubs 
(Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver) receive most of the nation’s immigrant new-
comers, and those who are tracked into express entry as skilled labor under the 
Federal Skilled Worker program must demonstrate proficiency in either English 
or French.43 This ensures that immigrants, especially those who are racialized (for 
example, of South Asian, African, and East Asian ancestries), are also put atop the 
hierarchy of their group. 

In the 2021 census, of Canada’s 36.3 million population, eight million–almost 
one-quarter–were immigrants, with 1.3 million immigrating since 2016, more 
than half of them admitted under an economic category (privileging those immi-
grants who can contribute to the economy through finances or skilled labor).44 
Unlike immigrants who are voluntary migrants, refugee claimants belong to per-
secuted and minoritized communities. While Canada is among the top immigrant- 
receiving nation-states (through its extremely selective language and economic 
criteria), the criteria for refugee claimants are defined under international law. In 
2022, 140,621 individuals were granted asylum in Canada.45 For scale, at the end 
of 2022, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees reported that there 
were 108.4 million forcibly displaced people worldwide (43.3 million of them chil-
dren), with nearly half of them from Syria, Ukraine, or Afghanistan. The top three 
refugee-receiving countries internationally are Türkiye (3.6 million), Iran (3.4 
million), and Colombia (2.5 million)–nations not commonly included in lists of 
industrialized Western nation-states. In fact, 76 percent of the world’s refugees 
(arguably the most vulnerable, equity-deserving peoples globally) are hosted in 
low- and middle-income countries.46 While the 140,621 people who were accept-
ed as refugees to Canada are no doubt thankful to have been accepted, its wealth 
alongside the public story Canada tells about its ideals demand that it do more to 
enact those ideals in the global community.

Despite these very real challenges, anchored in historical dynamics with 
far-reaching outcomes, Canada has made strides to improve representa-
tions of diversity and access as well as increase equitable outcomes for 
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students in Canadian schools. Teacher education in Canada has, in many respects, 
centered matters of social justice and problematized a diversity-without-inclusion 
framework; and it has made decolonization, racial equity, gender, and sexuality 
inclusion central to school success and core dispositions for students as future cit-
izens in a pluralistic democracy.47 Many teacher education programs across Can-
ada have specific foci not just on subject matter topics (such as language arts or 
mathematics) but also on Indigenous education, antiracism education, sexual ori-
entation and gender-identity education, and teacher education on less-examined 
matters of diversity, such as disableism.48 There have been Afrocentric schools in 
Toronto for decades, centering experiences of Black students and Black histories 
in Canada.49 While these programs are not without their critics and challenges, 
they are examples of hard-won shifts in public schooling. 

In much the same way that Average Joe Canadian became image control for a 
nation that craves a point of distinction, identity, and belonging, antiracism work 
that is rooted in the anticolonial, abolitionist, and anticapitalist struggles that 
gave rise to it must disrupt (or at least name and mark) the narrative impulse of the  
nation-state to co-opt, absorb, define, and teach it. This tension continues to shape 
equity efforts in schools today. It is the ongoing advocacy of teachers, unions, and 
families that has helped nudge the needle on what we should and must expect 
from public schooling to foster a healthy pluralistic democracy in Canada. 
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Schools in Multicultural Australia

Greg Noble & Megan Watkins

Australia’s migration history has produced one of the most ethnically diverse na-
tions in the world, but this has presented challenges for educational equity. The intro- 
duction of multiculturalism in the 1970s coincided with an increasing focus on 
structural inequities in education. In this essay, we examine the context of changing 
educational policies and programs over the last half century, arguing that there has 
not been a steady process of reform involving measures redressing various inequal-
ities but a period of policy turbulence. We consider the impact of the competing 
logics of multiculturalism–incorporation, recognition, civility–upon educational 
policy and practice to argue that, together with the consequences of neoliberal re-
forms, the equitable delivery of multiculturalism in schools has proved challenging. 
We conclude that multicultural education must refocus on the critical capacities that 
teachers and students alike need to understand the cultural complexities of a global-
ized world.

Central to Australia’s self-image is the idea that it is an egalitarian, demo-
cratic, and inclusive society.1 A core element of that self-image is the pop-
ular claim that “Australia is the most successful multicultural society in 

the world.”2 It is no wonder then that policies of multicultural education have be-
come increasingly central to goals of educational and social equity in Australia. 
Yet multicultural education and other policy interventions targeting disadvantage 
are historically recent interventions.3 Considering Australia’s past–premised on 
exclusionary immigration practices and the dispossession of the land’s original 
inhabitants–as well as its present–in which neoliberal policies have reshaped 
educational systems and understandings of equity–the relations between multi-
culturalism, equity, and schooling are complex and contradictory. 

We examine the place of multicultural education in the quest for educational 
equity in the context of Australia’s ethnic diversity.4 We consider first the broad-
er social contexts of the emergence of multiculturalism in a settler-colonial na-
tion before discussing the educational contexts of Australia’s schooling systems. 
We then explore the responses to ethnic diversity in Australia, with a particular fo-
cus on the state of New South Wales (NSW), both in terms of broader policies and 
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programs and the specific school and classroom challenges that arise from the in-
creasingly “superdiverse” nature of Australian society. We argue that the celebra-
tory nature of multicultural education often serves to mask these complexities and 
ignores the critical, intellectual understandings students and teachers now require.

As one of the few nations that have embraced multiculturalism as govern-
ment policy at national, state, and local levels, Australia has an extensive 
and complex migration history derived from its British roots and its loca-

tion in the Asia-Pacific region. Over one-quarter of its population of twenty-seven 
million was born overseas, while more than half has a parent that was born over-
seas, representing more than three hundred ancestries and over four hundred lan-
guages.5 Historically, Australia’s migration has been dominated by arrivals from 
the United Kingdom and New Zealand. Since World War II, however, Australia’s 
program expanded to include more people from across Europe, the Middle East, 
and beyond. In the last thirty years, migration programs have changed dramati-
cally, such that India and China are now the largest sources of migrants, altering 
the ethnic and linguistic composition of the nation. This has been compounded 
by the influx of refugee and asylum seeker populations from Africa, the Middle 
East, and Southeast Asia. 

This transformation is a recent phenomenon. With their foundation as a des-
tination for British convicts, and then as a key element in British colonial ambi-
tions, the original Australian colonies had been largely the preserve of white set-
tlers. With the economic boom in the second half of the nineteenth century, and 
the ensuing influx of Chinese migrants and Pacific Islander labor, the colonies 
began introducing restrictive, race-based immigration laws. When Australia was 
federated in 1901, the Immigration Restriction Bill was one of the first pieces of 
legislation in the new Commonwealth of Australia. Now referred to as the White 
Australia Policy, these restrictions remained until after World War II, and were 
only slowly dismantled in the following decades until the policy was formally end-
ed by Prime Minister Gough Whitlam’s Labor government in 1972.6

The historical transformation from racially exclusive and assimilationist immi-
gration programs to policies that embrace multiculturalism and ethnic pluralism 
is complex, but it was both dramatic and partial. As many scholars have argued, 
though it followed in the wake of the Canadian experience, multiculturalism was a 
“compromise” policy formation designed to placate increasingly vocal ethnic or-
ganizations and to allay the fears of dominant cultural groups whilst also address-
ing different social and economic imperatives.7 The move to multiculturalism was 
driven more by economic and demographic needs, with successive governments 
being captive to a “populate or perish” mentality and a fear that migrants would 
not stay. This resulted in the need to increasingly widen the pool of source nations 
for the migration program, contributing to the growth of ethnic community or-
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ganizations that were beginning to experience some degree of electoral sway.8 Al-
though initiated by the Labor government in the early 1970s, multiculturalism was 
formalized by the succeeding conservative coalition Fraser government, informed 
by several important reports. The 1977 report by the Australian Ethnic Affairs 
Council, Australia as a Multicultural Society, and the 1978 Galbally Report on migrant 
programs and services entrenched what became the key components in policies: 
the (often competing) emphases on social cohesion, equal access, and the right to 
maintain cultural identity.9 

There have been many voices of opposition and moments of crisis during the 
life of Australia’s multiculturalism, including two long periods of conservative 
government that stepped away from endorsing, or even using the word, multicul-
turalism.10 Politically, multiculturalism has always been contested, subject to fre-
quent renegotiation, portrayed as both a threat to the nation’s identity and social 
cohesion and its savior.11 Yet, over fifty years, there has been large and widespread 
popular support for both Australia’s diversified immigration program and poli-
cies of multiculturalism, a level of support that continues today.12 

One aspect of this contestation is the degree of confusion over what multi- 
culturalism means. This is partly because of the ongoing tension between multi-
culturalism as a simple description of ethnic diversity and the prescriptive poli-
cies that embody an agenda of change and a vision of Australian society different 
from traditional perceptions. It is also partly because multiculturalism is not one 
thing but an ensemble of policies and practices that entail different “logics” of  
equity–of incorporation (acquiring the skills to participate in Australian society), 
recognition (the “rights” of cultural maintenance), and civility (learning how to 
live in a shared social space).13 These logics were present from the beginning, but 
whatever balance existed was arguably unsettled by the rise of what is often re-
ferred to as “identity politics” (largely middle class), alongside the increasing 
presence of right-wing nationalism in Australian political life in the 1990s.14 We’ll 
return to the consequences of what this means for education, but we wish to em-
phasize here that conceptual confusion, in addition to the emergence of neoliber-
al economic and social policies since the 1980s, contributes to a high level of tur-
bulence in policy and practice around issues of diversity.

Whitlam’s reforming government introduced a range of other policies and 
programs aimed at addressing social disadvantage regarding gender, 
rural communities, and Indigenous Australians. While these are not 

our focus, it is important that we note the uncomfortable relation between multi- 
culturalism and Indigenous affairs and parallel issues around culture and disadvan-
tage.15 Aboriginal activists have long argued that the first peoples should not be col-
lapsed into policies addressing migrant-derived diversity.16 Despite the overlapping 
concerns around issues of recognition, ethnically based inequalities, and racism, 
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the history of the original inhabitants of the land–who have occupied the conti-
nent for sixty thousand years–positions them differently within Australian society. 
This is reflected in different, if parallel, institutional histories. Now numbering ap-
proximately one million, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders represent 3.8 per-
cent of Australia’s population, most of whom live in cities and towns (15 percent live 
in remote communities).17 For most of the period since European settlement, pol-
icies targeting Indigenous inhabitants were defined by dispossession, eradication, 
“protection,” and assimilation. In 1967, when a national referendum decided that 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples would be counted as part of the Aus-
tralian population, giving the national government (rather than state governments) 
the major power to make laws regarding Indigenous Australians, an Office of Ab-
original Affairs was established. In 1972, under Whitlam, the office was extended 
into a government department. The 1970s were, as with multiculturalism, the de-
cade when policies of assimilation gave way to an emphasis on recognition and cul-
tural maintenance in Indigenous affairs.18 Since then, policies have been reshaped 
in terms of questions of recognition, self-determination, land rights, and treaty. The 
reasons for the failure of the recent referendum to institutionalize in the Constitu-
tion an Aboriginal Voice to Parliament are hotly debated, but it reflects at least a lack 
of agreement over the means to address Indigenous marginalization in Australia.19 
Despite the many differences–and the specificity of the experiences of Aboriginal 
Australians–Indigenous-affairs and multicultural policies share a degree of poli-
cy complexity. Indigenous-affairs policies have also been constantly torn between 
competing discourses of equity–between the desire to pursue social and economic 
equality and the path of self-determination. The first implies an emphasis on inte-
gration and the second foregrounds the right to inhabit different social worlds.20

A common issue in these two domains is the tendency to ignore the cultur-
al complexity that has resulted from the dynamics of globalization, reshaping in-
stitutions, relations, and practices.21 A consequence of this complexity is that 
Australia is increasingly defined by the phenomenon of superdiversity, which re-
fers not simply to the diversification of sizable ethnoracial populations, but to the 
dynamic interplay of social factors, such as mixed marriage and cultural inter- 
mixing. These processes affect long-time, migrant, and Indigenous Australians alike 
and challenge the common assumptions about the homogenized nature of ethni-
cally or racially defined communities.22 These domains are both prone to forms of 
essentialism that don’t correspond to the realities of social life and therefore pose 
significant challenges for classroom practice and teacher training. It is the task of a 
critical multiculturalism to unpack and contextualize such essentialisms.23

The challenges of managing the consequences of ethnic diversity are central 
to the goals of schooling, but these goals are not always straightforward. 
Typically, education is seen as providing a mechanism for greater social 
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equality, not just through enhancing access but also in improving the outcomes of 
students from an array of disadvantaged backgrounds. Yet it is also a mechanism 
of social and economic reproduction, including the reproduction of relations of 
power, through the unequal distribution of knowledge, skills, opportunities, and 
qualifications. For some commentators, the goal of equity has been implicit in 
Australia since the acts of the 1870s that introduced free, compulsory, and secular 
education, though these changes had more to do with the economic, social, and 
political imperatives of governing.24 The same could be said of the introduction of 
mass public secondary schooling after World War II, even as equity issues became 
more prominent in educational discourse.25 This contradiction underlies the on-
going tension in what educational equity means–whether it is about resourcing, 
outcomes, standards of competence, equality of opportunity, inclusive curricu-
lum, or excellence.26 These are important practical debates for public education, 
because disadvantaged students of various orders of disadvantage are dispropor-
tionately located in government schools.27

This is especially so for students of minority backgrounds. Schools have be-
come a key means of recognizing and including students of all ethnic back-
grounds, and yet they do so through limited, problematic means. The ethnic and 
racial diversity of schools varies enormously, of course.28 Subsequently, some 
schools don’t always see multiculturalism as a pressing matter for them.29 Yet the 
task of equipping students with the knowledge they need to make sense of the 
cultural complexity of a globalized world should be central to the goals of equity.

Despite the importance of equity discourses, the goals of educational equity 
are still a long way from being achieved. Australia’s education system, once rated 
among the world’s best, has been sliding down international rankings of student 
outcomes for several decades, with effects experienced unevenly.30 In this con-
text, we have seen gaps in school achievement, literacy, and completion rates wid-
en between the highest and lowest achievers, which maps onto social divisions 
between rich and poor, white and Black, urban and rural, and different ethnic 
groups.31 A central challenge in addressing these divisions is the tension between 
competing levels of governmental organization of educational systems. 

In Australia, schooling–indeed, education generally–is primarily a matter of 
state government jurisdiction regulated by state government laws.32 This was 
largely due to the states’ origins as separate colonies, with different histories of 

settlement and economic development. With the creation of the Commonwealth 
of Australia in 1901–whose constitution was an act of the British Parliament–
education remained a state power. Effectively, each state has its own school sys-
tem with variations between them.33 This has not stopped the national govern-
ment from being involved in education matters, producing a somewhat disjoint-
ed, “concurrent” federalism.34 Governing became increasingly centralized and 
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systematized during the twentieth century, primarily through the national gov-
ernment’s increasing control of taxation and therefore the funding of state bud-
gets.35 The reformist Whitlam government of the 1970s, crucial to the foundation 
of modern policies on multiculturalism and other areas of social justice, reframed 
educational policy in terms of a national quest for equality of opportunity, and 
saw education as a principal means by which forms of social and economic dis- 
advantage could be ameliorated.36 This government saw the creation of the Dis-
advantaged Schools Program (focusing on schools from poorer areas), the devel-
opment of English as a second language programs, and the establishment of Com-
munity Languages Schools.37 It also introduced programs for girls and for rural 
and Indigenous education.38

But this degree of intervention has caused tensions between national and state 
governments in terms of the directions of schooling, especially when different po-
litical parties control different levels of government. An example of such tension 
has been the Australian Government’s stuttering attempts since 2006 to introduce 
a national curriculum. This has been embroiled in constant revision as state gov-
ernments and state teaching organizations have resisted the attempt by a series 
of Liberal-National Party governments to introduce a conservative curriculum. 
Caught up in the “culture wars” of recent decades, with competing narratives of 
the nation’s past, identity, and values, its implementation was watered down and 
uneven across the states.39 This national curriculum attempted to introduce the 
idea of intercultural understanding as one of the key skills schools should foster, 
but was at odds with the prevailing language of multiculturalism. Multiculturalism  
was also caught between two levels of government in Australia, with departments 
and policies established in both systems (as was the case with Indigenous affairs), 
which has consequences for educational policy.

In addition to the conflict between levels of government, there is also tension 
between the two systems of government and nongovernment schooling. From the 
early days of the colonies, there existed government institutions for the children 
of convicts and free settlers, private schools for elites, and Native Institutions for 
the Indigenous. The increasing systematization of state education systems did not 
remove these differences. Today, nongovernment components of schooling in-
clude highly privileged schools (known as Great Public Schools), Catholic systemic 
schools (largely for the Catholic working class), and an increasing number of inde-
pendent schools (many of which are faith-based). As part of the Whitlam govern-
ment’s emphasis on equal opportunity, the increase in national funding was partly 
aimed at the Catholic system and its working-class and migrant populations.40 One 
of the ironies of this decision was that nongovernment schools could access pub-
lic funding, which contributed to the subsequent growth of independent schools.41

Despite the intentions of successive national governments to produce more 
equitable funding arrangements over the last decade or so, these earlier chang-
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es enshrined public funding for private schools, often at the expense of public 
schools and disadvantaged students.42 As a consequence, the proportion of stu-
dents attending government schools has declined significantly since the 1970s, in-
cluding a drop of 5 percent in the last two decades, to 64.5 percent of all students, 
much lower than the average of 80 percent among OECD countries.43

The growth of private schooling is part of a larger process of the neoliberal 
marketization of education. While equity was typically framed in terms 
of access and opportunity (rather than equality of outcomes, which was 

often the focus of academic research), this approach reframed equity in terms of 
choice. The neoliberal promise of greater choice and freedom in the educational 
marketplace, however, produces significant tensions around teacher and parent 
responsibility and increasingly punitive regimes of accountability.44 

While the number of nongovernment schools has increased significantly,  
there has also been growth in high-achievement programs that have further 
complicated relations between ethnicity and educational inequalities. Notably, 
there have been new programs for high-achieving students–such as opportuni-
ty classes, gifted and talented programs, and selective high schools (especially in 
New South Wales)–and the proliferation of commercial tutoring services. This 
growth has been enmeshed with the opening of educational markets, both locally 
and internationally, and the targeting of particular groups of students, often those 
from overseas or of migrant origin.45 While ethnicity was once deemed a marker 
of disadvantage, new cohorts of migrants, especially from South and East Asia, 
arrive with significant amounts of educational capital. Though there are still stu-
dents of various ethnic backgrounds who experience educational disadvantage–
such as migrant communities from the Middle East and Pacific Islands, and stu-
dents of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander backgrounds–other students from 
Chinese and Indian backgrounds have come to dominate those programs for high 
achievers.46

This turbulence is consequently seen in the juxtaposition of competing goals 
and programs in education. The language of access, equity, cultural recognition, 
and community harmony jostles with that of the market and accountability. Fur-
ther complications emerge given the varying emphases of Australia’s state- and 
territory-based education systems that draw on the national curriculum to differ-
ing degrees, attentive to the specificities of school communities within their own 
jurisdictions. Across Australia, the different equity logics of multiculturalism– 
incorporation, recognition, and civility–while all present, inform policies and 
practices in different ways. Most of these policies refer to multicultural educa-
tion by name, focusing on migrant-derived diversity in schools or, as in the case 
of Queensland, subsume this within a policy of inclusive education that addresses 
the needs of various equity groups: students from culturally and linguistically di-
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verse backgrounds, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, those from LGBTQIA+ 
communities, and students with disabilities.47

A key element of multicultural education is the English as an additional lan-
guage or dialect (EAL/D) programs provided in each state and territory.48 Support 
in English language and literacy has long been the mainstay of multicultural edu-
cation in Australia, a perceived need in terms of educational access and equity in 
an Anglophone nation.49 We frame such programs of multicultural education as 
representative of a logic of incorporation, not in the sense of older notions of as-
similation and integration, but as state support for acquiring the requisite skills 
for participation within Australian schools and society more broadly. Such pro-
grams sit alongside an array of others around settlement assistance and transition 
to school for recent migrants and refugees and their families in public schools.50

While the reach and effectiveness of EAL/D support is a matter of some 
debate, examined more closely in the context of the NSW education 
system, languages other than English receive far less government sup-

port. Despite the richness of Australia’s linguistic diversity, including hundreds 
of languages and dialects spoken among the many diasporas together with over 
two hundred fifty Indigenous languages, language loss is a significant issue.51 This 
is a function of various factors. Processes of colonization and dispossession have 
led to the demise or restricted use of many Indigenous languages, and migrants 
face various hurdles in relation to their children’s maintenance of their mother 
tongue, often competing with English, which is prioritized above other languag-
es.52 Languages other than English are generally studied for academic purpos-
es in secondary school, though with increasingly declining numbers, and bilin-
gual education in various migrant languages is something of a rarity in Austra-
lian schools, especially within the public system.53 The diversity of languages in 
use in Australia makes decisions to introduce language instruction extremely dif- 
ficult. 

As a result, maintenance of mother-tongue languages among migrants gener-
ally falls to community-language schools that operate outside school hours, are 
staffed by community members, and are funded by grants from state governments 
and migrant communities themselves, with some charging nominal fees. The ben-
efits of mother tongue maintenance are well documented, not only psychological 
benefits and maintaining familial ties with older generations, including those re-
maining in the country of origin, but also the educational benefits of proficiency 
in a student’s first language, especially if it involves not only speaking but reading 
and writing, as these skills provide a strong basis for learning additional languag-
es.54 Such language maintenance, along with the retention of homeland customs 
and faith-based practices, is a tenet of multiculturalism, indicative of a logic of 
recognition. But in terms of practices of multicultural education in schools, there 
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is often a tension between these differing logics of recognition and incorporation, 
such as between ensuring EAL/D learners’ timely acquisition of English language 
and literacy and the retention and development of their mother tongue. As indi-
cated, multiculturalism is not simply descriptive of the ethnic pluralism of Aus-
tralia’s population but pertains to the forms of governance that manage this diver-
sity of which schools play a pivotal role. As with the nation as a whole, schools are 
faced with what education scholar Brian Bullivant, in the early years of Australian 
multiculturalism, termed the “pluralist dilemma,” balancing the rights of ethnic 
minorities and those of the nation as a broader collective.55 

While recognition is important in terms of various scales and modes of be-
longing in school, the broader community, and the nation, there is conflict and 
ambiguity around what recognition involves. What is it that schools are “recog-
nizing”? Many policies related to multicultural education still operate with quite 
reduced notions of ethnicity or “culture” as being discrete and singular, and they 
lack conceptual clarity in how to approach these concepts. For example, one of 
the three elements of the national curriculum’s treatment of intercultural under-
standing is “recognising culture and developing respect.” While there are refer-
ences to cultural variability and the dynamism of cultural practice at points in the 
learning continuum, spanning the early years of school through to the later years 
of high school, this complexity is usually factored into the later stages of school-
ing after students have already formulated more bounded notions of culture. 
Moreover, the very meaning of culture is itself not interrogated, leaving much to 
teachers’ own interpretation of a field of knowledge they may have little or no ex-
pertise in.56 

Given these limitations, a persistent essentialism tends to prevail in practices 
of multicultural education in schools, evident in curriculum and events, such as 
the ubiquitous multicultural day, when stereotypical representations of the “cul-
tures” of students and their families are benignly celebrated. With an emphasis 
on ethnic difference and little acknowledgment of cultural complexity or affinity, 
such activities, while well-intentioned, engage in forms of misrecognition, other-
ing students in contrast to an assumed Anglo mainstream. In contexts of super- 
diversity, complexity is now characteristic of many school communities and war-
rants more insightful examination within classrooms. Students need the skills for 
critically unpacking the cultural complexity of the world, looking at how culture 
involves far more than ethnicity or race, intersecting with various influences, such 
as class, gender, religion, sexuality, and age, that may prove more significant in 
students’ lives and educational outcomes. This is not to say that ethnic heritage is 
not important–it is, especially in terms of informing differing perspectives that 
challenge the dominance of an Anglocentric view. But the complexities of what 
recognition entails is too often neglected, pigeonholing students in terms of cul-
tural types that run counter to educational equity. 
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What we term a logic of civility is also related to the imperative of rec-
ognition. As is evident from the national curriculum, “recognising 
culture” is coupled with “developing respect.” Such an ethics toward 

difference was deemed essential in multicultural policy for embracing not only 
considerable demographic change from large-scale migration after World War II, 
but for reimagining the nation in light of this, distancing itself from Australia’s 
white colonial roots. Schools and multicultural education have been pivotal on 
this topic. While multicultural education was initially focused on policies attuned 
to a logic of incorporation, such as in equipping the children of migrants with En-
glish language skills, it now involves a much wider remit, including programs of 
intercultural understanding and community harmony with an orientation that is 
not merely inward-looking in terms of individual school communities, but has a 
broader perspective that considers such issues on a national and global scale. This 
broader remit is not always understood by schools, especially those with limited 
ethnic diversity or, as they are termed in Australia, low language background oth-
er than English (LBOTE), the main marker of migrant-derived diversity in Austra-
lian schools. For some, multicultural education is still more a matter for schools 
with a concentration of students with an LBOTE, despite mandated policies to the 
contrary. Yet promoting civility is not straightforward. If it does little more than 
provide a gloss of acceptance of ethnic, racial, and cultural difference predicated 
on essentialized and stereotypical ideas of ethnic difference, such forms of unre-
flective civility can mask issues of racism and discrimination.

These may not be perceived as problems within schools but are certainly prev-
alent within the broader community and are the responsibility of schools and cur-
ricula to address. The celebration of Harmony Day is one example. Introduced by 
the conservative government of Prime Minister John Howard in 1999 on the Unit-
ed Nations International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, it op-
erates in Australian schools more as a bland celebration of the nation’s diversity 
and the acceptance of others. Schools encourage students to wear orange to mark 
the occasion rather than to use it as an opportunity to draw attention to racism 
and how best to combat it. Such diluted messages filter through to schools in poli-
cies such as Western Australia’s Shaping the Future Multicultural Plan, which has 
a single reference to racism while foregrounding celebration in the form of multi-
cultural events in its policy priority of “harmonious and inclusive communities.”57

Together with these differing logics of incorporation, recognition, and civility, 
multicultural education, as with educational and social policy broadly, has been 
influenced by neoliberal forms of governance. As a result, the quest for equity, 
driven by an agenda of social justice, has been sidelined in favor of economic ra-
tionality. This is evident in the changes to programs of multicultural education in 
NSW over the last decade or so. NSW is Australia’s oldest and largest state in terms 
of population and arguably the most culturally diverse. It has responsibility for 
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over 1.2 million school students (over 30 percent of the nations’ 4.1 million stu-
dents), of which 63 percent are in government schools.58 In terms of students in 
its public schools, one in three has an LBOTE, one in four requires EAL/D support, 
and one in sixty-nine has a refugee background.59 This diversity is not uniform-
ly spread, with far greater concentrations of LBOTE students in urban centers. In 
Sydney, for example, some schools record numbers representing over 95 percent 
of their student population compared to others that are far less culturally and lin-
guistically diverse with numbers below 10 percent. Multicultural education in the 
state is guided by two policies, one specifically focused on multicultural education 
and the other around anti-racism, both of which draw on the differing logics al-
ready discussed. 

Policies, however, are not necessarily a good indication of practice, and their 
implementation varies in schools.60 One key exception is NSW’s anti-racism pol-
icy’s requirement for schools to appoint “anti-racism contact officers,” or ARCOs, 
from among their staff. Tasked with working with principals to address incidents 
of racism, these officers receive departmental training and guidance in their role. 
Such centrally mandated positions tend to result in a high degree of compliance, 
but this contrasts with the devolution of government responsibility in other ar-
eas of multicultural education. A decade of conservative state government from 
2012 to 2023, and its embrace of neoliberalism, has seen a dismantling of long- 
established support structures around multicultural education. This is most evi-
dent in the loss of the EAL/D/multicultural education consultancy comprising spe-
cialized departmental staff providing guidance, support, and professional learn-
ing to schools across the state. Instead, through a devolved funding model termed  
“Local Schools, Local Decisions,” representative of a broader adoption of pub-
lic sector neoliberal reform, schools were ostensibly given greater autonomy over 
their own finances, staffing, and professional learning. What resulted was the loss 
of considerable corporate knowledge and expertise around EAL/D pedagogy and 
multicultural education and a rudderless approach to policy implementation.61

The misguided nature of relinquishing much of this centralized support be-
came evident in 2015 when the national government increased its intake of refu-
gees from Syria and Iraq. The NSW government rapidly appointed temporary con-
sultants to support the government response, filling the void, if only short-term, 
left by the demise of the EAL/D/multicultural education consultancy, which in the 
past had supported refugees and their families. This responsibility has now large-
ly fallen to schools. To some extent, the failure of Local Schools, Local Decisions 
has been acknowledged through a new funding model and some reinstatement 
of centralized support, hastened by a change of state government in 2023. But the 
policy’s residual effects are still being felt, especially in terms of EAL/D support in 
schools. With principals still retaining considerable control over who fills their al-
location of EAL/D positions, many who take up this employment (much of which 
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is on a fractional basis) lack the required expertise; convenience and budgetary 
constraints take precedence over quality teaching and specialized support.62 

Coupled with years of inadequate funding and surging numbers of students 
requiring support, the state of EAL/D provision in NSW schools is indeed dire, a 
form of neglect the state’s teachers’ union has termed “tantamount to institution-
al racism.”63 This situation is exacerbated by escalating industrial issues of teach-
er pay and staffing shortages affecting teacher retention and the quality of public 
education because many students, not only EAL/D learners, are taught by those 
without the required subject expertise.64 This is a greater issue in schools that are 
difficult to staff and that have student populations that are both high LBOTE and 
low socioeconomic status, thereby affecting those of greatest need and jeopardiz-
ing goals of educational equity.

To maintain practitioner quality in the state, teachers across both public 
and private systems must adhere to professional standards determined by 
the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, administered 

within the state by the NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA). The standard 
around professional knowledge most relevant to multicultural education requires 
teachers entering the profession to “Demonstrate knowledge of teaching strategies 
that are responsive to the learning strengths and needs of students from diverse 
linguistic, cultural, religious, and socio-economic backgrounds,” with a focus on 
mentoring and leadership as teachers progress in their career. While this is osten-
sibly an improvement, there is no unpacking of what this professional knowledge 
involves, the details of which are left to initial teacher education and in-service  
professional learning, with much of the latter regulated by NESA. To remain accred-
ited, teachers in NSW are required to undertake one hundred hours of professional 
learning every five years, but the nature of this professional learning is often cri-
tiqued as being instrumental, geared toward meeting departmental targets around 
topics like literacy and numeracy.65 Such measures designed to improve teachers’ 
professional practice now operate more as a mechanism of accountability, curbing 
practitioner autonomy and raising questions as to what constitutes teacher profes-
sional knowledge. Similar measures are also afoot within initial teacher education, 
with the national government now prescribing core curriculum for all preparatory 
teaching degree programs, with content around “the brain and learning” sitting 
alongside what is termed “responsive teaching” for various equity groups. There 
seems to be little appreciation, however, of the disciplinary disjuncture between 
what is proposed and what is offered. The documents indicate a bias toward the 
universalizing approach of cognitive psychology and cursory treatment of the cul-
tural specificity of a more sociologically informed perspective.66 

This policy shift entails too many issues to consider in this essay, though the 
questions it raises are important, especially about knowledge that pertains to 
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multicultural education (and for Indigenous education). Requiring teachers to be 
“culturally responsive” seems a positive move, but without an accompanying crit-
ical interrogation of what is meant by “culture,” it seems doomed to simply repro-
duce the essentialist assumptions associated with the reductive forms of cultural 
recognition already discussed. These concerns have long been voiced by interna-
tional education scholars such as Courtney Cazden and Ellen Leggett, who pro-
posed such an approach in the 1970s, and Gloria Ladson-Billings, in response to 
applications of culturally relevant pedagogy.67 More recent variants such as edu-
cational scholar Django Paris’s culturally sustaining pedagogy also seem suscep-
tible to such troubling interpretations.68 As education scholar Mardi Schmeichel 
has written, “For educators concerned with promoting equity, it is taken for grant-
ed that culturally relevant teaching is ‘good’ teaching.”69 This is similarly the view 
within the Australian context, no doubt prompting policymakers to adopt the 
approach as core curriculum in the initial training of teachers.70 Even in a recent 
report titled Toward an Australian Culturally Responsive Pedagogy, which raises con-
cerns about the potential superficiality of the approach, its tendencies toward cul-
tural essentialism, and difficulties in accounting for the impact of superdiversity, 
it is still endorsed as fundamentally good pedagogy.71 

Teachers require a set of conceptual resources in their professional toolkit to 
assist them to critically examine issues of culture, ethnicity, and race, attentive to 
the impact of globalization and hybridizing forms of identification–central to the 
task of a critical multicultural education. Programs that involve teachers in the de-
velopment of such critical perspectives and a language to explore these complexi-
ties have proved successful in moving teachers away from a “pragmatic” mode of 
teacher professionalism toward a more reflexive approach to the task of teaching 
that brings intellectual complexity to their classroom practice.72 Of course, any 
approach a teacher adopts is reliant upon the knowledge they possess. In a world 
of constant change and cultural flux, this entails a certain intellectual agility in-
formed by a broad sociological understanding. Without this, practitioners make 
assumptions about “good teaching” rather than assessing the suitability of an ap-
proach for their own particular contexts.

This overview of issues around multicultural education has suggested that the 
pursuit of educational equity in Australia’s schooling systems is faced with several 
challenges. Together with reconciling what are often competing logics of multi- 
culturalism–incorporation, recognition, and civility–there is a need to counter 
the insidious impact of neoliberalism that erodes the social and educational in-
frastructures so essential in making sure all students have access to quality ed-
ucation, free of forms of discrimination at various levels that can impede their 
progress. Quality education is also dependent on quality teaching; practitioners 
must be appropriately prepared for the complexities of contemporary school-
ing. As education scholars Ninetta Santoro and Aileen Kennedy explain, there is 
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now a “professional imperative” for teachers to acquire the requisite knowledge 
and skills “to better respond to cultural and linguistic diversity.”73 This response, 
however, must avoid the reductive essentialism that often characterizes practices 
of multicultural education in schools. Rather, a transformative multicultural ed-
ucation is needed, with teachers and students attuned to the cultural complexi-
ties of a globalizing world, effectively navigating the difficult terrain of this rapid 
diversification.74
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The quest for educational equity in South Africa takes its impetus from the country’s 
transition to democracy in 1994. The country faced the challenge of overcoming 
deep systemic inequality–both racial and class-based–caused by three hundred 
fifty years of colonialism and apartheid. The African National Congress undertook 
a process to equalize the educational system and expand opportunities for students. 
Significant progress has been made in addressing issues of race, class, and gender in 
the thirty years since 1994, but a combination of factors has both reproduced and 
amplified old inequalities and disparities, particularly those of space and race, and 
introduced intense new socioeconomic inequalities overlain with challenging cultur-
al and linguistic markers, such as the dominance of English and the loss of indige-
nous language capacity. Two elements have been pivotal: stubborn legacy effects of 
apartheid such as poverty in a context of a weakening economy; and complex and 
contradictory arrangements made at the transition in 1994 that have left privilege, 
predominantly but no longer only white, largely intact. The COVID-19 pandemic 
sharpened these inequalities.

Much has been achieved in mitigating South Africa’s race, class, and gen-
der inequalities since the country became a democracy in 1994. Most 
of the worst racial disfigurations that gave apartheid its brutal charac-

ter have been removed. Where schooling was structured on deeply unequal racial 
lines, the country now has a single nonracial education system. Policy measures 
have been instituted and have increased opportunity for many previously disad-
vantaged people. These reforms notwithstanding, a combination of factors has 
not only impeded the process of change, but, in critical ways, has deepened the 
country’s challenges. These factors have 1) both reproduced and amplified old in-
equalities and disparities, particularly those of space and race, and 2) introduced 
new socioeconomic inequalities overlain with challenging cultural and linguistic 
markers, such as the dominance of English and the loss of indigenous language 
capacity.

The emergence and presence of new social dynamics are dramatically reorder-
ing the wider society and the field of education in particular. The tightly coupled 
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relationship between race and class, which had historically determined the primary 
experience of education for all South Africans, described by theorist Neville Alexan-
der as a caste-like phenomenon, has been loosened.1 While stubborn legacy effects 
of apartheid, such as racially based poverty, persist, the most critical new develop-
ment has been the rise of a sizeable Black middle class.2 This new middle class, pre-
carious in its hold on its newfound privilege, has moved into positions of influence 
and power.3 It has taken its children into historically white schools and, by doing so, 
contributed significantly to the process of these schools’ deracialization. Inequality, 
as a consequence, looks and is experienced in different ways. 

In this essay, I analyze policy documents to develop an intersectional perspec-
tive. My approach seeks to hold in iterative juxtaposition the structural factors of 
race, class, and gender, but keeps their discursive valences in close view. To under-
stand these valences, the work of sociologist Patricia Hill Collins is useful.4 She talks 
of sites of power as being saturated. Saturation is, I argue, the rhizomatic penetra-
tion of structure’s justifications of itself–race, class, and gender in the main–into 
the everyday as commonsense. Saturation produces widespread “sensibility.” In-
equality has its starting points, often but not always in structural drivers. It requires, 
however, discursive legitimations. Race and gender, for example, are produced as 
structural realities. They cut into society as categorical lines of difference. But, as an 
established body of literature has shown, these differences are almost definitively 
not physical.5 They subsist on belief. Power permeates social space simultaneously, 
structurally, and discursively. To show how these dynamics come to give the strug-
gle for equity in South Africa its distinct character, I offer a brief explication of the 
nature of inequality in South Africa. From there, I move to the substance of the es-
say: the complex and contradictory arrangements made in and for education at the 
transition in 1994, and the difficulties that have confronted the democratic govern-
ment. I draw from my research projects and the full range of administrative and pol-
icy materials that are publicly available. Official documents such as laws and regula-
tions are important here, but records of public consultations are too. I also examine 
the extensive sociological and political literature that has been generated around the 
process of education reform in South Africa.

South Africa is the most unequal country in the world.6 Economics journalist 
Martin Hesse has noted that “almost a quarter (23%) of adult South Africans 
rely mainly on government grants for income and another third (32.1%) do 

not receive any income in cash.”7

Many scholars attempting to explain how this inequality is experienced locate 
the character of poverty and inequality in the economy.8 Less frequently articu-
lated is the relationship between the economic, the political, and the social. Build-
ing on the work of South African commentator Poobalan Govender, actuaries and 
data analysts Nilen Kambaran, Nicolene Patchett, and Andrew Ruddle, and so-
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cial scientists such as Francis Nymanjoh, Gerard Hagg, Vasu Reddy, and Ingrid 
Woolard, this essay acknowledges the primacy of the economic.9 Nyamnjoh and 
Hagg argue, however, that “inequality goes far beyond access to services or oppor-
tunities for employment and includes, inter alia, the sociopsychological state of in-
equality and poverty, the way people experience inequality and its impact on their 
everyday life.”10 As I argue throughout this essay, racism is central.11 Economists 
Francis Wilson and Vaun Cornell make four points about the state of South Africa 
in the first decade of the new millennium:12

1. Poverty is widespread and severe. In 2008, over half the population lived be-
low the poverty datum line of R 515 per capita per month.

2. Poverty levels fell marginally between 1993 and 2008, from 55 percent to 54 
percent of the population.

3. The South African Gini coefficient, the international statistical measure of 
inequality in a community, was 0.70, the highest in the world. 

4. Inequality appeared to be on the increase after 1994, largely due to widening 
inequality within previously disadvantaged groups. Horizontal inequality 
between the putative “races” remains large. Vertical inequality within ra-
cially defined groups, however, has emerged as an important social driver.

These conditions have continued into the current period. The World Bank ex-
plains that “at the end of 2022, there were still close to half a million fewer jobs 
than at the end of 2019, with women and youth persistently more impacted. In-
equality remains the highest in the world, and poverty was an estimated 63% in 
2022 based on the upper-middle-income country poverty line.”13 Referring to 
the country’s 2018 consumption expenditure Gini coefficient of 0.67, the World 
Bank’s report also says that “inequality in wealth is even higher [than in previ-
ous years], and intergenerational mobility is low, meaning inequalities are passed 
down from generation to generation with little change over time.”14 

An important change in these dynamics, as indicated earlier, has been the rise 
of the African middle class. As finance journalist Nessa Moodley explains, using a 
household monthly income of R 22,000 (approximately USD 1,220 in August 2024) 
as the benchmark, this class now includes 3.4 million people in a population of ap-
proximately 48 million African people.15 It had fewer than 250,000 people in 1993 
when the population of people classified as African numbered 31,088,600.16 Rela-
tively small as this middle class is, its rise has contributed significantly to the growth 
of inequality in South Africa. In a trend already evident in 2001, economists Mur-
ray Leibbrandt, Ingrid Woolard, and Christopher Woolard found that “the Gini co-
efficients for each population group [continued to rise] . . . [but] are highest for the 
African group.”17 These trends continued after 2015. A study conducted by Hiroyu-
ki Hino, Murray Leibbrandt, Ratjomose Machema, Muna Shifa, and myself con-
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firmed the shift toward greater vertical inequality: “While there is still a staggering-
ly high between-group share [of income], [there was] an increasing importance of 
within-race group inequalities in understanding inequality in South Africa.”18 Har-
vey describes the differentiation within the Black community in the following way: 
“what both BEE (black employment equity) and affirmative action did was to vastly 
expand the social and class divide in the Black community to the extent that inter- 
racial divides [between white and Black] are dwarfed by the intraracial class divi-
sions that opened up from the late 1990s within the Black population.”19

It is important to understand what inequality in education looked like when 
South Africa became a democracy in 1994. While schools, even within the 
country’s separate racialized communities, were not homogenous, inequality 

and discrimination were structurally built into the system. The apartheid consti-
tution of 1983 was determinative, and effectively divided the system into sixteen 
subsystems based on apartheid’s racial categories of “white,” “coloured,” “Indi-
an,” and “African,” with the last further divided into ten ethnic or “homeland” 
subcategories.20 The Department of National Education held the system in place 
with the overarching power to determine the general policy for the country in 
terms of salaries, conditions of service, professional requirements for teachers, 
and norms and standards for syllabi.21 

Schooling for children classified as African was inferior. Teachers were under- 
qualified. Classes were crowded with half of all African schools in the country 
running double sessions–mornings and afternoons–right up until the 1970s.22 
Children, moreover, were not only forced to learn through the medium of English 
or Afrikaans, but the quality of what they learned was ideologically ordered to 
produce subservient subjects ready for the labor market.23 A major debate about 
this experience pivoted on whether schooling was for class domination or racial 
repression.24 It did both. Black children had their perceived inferiority drilled into 
them. As educationists J. M. Du Preez and Hanneke Du Preez explained: “Black 
teachers and pupils rely heavily on the school textbook. They view the textbook 
as a source of knowledge to be mastered or even memorised for the examinations. 
The textbooks, however, are written by whites[,] consequently the contents re-
flect the symbolic system of the whites. . . . The textbooks [have] very little rele-
vance for the black child.”25

While some degree of autonomy was granted to the subsystems, the finance 
function was managed centrally, determining how budgets were allocated. In 
1994, this produced the following per capita expenditure figures: R 2,110 (USD 
620) for African children outside the homelands, R 1,524 (USD 448) for African 
children in nonindependent homelands, R 4,772 (USD 1,403) for white children, 
R 4,423 (USD 1,300) for Indian children, and R 3,601 (USD 1,058) for colored chil-
dren. This meant that the government spent over three times more on white 
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schools than on Black schools even though white learners only made up 17 percent 
of the learner population.26 Pupil-teacher ratios in 1994 stood at 37:1 for African 
children in urban areas, 40:1 for African children in the former homelands, and 
22:1 for white children.27 Schools serving African learners did not have the means 
to spend their finances on school infrastructure and the maintenance of the exist-
ing buildings and, as a result, lacked the most basic facilities such as space, toilets, 
laboratories, libraries, and playgrounds. School safety itself was compromised. 
This was decidedly not the experience of children who were classified as white.

In describing the reform process initiated by the new government in 1994, it 
is important to acknowledge the significant changes in the education system 
that were already underway before 1994. The National Party government had 

abolished what was called petty apartheid. It opened up schools racially in 1985. 
The democratic government made concerted efforts to accelerate these changes 
and to transform (and reform) the inequalities it had inherited from apartheid. 
It embarked on an extensive legislative overhaul after 1994 and devoted consider-
able attention and resources to dealing with the internal stabilization of the sys-
tem, such as the Implementation Plan for Tirisano.28 The then minister of education, 
Kader Asmal, was aware of the scale of the challenge: “the plans reflect,” he said, 
“what we can realistically expect to achieve in the time we have set ourselves.”29 
At least twelve significant steps were taken by the new government.30 Among the 
five most critical for equity were:

1. The merger of the sixteen racialized education departments into a single national ed-
ucation department. This was the first step of the democratic government in 
1994.

2. The promulgation of the Constitution and the South African Schools Act (SASA).31 
The Constitution articulated the principles of equality before the law: “Ev-
eryone is equal before the law and has the right to equal protection and bene-
fit of the law.”32 The SASA constituted the schooling system administrative-
ly as a single nonracial and equitable system. Importantly, it made schooling 
compulsory up to grade 9 and authorized the establishment of school gov-
erning bodies through which parents had the majority say for their schools’ 
admission and language policies. 

3. The development of norms and standards to redress imbalances inherited from apart-
heid.33 They reset imbalances in teacher-pupil ratios between schools that 
were formerly segregated for white students and Black students, and fur-
ther specified what school infrastructure a school should have. The Norms 
and Standards for School Funding stipulated that 60 percent of education 
expenditure had to be allocated to the poorest 40 percent of schools within 
each province.34
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4. The provision of fee-free schools. While a key provision in the SASA and the 
Norms and Standards regulations granted parents the right to price and 
charge school fees (through school governing bodies), the government re-
alized that this would exacerbate inequalities. The state introduced a school 
classification system that graded schools into five socioeconomic quintiles, 
from most poor (quintile 1) to least poor (quintile 5), based on the income 
levels of the communities in which the schools were set.35 Quintile 1–3 
schools were relieved from the burden of collecting fees from parents and 
were awarded higher per capita subsidies.

5. The revision of the curriculum. The apartheid curriculum, which had focused 
on rote learning for Black children, was replaced by Curriculum 2005 and 
its 2012 update, the Revised National Curricular Statements. A new qual-
ifications framework was also put in place to provide learning pathways 
for young people. In tandem, mechanisms were established to improve the 
quality of the teacher corps for all children.

Considerable political and ideological challenges accompanied these inter-
ventions. The African National Congress and the civil society organiza-
tions supporting it, such as teachers’ unions like the South African Demo-

cratic Teachers’ Union, in combination or by themselves, impeded or weakened 
the reform process through insufficient funding or by overlooking corruption in 
important administrative measures.36 The introduction of these measures, how-
ever, significantly improved access. Gross enrollment ratios reached 100 percent 
in 2001 in the compulsory phase of schooling.37 Important progress was registered 
in meeting the goal of ensuring access to education. In 2015, more than six hun-
dred thousand children were enrolled in grade R (a reception year before grade 1) 
and approximately 1.2 million in grade 1. Significantly, as Table 1 reflects, with the 
fee-exemption policy, the government was acknowledging disparities in the coun-
try’s income and wealth profiles and recognizing that the majority of its children’s 
education required additional resources and support to make up for the damage 
that apartheid had caused. More than 60 percent of the country’s children were in 
no-fee schools by 2012.38 And by 2016, the levels of annual per capita subvention 
for quintiles 1–3 were significantly higher than those for children in the schools 
of the wealthy. Important equitable steps were made in bringing them toward the 
minimal standards defined in terms of the Norms and Standards prescripts.

Other important interventions included the establishment of the National 
School Nutrition Program in 1994 as one of the first one-hundred-days projects 
of the new president, Nelson Mandela, and the scholar transport program.39 The 
School Nutrition Program currently provides daily meals to more than nine mil-
lion children in over two thousand public schools, while the transport program 
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was shuttling over fifty thousand learners at no cost throughout the country and 
subsidizing the travel costs of a further fifty thousand scholars by 2012. Further 
support to low-income learners came in the form of Child Support Grants for 
children up to age fifteen in families earning household incomes up to R 27,600 
(USD 3,406), revised means testing, and removal of urban and rural threshold 
differences. In 2015, there were 11,703,165 children receiving a Child Support 
Grant.40

There were several positives outcomes of these interventions. The expenditure 
per capita between the lowest and highest quintiles was not simply equalized–it 
was distributed equitably. In 2017, the poorest children received almost R 1,000 
more per capita than their most wealthy counterparts. In the process of opening 
schools, critical gender parity was achieved.41 Between 1996 and 2016, the number 
of people aged fifteen years and older who completed grade 12 increased from 3.7 
million in 1996 to 11.6 million in 2016.42 In addition, there was a significant im-
provement in pupils’ results on the school-exit Senior Certificate Examination. 
Where overall pass rates stood at 58 percent in 1994 and 47.4 percent in 1997, by 
2003, they had improved to 73.3 percent.43

In undertaking these programmatic interventions, the government legally met 
the constitutional mandate set out in the constitution’s bill of rights in section 9 
and section 29 (1) (a), the latter of which stipulated that “Everyone has the right to 
a basic education, including adult basic education.”44 This stipulation was ratified 
by a constitutional court that ruled it was the state’s duty to provide basic educa-
tion to all citizens.45

Table 1
Government Funding per Learner by Socioeconomic Quintile

Quintile or Threshold 2016 2017

Quintile 1 R 1,177 R 1,242

Quintile 2 R 1,177 R 1,242

Quintile 3 R 1,177 R 1,242

Quintile 4 R 590 R 622

Quintile 5 R 204 R 215

No-fee threshold R 1,177 R 1,242

Source: Angelina Matsie Motshekga, Minister of Basic Education, Amended National Norms and 
Standards for School Funding, Government Gazette No. 40065 (Department of Basic Education, 
Republic of South Africa, 2016), 5.
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Significant as the government’s program of reform has been, the question 
remains whether it made a significant impact on inequality. The education 
system continues to be characterized by egregious inequality.46 It is now 

widely recognized that the principal driver of this inequality is the policy reform 
that granted parents, through their control of school governing bodies, the power 
to control their schools’ admission and fee-generating policies.47 This power, I ar-
gue, is being played out in two ways: a push from below through the new middle- 
class moving its children into schools that had not been, by law, previously avail-
able to them, and a push from above with elites playing what sociologists Rob 
Gruijters and Benjamin Elbers and economic development researcher Vijay Red-
dy describe as a “hoarding” exercise in keeping their privileges to themselves.48

The push from below is, in its essence, a social reaction to the emerging class sys-
tem in South Africa. The social demography of the system has fundamentally 
changed from apartheid times. All schools now have significant proportions of chil-
dren who would have been classified Black, African, colored, and Indian in terms of 
apartheid’s classifications, but many schools are inaccessible to the country’s poor. 

The study I conducted for the Department of Education in 2003 produced the 
racially defined distribution of learners shown in Table 2. By 2003, close to half 
of all children in historically white schools, former House of Assembly, were not 
white. The important work of Gruijters, Elbers, and Reddy shows that, almost 
twenty years later, these trends have intensified.49 Working with the Department 
of Basic Education’s 2021 annual survey, they found that children classified as Af-
rican under the apartheid classification regulations now constituted the majority 
in all schools in the country (see Table 3).

Racially diverse as schools have become–in some respects, they no longer re-
flect their historical beginnings, since many formerly white schools are now en-
tirely Black–class distinctions still feature prominently in the makeup of schools. 
Interesting manifestations of this include children classified as African becoming 
the majority in all the formerly racialized subsystems–except for former colored 
schools, where children classified as colored remain in the clear majority. Those 
schools share many of the historic inadequacies of schools catering for children 
deemed to be African. This suggests class choices being made by African parents 
who do not see these schools as being better than the schools with which they 
were historically associated during apartheid. At the same time, at the upper end 
of the privileged spectrum, middle-ranking (in terms of prestige) former white 
schools have seen white flight. Many of those schools are now entirely Black. 
As geographer Mark Hunter describes in Race for Education, white children from 
modest working-class backgrounds are seeking places in more prestigious white 
schools.50 As a result, as Gruijters, Elbers, and Reddy make clear, children classi-
fied as white still predominate in elite former white public schools, occupying 62 
percent of the places available.51
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Table 2 
Learner Distribution by Racial Group at Historically Segregated Schools  
in Gauteng Province, 2003

School  
Designation

Ex-DET
(African) 

Ex-HOA
(White) 

Ex-HOR
(Colored)

Ex-HOD
(Indian)

Total 

Black 828,666 138,516 37,718 35,295 1,040,195

White 16 241,784 9 31 241,840

Colored 2,793 20,399 48,380 2,287 73,859

Indian 231 14,177 156 17,399 31,963

Source: Christina E. N. Amsterdam, Mokubung Nkomo, and Everard Weber, “School Deseg-
regation Trends in Gauteng Province,” Africa Education Review 9 (1) (2012): 27–46.

Table 3 
Learner Distribution by Racial Group at Historically Segregated Schools, 
2021

School  
Designation

Ex-DET
(African) 

Ex-HOA
(White) 

Ex-HOR
(Colored)

Ex-HOD
(Indian)

Black 98.8% 54.4% 33.2% 73%

White 0.5% 29.4% 0.2% 0.5%

Colored 0.5% 12.5% 66.3% 3.2%

Indian 0.2% 3.6% 0.3% 23.3%

Source: Rob Gruijters, Benjamin Elbers, and Vijay Reddy, “Opportunity Hoarding and Elite Re-
production: School Segregation in Post-Apartheid South Africa,” Social Forces 103 (1) (2024): 21.

Black middle-class parents clearly want their children in what they perceive 
to be better schools. While the data on household expenditure on education is 
scanty, indications are that the cost of schooling is high for all parents. In 2000, 
a survey conducted by South Africa’s National Treasury found that “although the 
poorest fifth of all households pay low fees of around R 50 per year in absolute 
terms, this constitutes a high proportion of household income. The very poorest 
spend, on average, 2% of income on school fees, while the figure for middle- and 
high-income groups is around 1%.”52 The Trends in International Mathemat-
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ics and Science Study provides clearer actual expenditure profiles, with the bot-
tom 10 percent of income earners spending 1.5 percent of their income on edu-
cation compared to 3.3 percent for parents in the top 10 percent.53 The University 
of Cape Town’s Institute of Strategic Marketing, which has been tracking Black 
middle-class growth, found that spending on education was a priority for this new 
class, with 65 percent of them having their children in former white or private 
schools.54 By 2013, more than half of this new Black middle class was sending its 
children to private schools, which had grown by 2022 to just under one-tenth of all 
of schools in South Africa (2,282 of the total of 24,871 schools).55 With more than 
half of the quintile 4 and 5 schools now being majority Black, this group of parents 
is willing to devote between R 30,000 and R 60,000 (between USD 1,881 and 3,762) 
each year to keep their children in the top end of the public school system and be-
tween R 100,000 and R 200,000 (between USD 5,553 and USD 11,107) in the private 
school system, where they are now also in the majority.56 

The push from above is more political. These politics take their impetus from the 
country’s foundational educational “equalizing” piece of legislation: the South 
African Schools Act. SASA provided that a “governing body of a public school 
must take all reasonable measures within its means to supplement the resources 
provided by the State in order to improve the quality of education provided by the 
school to all learners at the school.”57 This power had been accorded essentially to 
keep the middle class in the public school system.58 The result was that schools in 
economically privileged areas, almost all of them white, charged high fees, while 
those in poorer areas, could not. The government became aware of this problem 
in 2007 and introduced the quintile system, which exempted poorer schools from 
charging fees and, as described above, put in place a subsidy per capita framework 
that significantly shifted funding on an equitable basis from the rich to the poor. 

Devised as South Africa’s primary equalizing instrument in preserving parents’ 
rights to determine their schools’ fee levels, the quintile system allowed wealthier 
parents to raise levels of quality provision in their schools beyond those that ex-
isted during apartheid. Schools in quintiles 4 and 5 were able to charge fees that 
turned them into quasi-private institutions. While their levels of state subvention 
were significantly reduced–they received R 389 per learner in 2008, compared to 
the sum of R 738 allocated to learners in quintile 1–the collection of school fees 
produced a per capita annual expenditure of R 4,022 on their children.59 This pro-
duced per capita expenditure disparities that were even greater than those expe-
rienced under apartheid.60 Currently, 75 percent of all learners in the system are 
in no-fee schools, many of which carry the legacy disadvantages of being largely 
Black and poor, and 25 percent are in privileged schools, largely formerly white, 
serving the expanded postapartheid and no-longer-only-white middle class.61

The government has recently proposed a set of amendments to SASA to curtail 
parental authority over admissions and language policy.62 Its justification for this 



156 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Quest for Educational Equity in Schools in South Africa

curtailment is to act, as it says, in “the best interests of the child, with emphasis on 
equality as provided for in Section 9 of the Constitution and equity.”63 Important as 
these proposed amendments are, the draft legislation continues to protect parental 
rights to improve the quality of education provided by the school. Parents have and 
will continue to use this protection to determine the fee structures of their schools 
and thereby make available to their children the best teachers, facilities, and other 
educational affordances they can provide and, importantly, control who is admitted 
into the school. They do so by taking control of school governing bodies (SGBs).

As the chair of a Ministerial Review Committee, I conducted a 2003 study 
of the historical racial group makeup of SGBs. The study found that while 
many former white schools had become majority Black, they were still 

largely governed by white parents.64 Most SGBs were also dominated by the elite 
within most communities. In seventeen case studies we included in the study, “it 
remain[ed] the case, that middle-class or emerging middle-class people tend to 
be dominant, if not in the majority. . . . Very evident in the 17 schools were univer-
sity lecturers, educators . . . lawyers and a scattering of other professional occupa-
tions.”65 Writing some years later on how SGBs are functioning in affluent schools, 
education scholar Jan Heystek argued that white parents continue to dominate 
the membership and running of school governing bodies.66 Table 4 provides an 
indication of how SGBs are constituted in schools in terms of their historical ra-
cialized departmental designations. Note the overrepresentation of white parents 
in the SGBs of former House of Assembly (that is, formerly white) schools. While 
Black learners constituted up to 30 percent of the learner profile in 2003, their par-
ents made up only 11 percent of their SGBs’ membership. 

It is, however, not only race that is at play in the composition of the SGBs. Class 
factors play an important role in the ability of parents to participate in these gov-
erning bodies. The major scholarly studies of parental profiles in SGBs suggest 
there is much greater middle-class representation in SGBs than there is represen-
tation from poorer parents.67 Ruijters, Elbers, and Reddy argue that this devel-
opment constitutes “elite capture” of schools.68 The elites, a coming together of 
white families with generational wealth and Black families new to the status, use 
the SGBs to hoard opportunity. Ruijters, Elbers, and Reddy say that what is taking 
place here does not require political power.69 It may be so, but I would suggest that 
it operates off deliberate political and social attitudes of superiority–both those 
of race and class. Their intent is to keep Black and, more pointedly, poor children 
out of the country’s privileged schools. This attitude was evident in a 2011 court 
case brought by a Johannesburg primary school, Rivonia Primary, a former white 
school that challenged, drawing on Section 5 (5) of SASA, which secures the pow-
er of parents to determine their schools’ admission policy, a decision of the South 
Gauteng High Court that the Gauteng Department of Education could compel the 
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school to admit a Black child. Successive appeals and counterappeals ultimately 
led to the school being compelled to admit the child, but the point is that the par-
ents resisted the process intensely.70 

As a result of these pushes from below and above, the country now has a two-
tiered system: one for the rich and another for the poor. Schools during apartheid 
were structured fundamentally in racial and ethnic terms. They are now essential-
ly racial and class projects. The differences in the quality of education provided in 
formerly Black and formerly white schools are stark. In a recent contribution on 
the democratization of education in South Africa, referencing an Amnesty Inter-
national report on school inequality in South Africa, I explained that “at the be-
ginning of the 2019 school year there were nearly 4,000 schools still using pit la-
trines, 20,071 had no laboratories, 18,019 had no libraries, class sizes experienced 
among the poorest 60% of the school population grew from 41 to 48 learners be-
tween 2011 and 2016 while those for the wealthiest grew from 33 to 35.”71

The inequality in resourcing expresses itself clearly in the very different learn-
ing performances of rich and poor students. Illustrating these differences are the 
results of successive Trends in International Mathematics and Science Studies 
(TIMSS). The 2015 TIMSS found that 75 percent of grade 9 learners in no-fee schools 
could not attain scores above 400 points, the international midpoint for the test, 
compared to 60 percent of their counterparts in privileged schools who scored 
above 475, the intermediate benchmark or better, and 14 percent who achieved the 

Table 4
Racial Group Distribution in School Governing Bodies of Historically  
Segregated Schools

School Governing 
Bodies

Ex-DET
(African)

Ex-HOA
(White)

Ex-HOR
(Colored)

Ex-HOD
(Indian)

Total

Black 96% 11% 8% 72% 60%

White 2% 79% 3% 0.2% 24%

Colored 1% 6% 81% 1.2% 8%

Indian 0.4% 4% 1% 27% 7%

Other 0.15% 0% 5.75% 0% 0.6%

School Governing Bodies include parents, educators, support staff, and learners. Source: Depart-
ment of Education, Review of School Governance: South African Public Schools, Report of the Ministerial 
Review Committee on School Governance (Department of Education, Republic of South Africa, 
2004), 60.
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high international mark of 625 points.72 In the 2019 TIMSS, there was a 75-point 
gap between learners from disadvantaged and privileged backgrounds.73 

How has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted inequality in the system? It is 
important to acknowledge that the South African government was aware 
of how unequally the pandemic landed on the South African schooling 

system, and how carefully it needed to respond to the vulnerability of the poor. It 
observed in 2022, for example, that “since its outbreak two years ago, the COVID-19 
pandemic has disrupted education systems globally, affecting the most vulnerable 
learners the hardest. It has increased inequalities and exacerbated a pre-existing  
education crisis.”74 It acknowledged the large inequalities that existed across 
schools and grades, and particularly the reality that at the height of the pandem-
ic in 2020, historically disadvantaged schools had lost approximately 70 percent 
of contact time in 2020 while more privileged schools had been able to keep this 
challenge down to an absolute minimum. In response, it drastically trimmed the 
curriculum and mobilized important educational nongovernmental organiza-
tions to put in place stabilization, remedial, and catch-up initiatives. These ini-
tiatives deliberately targeted learners and parents in no-fee schools. Their schools 
were provided with emergency relief resources, water and sanitation, and the sus-
taining of the school-feeding program, but also educational affordances such as 
expensive digital equipment.75 

Well-intentioned as these plans were, there was little evidence in the publicly 
available material on how the Department of Basic Education (DBE) intended to 
realize its objectives. The result was to leave the undercapacitated sections of the 
system all to themselves. While the advantaged sections were able to take up and 
work with what the DBE intended, the poorer were not. Strikingly, in appraising 
levels of learning in the system, the DBE’s annual report stated that there had been 
a marked increase in underperformance among learners in 2020: 

there was an increase in the number of schools that achieved below 65 percent passes 
(in the number of students sitting for the Grade 12 National Senior Certificate exam-
ination) which is a benchmark for underperformance as stipulated in Circular D2 of 
2017. The number of underperforming schools increased from 1363 in the 2019 Nation-
al Senior Certificate examinations to 5367 in 2020.76

The highest number of underperforming schools came from provinces with 
the highest number of schools serving the poor and those with large proportions 
of rural schools: that is, the Eastern Cape, Kwazulu-Natal, and Limpopo provinc-
es. The DBE did not attribute this collapse to the pandemic, but there was little 
doubt that it had played an important role. The impact, more directly attributed, 
was seen too in the 2021 Progress in International Literacy Study results for grade 
4 South African learners.77 The results showed a systemwide collapse of reading 
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attainment. Only 11 percent of learners in South Africa attained the low interna-
tional benchmark of between 400 and 474 points (the ability to locate and retrieve 
explicit information); 6 percent attained the intermediate benchmark between 
475 and 549 points (the ability to interpret and identify reasons for events in text); 
2 percent attained the high benchmark between 550 and 624 points (the ability to 
make intricate connections between events); and 1 percent attained the advanced 
benchmark of 625 and above (the ability to integrate ideas). Markedly, 81 percent 
scored well below the lowest benchmark to produce an average score for the coun-
try of 288 points, more than 40 points below the score of 320 attained in 2016.78 
The result is that COVID-19 has compounded the inequalities of an already deeply 
unequal system.

After thirty years of democracy, South Africa is in a distinctly different place 
from where it had been during apartheid. While the specter of race, per-
formed and felt in a range of ways, from the crude to the subtle, continues 

to haunt the country, the factor of class has changed to configure discrimination 
and inequality in significantly more complex terms. The combined effect of these 
developments, in a context of weakening global economic conditions, has been 
to keep privilege/disadvantage and superiority/inferiority as the distinguishing 
marks of South Africa’s social character, but to do so in distinctly new forms. Priv-
ilege remains racial but now also has clearer class features. How the country will 
better live up to its commitment to produce greater equality is more easily said 
than done. We need more than rhetoric. South Africa has to understand the new 
conditions in which it finds itself, and to develop practical policies that can be im-
plemented in ways that hold the administrators of the system–both officials and 
parents–accountable.

about the author 
Crain Soudien is a sociologist and Emeritus Professor of Education and African 
Studies at the University of Cape Town. He is a Fellow of the International Acade-
my of Education and the African Academy of Science, a Senior Fellow of the Net-
work for International Policies and Cooperation in Education and Training (Gene-
va Graduate Institute), a Member of the Academy of Science of South Africa, and a 
Chen Yidan Visiting Global Fellow at Harvard University. His books include Cape 
Radicals: Intellectual and Political Thought of the New Era Fellowship, 1930s–1960s (2019),  
Realising the Dream: Unlearning the Logic of Race in the South African School (2012), The 
Making of Youth Identity in Contemporary South Africa: Race, Culture and Schooling (2007), 
and Inclusion and Exclusion in South African and Indian Schools (with Yusuf Sayed, Ramya 
Subrahmanian, Nazir Carrim, et al., 2007).



160 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Quest for Educational Equity in Schools in South Africa

endnotes
 1 No Sizwe, One Azania, One Nation: The National Question in South Africa (Zed Press, 1979). 
 2 See Roger Southall, The New Black Middle Class in South Africa (Jacana Media, 2016); Tend-

ai Chikweche, James Lappeman, and Paul Egan, “Revisiting Middle-Class Consumers 
in Africa: A Cross-Country City Based Investigation Outlining Implications for Inter-
national Marketers,” Journal of International Marketing 29 (4) (2021): 79–94, https://doi 
.org/10.1177/1069031X211028589; and Neesa Moodley, “SA’s Maturing Black Middle 
Class Weathers the Storm of COVID,” Daily Maverick, October 7, 2022. 

 3 Moodley, “SA’s Maturing Black Middle Class,” 9.
 4 Patricia Hill Collins, Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory (Duke University Press, 2019). 
 5 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to the 

1980s (Routledge, 1986); and Paul Gilroy, Against Race: Imagining Political Culture Beyond the 
Color Line (Harvard University Press, 2000).

 6 Victor Sulla, Precious Zikhali, and Pablo Facundo Cuevas, Inequality in Southern Africa: 
An Assessment of the Southern African Customs Union (World Bank Group, 2022), http:// 
documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/099125303072236903/P1649270c02a1f06b0 
a3ae02e57eadd7a82.

 7 Martin Hesse, “Income Report Highlights Inequality in South Africa,” Weekend Argus,  
August 5–6, 2023. 

 8 Julian May, “Poverty and Inequality in South Africa,” Indicator SA 15 ( 2) (1998): 53–58.
 9 Poobalan Govender, Nilen Kambaran, Nicolene Patchett, and Andrew Ruddle, “Poverty 

and Inequality in South Africa and the World,” South African Actuarial Journal 7 (2007): 
117–160, https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC17122; Francis Nymanjoh and Gerard Hagg, 
“General Introduction,” in State of the Nation: South Africa 2012–2013, ed. Udesh Pillay, 
Gerard Hagg, and Francis Nyamnjoh (Human Sciences Research Council Press, 2013), 
1–12; and Crain Soudien, Vasu Reddy, and Ingrid Woolard, “The State of the Discus-
sion of Poverty and Inequality,” in Poverty and Inequality: Diagnosis, Prognosis, Responses, ed. 
Crain Soudien, Vasu Reddy, and Ingrid Woolard (Human Sciences Research Council 
Press, 2019), 1–30.

 10 Nyamnjoh and Hagg, “General Introduction,” 23.
 11 See Goran Therborn, Inequalities of the World: New Theoretical Frameworks, Multiple Empirical 

Approaches (Verso, 2006); Goran Therborn, The Killing Fields of Inequality (Polity Press, 
2013); Goran Therborn, “South African Inequalities in a Global Perspective,” in Poverty 
and Inequality, ed. Soudien, Reddy, and Woolard, 31–41; and Murray Leibbrandt, Ingrid 
Woolard, Arden Finn, and Jonathan Argent, Trends in South African Income Distribution and 
Poverty Since the Fall of Apartheid, 1993–2008 (OECD Publishing, 2010). 

 12 Francis Wilson and Vaun Cornell, eds., Rough Guide to Carnegie3. Conference Draft Report 
(University of Cape Town, 2013).

 13 The World Bank, “The World Bank in South Africa,” https://worldbank.org/en/country 
/southafrica/overview (accessed August 21, 2024). 

 14 Ibid., para 6.
 15 Moodley, “SA’s Maturing Black Middle Class,” 9.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1069031X211028589
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069031X211028589
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/099125303072236903/P1649270c02a1f06b0a3ae02e57eadd7a82
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/099125303072236903/P1649270c02a1f06b0a3ae02e57eadd7a82
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/099125303072236903/P1649270c02a1f06b0a3ae02e57eadd7a82
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC17122
https://worldbank.org/en/country/southafrica/overview
https://worldbank.org/en/country/southafrica/overview


153 (4) Fall 2024 161

Crain Soudien

 16 See Elizabeth Sidiropoulos, Harry Mashabela, Shaun Mackay, et al., Race Relations Survey, 
1994/95 (South African Institute of Race Relations, 1995), 5. 

 17 Murray Leibbrandt, Ingrid Woolard, and Christopher Woolard, “Poverty and Inequality 
Dynamics in South Africa: Post-Apartheid Developments in the Light of the Long-Run 
Legacy” (IPC-DRCLAS Workshop, Brasilia, January 11–13, 2007), 4, https://web.archive 
.org/web/20230702102012/https://www.ipcig.org/conference/ems/papers/ENG 

/Leibbrandt_Woolard_Woolard_ENG.pdf.
 18 Hiroyuki Hino, Murray Leibbrandt, Ratjomose Machema, et al., “Identity, Inequality 

and Social Contestation in the Post-Apartheid South Africa,” Working Paper No. 223 
(Southern African Labour and Development Research Unit, 2018), https://www.open 
saldru.uct.ac.za/bitstream/handle/11090/946/2018_233_Saldruwp.pdf?sequence=1. 

 19 Ebrahim Harvey, “Big Read: We Need to Talk about Black Privilege,” Business Day, June 
14, 2022.

 20 According to the South African Population Registration Act of 1950, people classified as 
“Coloured” formed a residual category of South Africans who were neither “White” 
nor “Black.” The group was initially subdivided into Cape Coloureds, Cape Malays, In-
dians, Chinese, and Other Coloureds.

 21 National Education Policy Investigation, Governance and Administration (Oxford Univer- 
sity Press, 1992), 6–7.

 22 Simphiwe Hlatshwayo, Education and Independence: Education in South Africa, 1658–1988 
(Bloomsbury Academic, 2000), 74.

 23 See Peter Kallaway, “Introduction,” in Apartheid and Education: The Education of Black South 
Africans, ed. Peter Kallaway (Ravan Press, 1984), 1–44.

 24 Ibid., 8.
 25 J. M. Du Preez and Hanneke Du Preez, Africana, Afrikaner: Master Symbols in South African 

School Textbooks (Librarius Felicitas, 1983), 19.
 26 Helen Fiske and Edward Ladd, Elusive Equity: Education Reform in Post-Apartheid South Africa 

(Human Sciences Research Council Press, 2004).
 27 Sidiropoulos, Mashabela, Mackay, et al., Race Relations Survey, 1994/95, 240.
 28 Department of Education, Implementation Plan for Tirisano (Department of Education, Re-

public of South Africa, 2000).
 29 Ibid., 3.
 30 Crain Soudien, “The ‘A’ Factor: Coming to Terms with the Question of Legacy in South 

African Education,” International Journal of Education Development 27 (2) (2007): 182–193.
 31 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa; and Republic of South Africa, The South 

African Schools Act (SASA), 1996.
 32 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Bill of Rights, Equality (1).
 33 South African Schools Act: Amended National Norms and Standards for School Fund-

ing, Government Notice, No. 29179 (Department of Education, Republic of South Afri-
ca, 2006).

 34 Department of Education, National Education Policy Act, 1996: Norms and Standards 
for Educators, Government Gazette No. 20844, February 4, 2000.

https://web.archive.org/web/20230702102012/https://www.ipcig.org/conference/ems/papers/ENG/Leibbrandt_Woolard_Woolard_ENG.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20230702102012/https://www.ipcig.org/conference/ems/papers/ENG/Leibbrandt_Woolard_Woolard_ENG.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20230702102012/https://www.ipcig.org/conference/ems/papers/ENG/Leibbrandt_Woolard_Woolard_ENG.pdf
https://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/bitstream/handle/11090/946/2018_233_Saldruwp.pdf?sequence=1
https://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/bitstream/handle/11090/946/2018_233_Saldruwp.pdf?sequence=1


162 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Quest for Educational Equity in Schools in South Africa

 35 Pam Christie, Opening the Doors of Learning (Heinemann, 2008), 140.
 36 For example, see John Volmink, Michael Gardiner, Siyabonga Msimang, et al., Report 

of the Ministerial Task Team Appointed by Minister Angie Motshekga to Investigate Allegations into 
the Selling of Posts of Educators by Members of Teachers Unions and Departmental Officials in Pro-
vincial Education Departments (Department of Basic Education, Republic of South Africa, 
2016), http://nicspaull.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/dbe-2016-volmink-report.pdf.

 37 Department of Education, Review of School Governance: South African Public Schools. Report of 
the Ministerial Review Committee on School Governance (Department of Education, Republic 
of South Africa, 2004), 11.

 38 StatsSA, The General Household Survey 2021 (Department of Statistics, Republic of South  
Africa, 2021), 17.

 39 Stephen Devereaux, Tessa Hochfield, Abdulrazak Karriem, et al., School Feeding in South  
Africa: What We Know, What We Don’t Know, What We Need to Know, What We Need to Do, Food 
Security SA Working Paper Series, No. 004 (Department of Science and Technology/
National Research Foundation Centre of Excellence in Food Security, 2018), 10, https://
foodsecurity.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/CoE-FS-WP4-School-Feeding-in-South 
-Africa-11-jun-18.pdf; and Ncedo Kumbaca, “Update on the Scholar Programme, 2012,” 
Republic of South Africa, April 17, 2012, https://www.gov.za/zu/node/617521. 

 40 Katharine Hall and Winnie Sambu, “Income Poverty, Unemployment and Social Grants,” 
in South African Child Gauge 2015, ed. Ariane De Lannoy, Sharlene Swartz, Lori Lake, and 
Charmaine Smith (Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town, 2015).

 41 Grame Bloch, “Draft Education Policy Paper” (unpublished mimeograph, 2005), 9.
 42 StatsSA, The General Household Survey (Department of Statistics, Republic of South Africa, 

2016).
 43 Bloch, “Draft Education Policy Paper.”
 44 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 14.
 45 See judgment in Government of the Republic of South Africa and Others v. Grootboom and Others 

(Constitutional Court of South Africa, 2001), https://saflii.org/za/cases/ZACC/2000 
/19.html.

 46 See, among others, Christie, Opening the Doors of Learning; and Shireen Motala and Da-
vid Carel, “Educational Funding and Equity in South African Schools,” in South African 
Schooling: The Enigma of Inequality: A Study of the Present Situation and Future Possibilities, ed. 
Nic Spaull and Jonathan D. Jansen (Springer, 2019), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030 
-18811-5_4.

 47 Crain Soudien and Yusuf Sayed, “Integrating South African Schools? Some Preliminary 
Findings,” IDS Bulletin 34 (1) (2003): 29–42.

 48 Rob Gruijters, Benjamin Elbers, and Vijay Reddy, “Opportunity Hoarding and Elite Re-
production: School Segregation in Post-Apartheid South Africa,” Social Forces 103 (1) 
(2024): 177.

 49 Ibid., 26.
 50 Mark Hunter, Race for Education: Gender, White Tone, and Schooling in South Africa (Interna-

tional African Institute and Cambridge University Press, 2019).
 51 Gruijters, Elbers, and Reddy, “Opportunity Hoarding and Elite Reproduction,” 26.

http://nicspaull.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/dbe-2016-volmink-report.pdf
https://foodsecurity.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/CoE-FS-WP4-School-Feeding-in-South-Africa-11-jun-18.pdf
https://foodsecurity.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/CoE-FS-WP4-School-Feeding-in-South-Africa-11-jun-18.pdf
https://foodsecurity.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/CoE-FS-WP4-School-Feeding-in-South-Africa-11-jun-18.pdf
https://saflii.org/za/cases/ZACC/2000/19.html
https://saflii.org/za/cases/ZACC/2000/19.html
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-18811-5_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-18811-5_4


153 (4) Fall 2024 163

Crain Soudien

 52 Pundy Pillay, Administered Prices: Education. A Report for National Treasury (National Trea-
sury, Republic of South Africa, 2003), 19.

 53 See Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study, “Highlights from TIMSS 
2011: South Africa” (Human Sciences Research Council, 2011), https://timss-sa.org 
/publication/highlights-from-timss-2011-south-africa. 

 54 Staff Reporter, “March of the Black Middle Class Has Promising Spin-offs,” Mail and 
Guardian, May 3, 2013.

 55 Benjamin Düerr, “A Toast to South Africa’s Black Middle Class,” Africa Renewal 27 (3) 
(2013): 27, https://doi.org/10.18356/f3f35490-en; and Natalie Cowling, “Number of 
Schools in South Africa in 2022, by Sector,” Statista, March 5, 2024, https://www 
.statista.com/statistics/1262871/number-of-schools-in-south-africa-by-sector.

 56 Staff Writer, “The Cost of Being Middle Class in South Africa,” BusinessTech, September  
1, 2022, https://businesstech.co.za/news/finance/621971/the-cost-of-being-middle-class 
-in-south-africa. 

 57 Republic of South Africa, SASA, 21.
 58 Christie, Opening the Doors of Learning, 140.
 59 Jan Heystek, “School Governing Bodies in South African Schools: Under Pressure to En-

hance Democratization and Improve Quality,” Educational Management, Administration 
and Leadership 39 (4) (2011): 455–468, https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143211406149.

 60 See Hunter, Race for Education.
 61 Nic Spaull, “Equity: A Price Too High to Pay?” in South African Schooling: The Enigma of  

Inequality, ed. Nic Spaul and Jonathan Jansen (Springer, 2019), 4. 
 62 Basic Education Laws Amendment Bill, Government Gazette No. 45601 (Department of 

Education, Republic of South Africa, 2021), 9–10, https://www.gov.za/sites/default 
/files/gcis_document/202203/b2-2022basiceducationlaws.pdf. 

 63 Ibid.
 64 Department of Education, Review of School Governance, 57.
 65 Ibid., 53.
 66 Heystek, “School Governing Bodies in South African Schools.”
 67 Department of Education, Review of School Governance; Haystek, “School Governing Bod-

ies in South African Schools”; and Noma Pakade and Thokozani Chilenga-Butao, “The 
Role of School Governing Bodies in School Academic Performance: An Exploratory 
Study in Two Districts in KwaZulu Natal,” PARI Working Paper (Public Affairs Research 
Institute, 2021), 18, https://pari.org.za/wp-the-role-of-school-governing-bodies.

 68 Gruijters, Elbers, and Reddy, “Opportunity Hoarding and Elite Reproduction,” 3.
 69 Ibid.
 70 See Supreme Court of Appeal (South Africa), Governing Body of the Rivonia Primary School 

and Another v. the MEC for Education: Gauteng Province and Others, CASE No. 161/2012, 
https://equaleducation.org.za/document/sca-7-heads-of-argument-of-appelant 
-rivonia-primary-school; and Sarah Tobin, “Rivonia Primary School Case,” Helen Suz-
man Foundation, October 17, 2013, https://hsf.org.za/publications/hsf-briefs/rivonia 
-primary-school-case.

https://doi.org/10.18356/f3f35490-en
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1262871/number-of-schools-in-south-africa-by-sector/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1262871/number-of-schools-in-south-africa-by-sector/
https://businesstech.co.za/news/finance/621971/the-cost-of-being-middle-class-in-south-africa
https://businesstech.co.za/news/finance/621971/the-cost-of-being-middle-class-in-south-africa
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143211406149
http://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202203/b2-2022basiceducationlaws.pdf
http://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202203/b2-2022basiceducationlaws.pdf
https://equaleducation.org.za/document/sca-7-heads-of-argument-of-appelant-rivonia-primary-school
https://equaleducation.org.za/document/sca-7-heads-of-argument-of-appelant-rivonia-primary-school
https://hsf.org.za/publications/hsf-briefs/rivonia-primary-school-case
https://hsf.org.za/publications/hsf-briefs/rivonia-primary-school-case


164 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Quest for Educational Equity in Schools in South Africa

 71 Amnesty International, South Africa: Broken and Unequal: The State of Education in South Africa 
(Amnesty International Ltd., 2020), 37 and 72; and Crain Soudien, “Race, Class and the 
Democratic Project in Contemporary South African Education: Working and Rework-
ing the Law,” Education Policy Analysis Archives 31 (105) (2023): 9.

 72 Vijay Reddy, Marianne Visser, Lolita Winnaar, et al., “TIMSS: Highlights of Mathemat-
ics and Science Achievement of Grade 9 South African Learners” (Department of Basic 
Education, Republic of South Africa, 2016).

 73 Vijay Reddy, Lolita Winnaar, Andrea Juan, et al., “TIMSS 2019: Highlights of South Afri-
can Grade 9 Results in Mathematics and Science” (Human Sciences Research Council, 
2020).

 74 Department of Basic Education, Annual Report 2021/2022 (Department of Basic Education, 
Republic of South Africa, 2022), 8, www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document 
/202210/dbe-annual-report-2022.pdf.

 75 See Crain Soudien, Vijay Reddy, and Jaqui Harvey, “Fragility Compounded: The State 
of the South African Educational System in the Aftermath of COVID-19,” in Schools and 
Society During the Covid-19 Pandemic: How Education Systems Changed and the Road Ahead, ed. 
Fernando M. Reimers (Springer, 2023).

 76 Department of Basic Education, “Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 2021” 
(Department of Basic Education, Republic of South Africa, 2022), 178.

 77 Department of Basic Education, “Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 2021.”
 78 See Department of Basic Education, Annual Report 2021/2022, 6–8.

http://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202210/dbe-annual-report-2022.pdf
http://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202210/dbe-annual-report-2022.pdf


165
© 2024 by Audrey Osler 
Published under a Creative Commons Attribution- 
NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) license 
https://doi.org/10.1162/daed_a_02110

The Long Struggle for Educational  
Equity in Britain: 1944–2023

Audrey Osler

In this essay, I take the long view in reviewing initiatives for educational equity in 
Britain, examining both official initiatives and grassroots struggles for equitable ed-
ucational outcomes over the past eighty years. I frame education policies in the con-
text of other social policies from the immediate post–World War II era, notably the 
provision of universal health care, welfare, and the changing legal frameworks relat-
ing to equalities and immigration over the period. I address the contributions of mi-
noritized communities in the struggle for educational equity, the impact of twentieth- 
century women’s movements, and more recent student-led initiatives to secure the 
availability, accessibility, adaptability, and acceptability of education. I identify all 
these as “acts of citizenship,” whereby communities constitute themselves as citizens 
and struggle for human rights.

The realization of an educational system that meets the needs of all chil-
dren and young people across Britain remains elusive, despite repeated at-
tempts to reform schooling and a succession of community-led pressures 

across the decades to ensure equitable schooling and educational justice for all.1 
Explanations for why this is the case are complex and relate as much to wider so-
cietal developments as to the success of specific education policies or struggles 
for justice. To reflect on the fight for educational equity in Britain over the period 
since World War II, I position grassroots activism alongside broader social and 
political developments, the legal structure, and policy initiatives at local and na-
tional levels. I do so by drawing on the 4 As framework of the right to education 
developed by Katerina Tomaševski, UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Ed-
ucation, which examines education’s availability, accessibility, adaptability, and 
acceptability.2

During World War II, popular pressure across the United Kingdom for more 
progressive social policies grew, leading to the return of a Labour government in 
the 1945 general election.3 There was an effort to reform and extend education, 
making schooling accessible to a broader school population than in the past, in-
cluding the development of a state-funded system of secondary schools designed 
to address the perceived needs of students from diverse social backgrounds. The 
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immediate challenge for educational equity in this era centered on the needs of 
working-class students, who had, before the war, generally remained in elementa-
ry school until they reached the age of fourteen and had limited access to school-
ing beyond this age. 

As it progressed through parliament, the 1944 Education Act for England and 
Wales was presented as the greatest measure of reform since mass schooling was 
introduced in 1870. This characterization was a very effective piece of political pro-
paganda because the 1944 Act maintained an elite system of schooling.4 It contin-
ued to provide the statutory basis for education for nearly five decades, with some 
of its provisions lasting into the twenty-first century. The Act effectively allowed for 
the development of secondary education, enabling the creation of two new types 
of secondary schools (secondary modern and technical) for children over the age 
of eleven, alongside the existing grammar schools. Students took an examination 
at age eleven, determining the type of schooling they would attend, and for most, 
the access route to higher education was firmly closed at that age. Although the 1944 
Act raised the age when students left school from fourteen to fifteen years (with fur-
ther provision to rise to sixteen), only a minority of students had access to academic 
learning beyond the age of eleven, either by winning a grammar-school place or, if 
from a wealthy family, by attending an independent (fee-paying) school. 

A dual system of education continued between church and state, whereby 
churches (Anglican and Catholic) maintained a role in the governance of schools 
they had historically run in cooperation with local authorities (school boards). 
The new legal framework introduced religious instruction and a daily act of wor-
ship in all schools, due to a compromise agreement that reduced ecclesiastical in-
fluence in the governance of schools founded by church authorities. This created  
long-term tensions between clerical interests and those of the teaching profes-
sion, secular parents, and, indeed, the right of students to freedom of thought, 
conscience, and religion.5 In these respects, the 1944 Education Act proved to be a 
rather conservative measure when set alongside other social reforms of the era. It 
did little to democratize education and hindered the universal access to more in-
clusive schools that had become the dream of progressive educators.

The 1944 Act not only protected the conservative interests of the Christian 
churches but maintained tight control over access to academic education for 
working-class students through the grammar schools. Plans to democratize edu-
cation, conceived in the prewar period and discussed by progressive policymakers 
and teachers’ unions during the war, had included proposals to bring an end to the 
parallel-provision system that enables independent schools to operate alongside 
state schools, and to incorporate independent schools into a national framework 
of state schools available to all. Conservative education minister Rab Butler deftly 
steered the new education legislation through parliament, managing to shelve all 
such radical proposals. 
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The 1944 Act ensured the availability of secondary education to all students 
up to fifteen years of age, but despite its claims, did little to ensure equitable ac-
cess to secondary schooling or higher education. Policymakers falsely asserted the 
adaptability of the new system with its technical and secondary modern schools. 
In truth, the adaptations were based on the problematic characterization of young 
children according to intelligence tests that drew on discredited eugenics-based 
theories of intelligence.6 The 1944 Act effectively confirmed an established pat-
tern of access to higher education based on social class and gender biases that 
privileged middle-class boys. At a young age, most working-class students were 
set on a path that prepared them for early employment. 

By the 1960s, a small number of working-class students, predominantly boys, 
were entering what remained an elitist university sector alongside their more priv-
ileged peers. Throughout the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, sociocultural and economic 
constraints meant that even when working-class girls did access a grammar school 
education, they were more likely than boys to enter the workplace after completing 
their secondary education, and less likely to continue on to university.7 When girls 
of all social classes elected to follow a path into higher education, they frequently 
took up places at teacher training colleges since teaching was considered a career 
compatible with motherhood.8 In the 1950s and 1960s, these institutions did not 
award degree-level qualifications. The early-twentieth-century women’s move-
ments focused on the struggle for universal suffrage, and women in the United 
Kingdom finally secured an equal right, with men, to vote from the age of twenty- 
one under the 1928 Representation of the People (Equal Franchise) Act. While ex-
panding opportunities for women’s political participation may have inspired girls 
to extend their educational and career horizons, full recognition of women’s rights 
in education remained elusive. As education scholar Rosemary Deem notes, “Only 
in the 1960s and 1970s with the growth of a significantly sized Women’s Liberation 
Movement in Britain, and the progress of legislation relating to the equal treat-
ment of males and females in public life, have sexual divisions in education come to 
be perceived as a problem of considerable significance.”9 The suffrage movement, 
international commitments to human rights, and popular pressures for more pro-
gressive social policies in the immediate aftermath of World War II increased 
awareness of the possibilities for both girls and working-class students. 

But it was not until the implementation of domestic legislation in the 1970s re-
lating to equal opportunities in public life, such as the Equal Pay Act of 1970 and 
the Sex Discrimination Act of 1975, that further steps toward educational equity 
were made. Women’s struggles for equality in the 1960s and parallel struggles for 
racial justice needed the backing of legislation to ensure their longer-term suc-
cess. The accessibility of an academic secondary education remained elusive for 
the majority: girls and working-class students, especially those from racialized 
communities, were excluded by selection processes championed as fair but were 
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by their very nature exclusionary. Yet the small number of working-class students 
who did secure access to an elite grammar school education allowed the illusion of 
a meritocracy to be maintained throughout the 1950s and 1960s.

I turn now to other social and economic initiatives that interacted with and 
impacted efforts to realize educational equity. The mid-twentieth-century 
reform of education in England and Wales (and parallel initiatives in Scot-

land and Northern Ireland) took place alongside the implementation of other sig-
nificant social policies. These other social policies, introduced in the immediate 
postwar era, were probably more significant in enabling educational equity and 
accessibility in the longer term. The Beveridge Report, published in 1944, set out 
the architecture for a welfare state based on the concept of universalism. All cit-
izens would contribute to social insurance that would cover them for a range of 
social risks. The three pillars of the welfare state were to be universal insurance, 
universal health care, and a public commitment to full employment.10 

With public opinion favorable to the Beveridge Report and a new universal 
health care system that was free at the point of access, both the Labour and Con-
servative Parties promised comprehensive medical care and social insurance as a 
key feature of their 1945 election campaigns. The Labour government that came to 
power that year continued the work of the wartime Conservative-led coalition to 
set up the National Health Service (NHS).11 A progressive welfare state with uni-
versal access to social and employment support and NHS health care was critical 
in ensuring the accessibility of education for children born in the 1940s, 1950s, 
and 1960s. These generations of children were largely spared the deprivations and 
acute hardship of the prewar years, and consequent improvements in both mater-
nal and child health care, including childhood vaccination programs, helped lower 
child mortality rates dramatically and enhanced children’s school attendance and 
opportunities to learn.12 The provision of universal health care through the NHS 
underpinned and enabled the effective implementation of initiatives for educa-
tional equity in the latter part of the century.

The development of universal health care and moves to expand secondary ed-
ucation coincided with the arrival of new migrants. India became an independent 
state in 1947, and while Britain still had a significant empire when Queen Eliza-
beth II’s reign began five years later, a number of these territories were engaged 
in independence struggles. Following World War II, the United Kingdom need-
ed immigrants from its colonies and former colonies to address a labor shortage 
across various sectors. The arrival of migrants of color in Britain and the need to 
educate their children in the schools of the metropolis exposed huge disparities 
and led to further struggles for educational equity.

The 1948 British Nationality Act clarified the status of residents of Brit-
ain’s overseas territories, introducing the status of “citizen of the U.K. and col-
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onies” (CUKC), and retaining the term “British subject” for all citizens of Com-
monwealth countries: namely, those from the United Kingdom, from longer- 
established independent former colonies (such as Australia and South Africa), 
and from newly independent former colonies and existent colonies. British sub-
jects were not subject to immigration controls. 

The 1948 arrival in London of the S.S. Empire Windrush marked the symbolic 
beginning of immigration from the Caribbean region in the postwar era; among 
the migrants were a number who had served in the British armed forces during 
the war.13 In 1949, the Ministries of Health and Labour, with the Colonial Office, 
the General Nursing Council, and the Royal College of Nursing, began a massive 
recruitment drive throughout the Caribbean region to hire staff for the newly es-
tablished NHS, a move that was key to its success but that had a negative impact 
on the places the new recruits were drawn from. The 1950s and 1960s featured the 
migration of adults (colonial-born British subjects and Irish citizens), followed by 
that of child migrants from these countries and from South Asia. 

The 1944 Education Act not only managed and controlled working-class access 
to academic learning but was also soon applied to immigrant students from ex-
istent and former colonies. Prevailing stereotypes, discriminatory attitudes, and 
the predominant theories of intelligence on which selection to academic stream-
ing were based, and on which the British Empire had operated (allowing for the 
exploitation of both the natural resources and labor in these colonial territories 
to support Britain’s industrialization), meant that access to a grammar school ed-
ucation was frequently denied both to immigrant students and the children of 
immigrants. 

Prevailing attitudes meant that both child migrants and U.K.-born children of 
migrants were frequently channeled into nonacademic streams during the 1950s 
and 1960s. The division of students into three categories, envisaged by the 1944 
Education Act and based on a discredited theory of eugenics encompassing racial 
hierarchies, was easily extended to the newcomers. Just as migrant adults were 
often recruited to take on specific manual work but excluded from professional 
positions, so children were allocated to schools according to both race and class. 
The expectation was that they were better suited to manual and lower-paid em-
ployment. Those arriving with qualifications from British overseas territories, 
who had followed a U.K.-styled education, were often obliged to take on work 
for which they were overqualified: they were effectively redesignated as working 
class. For those who were highly skilled, their qualifications (generally obtained 
under a British-style education system) were frequently either unrecognized or 
judged in need of an upgrade before they could practice their profession in the 
United Kingdom.14 

Children of immigrants were not expected to be upwardly mobile but to ac-
cept education and training for lateral positions. Just as a marriage bar preventing 
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the employment of married women in the teaching profession was not fully lifted 
until 1944, so British-born citizens with a foreign-born parent were barred from a 
career in the U.K. civil service other than in the lowest grades until the 1980s, os-
tensibly because of concerns about security and allegiance. In the late 1970s, when 
I completed university, although I had had various civil service vacation jobs, I 
found a civil service career was not open to me: I was ruled out on the grounds that 
one of my parents was foreign-born.15

In designating three different types of students, the 1944 Education Act served 
to maintain existing class hierarchies that could accommodate migrants into the 
mix without challenging the racist stereotyping perpetuated during colonializa-
tion. Education legislation conformed to a theory of eugenics based on a hierar-
chy of both race and class. It became commonsense to send children to schools 
that would match their specific fixed talents and abilities. It was straightforward 
to apply these practices first to working-class children and then extend them to 
migrant children. By framing education in this way, it was possible for schools 
to perpetuate inequalities and accept social and racial hierarchies as inevitable. 
Although eugenics was increasingly recognized as racist from the 1930s, after  
eugenics-based policies were adopted by the Nazis to perpetuate genocide, prac-
tices that labeled children at a young age and allocated them to specific schools 
continued, impacting directly on their future employment and life chances.16 It 
seems that policymakers were able to disconnect their education framework from 
its eugenics roots and present it as neutral and natural.

The children of new migrants from the Caribbean, Pakistan, and India faced 
inequitable treatment at school, with school authorities regularly identifying 
an educational deficit. Children of Caribbean heritage found themselves grossly 
overrepresented in special streams and special schools, known as schools for the 
“educationally subnormal.” Policy documents of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s iden-
tified both South Asian– and Caribbean-heritage children as having a language 
deficit that hindered their learning. Children from these communities who later 
went on to be teachers themselves confirmed that teachers were quick to judge 
them based on their language, religion, or even hairstyle, uncritically absorbing 
and reproducing stereotypes from the popular culture of the era.17

Politicians and policymakers saw it as a question of numbers. The very exis-
tence of children of color was seen as a hindrance to White children’s learning. 
They claimed that where such students of color made up more than one-third of 
the total, poor results were inevitable.18 Effectively, schools and education author-
ities were denying their professional responsibilities toward students of Caribbe-
an and South Asian heritage. 

The 1960s was an age of mass communications. By 1960, approximately 75 per-
cent of U.K. households owned a TV.19 They had access to TV news that updated 
them both on independence struggles and on the struggle for civil rights in the 
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United States. In 1960, the United Nations General Assembly passed the Declara-
tion on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples, which asserted 
that “the subjection of peoples to alien subjugation, domination and exploitation 
constitutes a denial of fundamental human rights,” and “all peoples have the right 
to self-determination; by virtue of that right they freely determine their political 
status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development.”20 

It was community activists who took the initiative and sought to intervene on 
behalf of children and work for educational equity in the United Kingdom, focus-
ing first on access to mainstream education. Just as the U.S. civil rights struggles of 
the 1950s were inspired by earlier anticolonial struggles, the struggle for education-
al equity by Black parents in Britain in the late 1960s and into the 1970s drew on the 
U.S. struggles for civil rights by African American citizens and their allies. A turn-
ing point was the 1971 publication of the book How the West Indian Child Is Made Edu-
cationally Sub-Normal in the British School System: The Scandal of the Black Child in Schools 
in Britain.21 Its author, Grenadian scholar and teacher Bernard Coard, demonstrated 
how Caribbean-heritage children were being systematically excluded from main-
stream schooling, labeled “sub-normal,” and sent to special schools.22 

Coard kickstarted a movement within Black communities wherein parents 
learned to be vigilant. They could not rely on schools to guarantee the best edu-
cational outcomes for their children. A parallel system of supplementary schools 
operating on Saturdays or in the evening staffed by Black volunteers committed 
to the education of Black children was established in cities such as London and 
Birmingham.23 Parents were offered support in monitoring their children’s prog-
ress and to ensure their needs were met. Other supplementary schools and classes 
were established and run by South Asian organizations, generally focusing on the 
teaching of heritage languages, with supplementary schooling remaining popu-
lar among many parents from these communities until the 1990s, and replicated 
among other migrant groups.24 By the late 1970s, parents and community activists 
were not just working for the accessibility of education but also for its adaptabil-
ity; they recognized that children’s right to education meant that teaching and 
curricula needed to be culturally responsive.25 

The efforts of the voluntary teachers and organizers of these and other schools 
that were set up to support the learning and home cultures of students of South 
Asian backgrounds may be understood as “acts of citizenship,” whereby commu-
nities of color constituting themselves as citizens engaged in struggles for the hu-
man rights of their children.26 Specifically, members of the community were act-
ing to ensure equitable access to education and eventual access to higher educa-
tion, recognition of schooling in keeping with parental wishes, and access to the 
arts and cultural life through education.27 

Coard’s work placed equitable treatment at the heart of education. Local ed-
ucation authorities began to recognize their responsibility toward education for 
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all, regardless of ethnicity and migration status, and took their tentative first steps 
toward the development of multicultural education. Multicultural education fo-
cused initially on building culturally appropriate learning materials. These were 
the first official efforts to ensure the adaptability of education. 

Following the election of a Labour government in 1964, children were no 
longer required to take an examination at the age of eleven to determine 
which sort of school they should be sent to, although grammar schools and 

other processes of selection continued in many local authorities. Local educa-
tion authorities were required to submit plans for the reorganization of second-
ary schools along comprehensive lines: that is, without separating children on the 
grounds of ability or attainment. Some Conservative-controlled local authorities 
were slow to implement these plans, and some grammar schools continued oper-
ating alongside more inclusive comprehensive schools.28 Some remain to this day, 
disadvantaging most students who do not have access to the grammar schools. 
Organizations such as the Campaign for State Education (CASE), founded in 1960, 
engage in activities such as political lobbying, research, and involvement at a local 
level to ensure that education is democratically accountable.29 These activities, 
continuing over decades and largely dependent on voluntary activity, can again be 
seen as acts of citizenship, often taking place at a grassroots level. 

The 1970s saw the introduction of new legal provisions that bolstered efforts 
to achieve educational equity. The 1970 Equal Pay Act was the first piece of legisla-
tion to enshrine the right to pay equality between women and men, under which 
a woman could claim equal pay to a man for work that was the same or broadly 
similar, rated as equivalent under a job evaluation scheme, or of equal value, that 
is, requiring the same level of effort, skill, knowledge, or responsibility. Though 
far from a watertight guarantee of justice in a gender-segregated labor market, 
it marked a symbolic step forward. Equal pay set a positive climate for girls and 
women to pursue education and training, and so arguably marked a step toward 
educational equity. 

Five years later, the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act was passed. According to legal 
scholar Anne Morris: “The Sex Discrimination Act 1975 was immensely signifi-
cant for a whole generation of women who needed no longer to accept that sex-
ism was just the way of the world. They could point to the Sex Discrimination Act 
and challenge the discrimination they faced.”30 With a legal remedy when they 
encountered sexism in school, girls and young women in education were empow-
ered by this progress toward securing their rights. The Sex Discrimination Act was 
quickly followed by the 1976 Race Relations Act, which built on earlier race equal-
ity legislation (1965 and 1968), and extended the law to cover education, as well as 
expanding the definition of discriminatory actions to include indirect discrimi-
nation.31 Individuals gained the right to take discrimination complaints directly 
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to civil courts or industrial tribunals, and the new Commission for Racial Equali-
ty was given responsibility to enforce legislation and conduct research to inform 
government policy, including in the field of education. Legislation to prevent dis-
ability discrimination was slow to follow. It was not until 1995 that the Disability 
Discrimination Act came into being, following UNESCO’s 1994 Salamanca State-
ment and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education.32 It proclaimed that

those with special educational needs must have access to regular schools which should 
accommodate them within a child-centered pedagogy capable of meeting these needs, 
[and] regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means of 
combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an 
inclusive society and achieving education for all. . . . [Inclusive schools] improve the ef-
ficiency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the entire education system.33 

The 2010 Equalities Act consolidated earlier equalities legislation and en-
shrined its provisions, recognizing that for individuals and communities working 
for justice, these threads of social justice addressing various characteristics and 
aspects of identity (including gender, race, disability, and sexuality) are closely in-
tertwined and interconnected. These legal developments were made possible by 
the hard work of activists who campaigned for justice in society and education 
over many decades. Their struggle, which continues today, may be understood as 
a series of “acts of citizenship” cumulating in legal and societal change. 

Education remained the responsibility of local government until the end of 
the 1980s, and various progressive initiatives, notably in multicultural education, 
were fostered in local government during long periods of Conservative rule in 
central government.34 From the late 1970s, local authorities responsible for edu-
cation at the municipal or county level began to establish training and support for 
teachers in multicultural education. While some such initiatives were ad hoc and 
short-lived, they signaled momentum. The emphasis was frequently on teaching 
English as a second or additional language but increasing attention was given to 
books and teaching aids. These materials addressed questions of gender and sex-
uality as well as social, cultural, and religious diversity. 

By the 1980s, more progressive local education authorities (namely, school 
boards) were introducing initiatives to reform curricula and provide opportuni-
ties for all, focusing first and foremost on students of color. In the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA) played a leading role 
in this work.35 From 1979, the Conservative government, under Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher, grew increasingly hostile toward multicultural education and 
particularly toward the ILEA, which it saw as profligate.36

The publication of two parliamentary reports in the 1980s also had a signifi-
cant effect in shifting policy in education toward greater equity. In the absence 
of any legislation to this effect, both were welcomed by education activists and 
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stakeholders. First, West Indian Children in Our Schools, published in 1981, was a di-
rect response to a 1977 Parliamentary Select Committee on Race Relations and Im-
migration report on West Indian student attainment.37 It noted “widespread con-
cern about the poor performance of West Indian children in schools” but stopped 
short of mentioning racism. It was followed in 1985 by Education for All, informal-
ly named the Swann Report after Lord Michael Swann, which extended the brief 
of the initial committee of inquiry to address the education of all children from 
ethnic minorities.38 It concluded that the main problems were low teacher expec-
tations and racial prejudice among White teachers and society writ large. While 
“racial prejudice” was acknowledged, there was again no explicit discussion of 
racism as a structural barrier to educational success. Although sections of the na-
tional press were hostile to multicultural education and had attacked the work of 
the Development Programme on Racial Equality in the London Borough of Brent 
as that of “race spies in the classroom,” the Swann Report effectively confirmed 
the need for such work.39 

While the majority of support staff working on multicultural education in var-
ious municipalities continued to focus on language education, there were smaller 
units of advisory teachers (for example, in the City of Birmingham) directly devel-
oping strategies to identify and address institutional racism. They worked to enable 
the development of culturally appropriate learning materials (“multicultural de-
velopment unit”) and meet the needs of specific groups that schools were failing to 
support (such as with the Afro-Caribbean teaching unit). These initiatives existed 
alongside larger previously established teams of specialist educators who worked 
to support teachers in addressing the needs of developing bilingual students. The 
Swann Report received a mixed response from teachers and teachers’ unions. 
Among those already engaged in race equality work, it was generally seen as helpful 
and its message somewhat measured; others clearly felt threatened by it. 

In 1986, a Manchester schoolboy, thirteen-year-old Ahmed Iqbal Ullah, died 
after being stabbed by a fellow student in the playground of Burnage High School. 
The findings of the inquiry into Ahmed’s death were published with the title  
Murder in the Playground: Report of the Macdonald Inquiry into Racism and Racial Vio-
lence in Manchester Schools.40 The report confirmed a culture of violence and racial 
tensions in which the attack occurred, but noted that the way the school author-
ities responded to the murder inflamed these tensions, and so the repercussions 
were felt for a long time. The Burnage Report, as it was known, noted that in the 
aftermath of riots in Manchester’s Moss Side in 1981, a report to the city’s educa-
tion committee recommended that all schools and colleges produce policies on 
racism. Although it provided some examples, it did not define racism or provide 
guidelines on how this should be done, or how antiracist strategies should be im-
plemented and monitored. Not all Manchester teachers shared the commitment 
of the city’s leaders. Others, such as at Burnage High School, shared the commit-
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ment but went about things in a way that proved to be counterproductive. The 
Burnage Report outlined how efforts to introduce antiracist strategies need to en-
gage both teachers and students in the process, and be cognizant of past efforts 
to address school violence.41 The clumsy way the school had labeled its students 
and passed judgment on them had accentuated a divide between those deemed re-
sponsible for racism and those judged its victims. The findings of the Burnage Re-
port were characterized by right-wing sections of the press as proof that schools’ 
antiracist policies had failed, which resulted in further confusion between the ide-
als of antiracism and a widespread blame culture.42 

Throughout the 1980s, there were tensions in schools across England relating 
to the way schools addressed racist behavior among students and handled (or ig-
nored) the need for change in the face of unequal educational outcomes between 
students from different ethnic groups.43 In this decade, a number of local authori-
ties shifted in their level of commitment to addressing issues of educational equity. 
By this stage, Birmingham in the English Midlands was the largest authority, the 
ILEA having been split into smaller units. In Birmingham, I observed firsthand the 
city’s director of education, Tim Brighouse, working closely with parents, commu-
nity groups, and the University of Birmingham (where I was based) to close the 
attainment gap between the highest- and lowest-attaining students. The local au-
thority provided schools with statistical data and expert advice so that resources 
could be directed toward addressing underachievement of specific groups. From 
1994 to 1996, the city worked in cooperation with a local community organization, 
ACAFESS, to fund ten doctoral students’ educations, which enabled them to en-
gage in part-time research, examining aspects of African Caribbean education.44 
The researchers, of African Caribbean heritage themselves, focused on topics vary-
ing from school-governing bodies to supplementary schooling to student attain-
ment. The doctoral students met once a month on a Saturday morning to share and 
discuss their findings. As the lead supervisor of these researchers, all of whom were 
mature students and experienced professionals, I observed how inspired they were 
to see the director of education attend their meetings to learn from them. 

There was minimal support in the 1990s from the Conservative Westminster 
government to engage with local authorities, teachers’ unions, or other stake-
holders in advancing educational equity. Much depended on the commitment of 
local directors of education working in cooperation with their education commit-
tees (generally in Labour-controlled cities) who were sympathetic to these goals. 

Significantly, the introduction of a national curriculum, with a series of subject- 
based programs of study, effectively ended opportunities for teacher-led cur-
ricula development, which had enabled so many of the locally based initia-

tives for educational equity. In 1987, the Department of Education and Science (re-
sponsible at that time for education in England and Wales) issued a consultation 



176 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Long Struggle for Educational Equity in Britain: 1944–2023

document for this national curriculum that set out its rationale: a student enti-
tlement to a “broad and balanced curriculum,” setting standards for pupil attain-
ment that it saw as supporting school “accountability,” improving continuity and 
coherence across the curriculum, and aiding public understanding of the work of 
schools.45 The 1988 Education Reform Act established the framework for the na-
tional curriculum: schooling was divided into four key stages, with a testing re-
gime introduced at the end of the second stage, which was for eleven-year-olds at 
primary school, and at the end of the third stage, which was for fourteen-year-olds 
at secondary school. Together with national GCSE (General Certificate of Second-
ary Education) examinations at age sixteen, this ensured that a large amount of 
teaching was directed toward students who achieved well in the tests, and schools 
were judged by their test scores. Individual student needs took second place to a 
school’s reputation, measured by test scores.46 

In 1993, responsibility for school inspections was transferred from Her Majes-
ty’s inspectors and local authority teams to independent inspection teams coor-
dinated by a new body, the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted). During its 
first decade, Ofsted became a feared body because an inspection team’s published 
judgment of a school (ratings that included outstanding, good, requires improve-
ment, and inadequate) determined the future of the school, and potentially that of 
its principal.47 School effectiveness, quality of education, student behavior, and 
leadership and management were all graded, generally by a weeklong inspection 
for which vast amounts of paperwork had to be generated by the teaching and 
leadership teams. School-based work to ensure educational equity generally took 
second place to the demands of the national curriculum and Ofsted inspections. 

Although the 1988 Education Reform Act was introduced under a Conservative 
government, the election of a Labour government in 1997 saw little real change 
regarding either the new testing regime or the Ofsted inspection framework. 
But Labour’s 1999 response to an earlier issue related to policing and racial jus-
tice would eventually impact the school inspection framework. In 1993, Stephen 
Lawrence, an eighteen-year-old Black man, was stabbed to death at a bus stop in 
southeast London by a group of White youths in an unprovoked, racist attack. Al-
though one of Stephen’s friends witnessed the attack and the police eventually 
arrested five suspects, only two were charged. It was not until nearly twenty years 
later that two of those responsible for Stephen’s murder were convicted. The case 
was kept in the public eye by Stephen’s parents’ struggle for justice. His mother 
Doreen Lawrence’s long-standing commitment led to the Home Office initiating 
the 1999 Macpherson Inquiry into the police investigation of Stephen’s murder. 
Its report was highly critical and diagnosed the Metropolitan Police Service (“the 
Met”) as “institutionally racist.”48 In 2012, a second independent review of the 
police investigation, the Ellison Review, was also highly critical of how the case 
was handled.49 
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The government’s response to concerns about institutional racism was an ac-
tion plan that sought to address education as well as policing.50 It charged Ofst-
ed with the responsibility to inspect schools for racial equality. Under the leader-
ship of Herman Ouseley, the Commission for Racial Equality solicited research 
into Ofsted’s role in enabling race equality in schools. I made a successful bid for 
this research, and my colleagues and I examined documentary evidence and inter-
viewed members of the Ofsted leadership. We found that the then chief inspec-
tor of schools interpreted the Home Office guidance as requiring no changes or 
amendments to the inspection regime. No training was provided for school in-
spectors to match the training and awareness initiatives introduced in the Met 
and other police forces across the country.51 Ofsted was obligated to give the re-
search team access, but senior team members barely took our interview seriously, 
telling me that at Ofsted: “Race equality is not a priority. Our priority is under- 
achieving white boys.” Shockingly, for an administrative body that required 
schools to produce complex paper trails, Chief Inspector Chris Woodhead, con-
firming they had done nothing in response to the Home Secretary’s action plan, 
wrote: “We do not rely on paper communication in OFSTED.”52 Woodhead was 
required to defend his position in Parliament in October 2000. A few days later, 
he resigned. It is not apparent that Ofsted made any real changes to enhance race 
equality under its next leader, Woodhead’s former deputy.

An important group of stakeholders in the struggle for educational equity 
is the students themselves. In 1972, they organized to form the National 
Union of School Students, but the union was short-lived. Nevertheless, 

social policies relating to children and childhood have shifted hugely since the 
1940s. The 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child–which applies to all 
children and youth under eighteen years of age–has been instrumental in shap-
ing public policies relating to children and schooling across the globe.53Although 
education has arguably been more resistant to change than health care, it is in-
creasingly recognized in Europe and across the globe that children have the right 
to be consulted in all decisions affecting them, in education as in other policy ar-
eas, in accordance with the Convention’s Article 12. Interestingly, this has proba-
bly been most significant across the United Kingdom in relation to children with 
disabilities and those with special educational needs. 

Although political theorists have tended to neglect or ignore children and 
young people and their partial citizenship remains underexplored, this has not 
prevented them from engaging in struggles for equity, most notably in the Black 
Lives Matter movement and in highlighting intergenerational justice.54 Youth de-
mands for intergenerational justice have been most keenly expressed in relation 
to environmental issues and especially climate change. The Fridays for Future 
Movement, initiated by the school strike of Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg 
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outside the Swedish parliament in 2018, has grown into a global youth movement. 
Among their concerns has been the relevance of an education that fails to address 
climate change and the acceptability of schooling. Although some U.K. schools 
were initially worried about the reputational damage that striking students might 
cause, many teachers welcomed and supported students in their protests and rec-
ognized that Fridays for Future peaceful protests constituted an act of citizenship, 
as well as an opportunity to apply classroom learning for citizenship and democ-
racy and understand and experience global interdependence in a real and effective 
way. 

Significant economic developments since the turn of the twenty-first century  
have had an immediate impact on educational equity in the United Kingdom. 
However, the financial prospects for school leavers are bleak. Following Brexit 
and the COVID-19 pandemic, as The New Statesman observed: “Britain is the only 
G7 economy that has yet to return to its pre-pandemic size. Its workers have en-
dured 15 years of stagnant or falling real wages while its businesses have largely 
refrained from investing during eight years of political chaos. Students today face 
an average debt at graduation of more than GBP 45,000 (nearly USD 56,000).”55 
If this sum seems modest by U.S. standards, it should be remembered that until 
2016, students from low-income homes were entitled to maintenance grants, and 
that before 1998, students from the United Kingdom and European Union could 
attend U.K. universities tuition-free. The university sector expanded from the 
1970s to include significant numbers of working-class students. But in the twenty- 
first century, anyone without significant financial parental support will find them-
selves leaving university saddled with debt. Educational inequalities widened in 
the results for the 2023 A-level examinations. A student’s grades on A-level ex-
ams determine whether or not they can follow the course or attend the univer-
sity of their choice, with courses such as medicine requiring top grades. An A or 
A* grade was recorded in 47.4 percent of private school entries, more than dou-
ble the rate of state schools (22 percent), and the gap has been increasing since 
2019.56 There are also significant and increasing regional inequalities across En-
gland. COVID-19 not only exposed health inequalities and an inadequate under-
funded NHS; it also highlighted social and educational inequities, with many chil-
dren required to switch to online learning in cramped housing, reliant initially on 
a shared smartphone.

The twenty-first century has seen an ongoing struggle between progressive 
and conservative groups over issues such as gender equity and attempts to 
decolonize the school curriculum at both primary and secondary levels. To-

day, the overall examination achievements of girls generally exceed those of their 
male peers, but there remain ethnic disparities in educational outcomes.57 Child 
poverty continues to be a serious impediment to educational success, a factor that 
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was highlighted and exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Post-lockdowns, 
many children have disappeared from official view with many failing to return to 
school. In the post-Brexit era, with wider expressions of exclusive forms of nation-
alism, there is nevertheless hope for change, with school-aged activists espousing 
more cosmopolitan perspectives. Student-led school strikes in response to the cli-
mate emergency, and other movements in which youth play a leading role, such as 
the global spread of the Black Lives Matter and Me Too movements, suggest that 
children in the United Kingdom, across Europe, and worldwide are questioning the 
relevance of much of the education they are offered; highlighting intergenerational 
injustice; and contributing to the ongoing struggle for educational equity. 

In presenting the long view, it is inevitable that some official initiatives have 
been covered in an abbreviated way. When addressing the struggles of diverse 
communities, it is impossible to cover all in depth. Nevertheless, this breadth of 
coverage allows insight into patterns of struggle across diverse groups and fresh 
perspectives on the ways acts of citizenship contribute to change. The long view 
highlights and emphasizes the need for communities to maintain grassroots 
struggles on a continuous basis. Justice in education is closely connected to justice 
in health care and depends on addressing the widening gap between the elite and 
the wider population. Educators, students, and activists working for greater jus-
tice in and through education must recommit their efforts to further educational 
equity, and not depend solely on the achievements and acts of citizenship of past 
generations. 
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Migration & the Quest for  
Educational Equity in Germany

Viola B. Georgi

Germany has undergone a significant transformation from a nation that saw itself 
as culturally homogeneous to a society characterized by diversity and immigration. 
The education system, however, continues to struggle to meet the needs of children 
and young people from diverse backgrounds. This manifests in forms of unequal 
treatment and discrimination that impede the effective integration and education 
of students from different ethnic, linguistic, cultural, and religious groups. This is 
particularly true for students from nonacademic, low–socioeconomic status back-
grounds, as well as for students from immigrant families: categories that frequently 
overlap. However, there are promising educational interventions and initiatives that 
address issues of democracy, diversity, and equal opportunity in schools. I provide 
an overview of select issues in the production and reproduction of inequality in the 
German school system and in everyday teaching practices, with a focus on including 
students of immigrant origin. 

Issues of educational inequality came back into the public eye in the early 2000s, 
when the publication of the OECD’s Program for International Student Assess-
ment Study (PISA) shook the education system and Germany’s general belief 

in the meritocratic principle. The study found that Germany performed poorly  
and that the educational success of students was closely linked to their socio- 
economic background. The results also revealed the educational disparity be-
tween young people with and without a “migration background,” a term that has 
come under criticism because it lumps together people with very different con-
nections to migration.1 

PISA triggered an important public debate on how to explain these worrying 
empirical results and how to respond to them. A popular argument was to blame 
students of immigrant origin for the poor performance of the German education 
system on an international stage. These critics claimed the country’s performance 
was linked to supposedly weak German language skills of immigrant students, 
while the poor performance of the education system–which was clearly unable 
to adapt to the demographic change, for example, for students in need of German 
as a second language–was hardly questioned.2 
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As a result, various measures were taken to tackle these problems. National 
educational standards were introduced, early childhood education was expand-
ed, and the systematic implementation of all-day schools by 2026 was decided up-
on.3 Subsequent waves of large-scale educational assessments have shown some 
improvement.4 Nevertheless, the link between educational success and the home 
remains.

Both the COVID-19 pandemic and recent increases in admission of young ref-
ugees into Germany (primarily from Syria in 2015 and Ukraine in 2022) have once 
again exposed and reinforced the already existing inadequacies and inequalities 
of the German school system. In recent years, the need for the education system 
to respond to a diverse student body and provide educational opportunities and 
prospects has therefore become more urgent.

Although recent opinion polls demonstrate a growing consciousness of so-
cial inequalities and discrimination in Germany, as well as greater recogni-
tion that immigrants and their families are part of German society, schools 

nonetheless tend to frame diverse classrooms as a problem or challenge.5 This of-
ten manifests in stereotyping, bias, and forms of discrimination that hinder the ef-
fective inclusion and education of students from particular ethnic, linguistic, and 
religious groups–including refugee students, Muslim students, students of Roma 
descent, and students of color. However, there are promising initiatives and pro-
grams from both government and civil society that address issues of diversity, de-
mocracy, and equality in schools. In this essay, I present a few selected examples of 
these developments, after outlining relevant dimensions of educational inequality 
against the backdrop of current immigration policy and demographic trends. 

Discussing relevant dimensions of educational equity in German schools re-
quires us to look at the demographic, social, and political composition of Ger-
man society. Considering Germany from a purely demographic perspective, three  
developments stand out: German citizens are becoming fewer, older, and more 
diverse. All three demographic developments are linked to immigration and play 
a decisive role in the stability of the social system, economic growth, and the fu-
ture architecture of education in Germany.

Over the last sixty years, Germany has changed from a nation that saw itself as 
culturally homogeneous to a society that recognizes the diversity created by im-
migration. A vibrant and far-reaching history of immigration has long been vis-
ible in the cityscapes, streets, workplaces, kindergartens, and schools, most es-
pecially in urban areas. Nevertheless, it was not until the turn of the millennium 
that Germany began to more broadly accept this multicultural reality. In times of 
global conflicts and humanitarian crises, Germany has become an important des-
tination country for refugees and asylum-seekers. In 2015, more than one million 
refugees moved to Germany from Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and other countries 
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where people were forcibly displaced and escaping political oppression, persecu-
tion, and war. Since 2021, over one million refugees from Ukraine have moved to 
Germany.6

Germany is home to roughly 84 million inhabitants. According to the Federal 
Statistical Office in 2022, 23.8 million people in Germany had a migration back-
ground, which means that they or at least one of their parents were not German 
citizens at birth.7 This corresponds to a share of almost 29 percent. A slim major-
ity of these (51 percent) were German nationals, while 49 percent were foreign 
nationals. Considering people with a migration background based on their mi-
gration experience, almost two-thirds (64 percent) of them had migrated to Ger-
many themselves, and 36 percent were born in Germany.8 Many of them trace 
their family biographies back to the times when the Federal Republic of Germany 
(FRG) and the German Democratic Republic (GDR) actively recruited foreign la-
bor from, for example, Spain, Greece, Turkey, Tunisia, Vietnam, Hungary, Cuba, 
and Mozambique. These are the children and grandchildren of the “guestwork-
ers” and “contract workers” (most came between the 1960s and the 1980s) who 
chose not to return to their home countries, but rather to settle in Germany.9 Ev-
ery fourth person in Germany today has family experiences connected to migra-
tion, which usually means being socialized with a variety of cultural practices, lan-
guages, and religious traditions.10 Hence a growing number of German citizens 
have ancestors who have not always lived in Germany, or who live transnational 
lives, commuting between different regions and countries.

After the United States, Germany has become the world’s second top destina-
tion for migrants.11 Germany has unintentionally become a country of immigra-
tion. As such, German society is renegotiating and adjusting to issues of multiple 
belongings and identities, participation, and equal opportunity within increas-
ingly diverse contexts. Political scientist Naika Foroutan has described Germany 
as a “post-migrant society.” Based on this analysis, she argues that Germany needs 
to establish a new national narrative recognizing migration as a common feature 
of German society in the past, present, and future.12

The emerging new self-image of Germany as an immigrant society went hand 
in hand with migration and integration policy reforms. A new modern citizenship 
law was introduced in 1999, followed by an immigration law in 2005, which includ-
ed integration strategies, concepts, and measurements, such as German language, 
history, and culture classes for newly arrived immigrants. The aging population in 
Germany has resulted in a shrinking workforce and an increasing demand for social 
services, health care, and pension benefits. Immigration can help offset the declin-
ing workforce as immigrants can fill critical job vacancies. That is why the federal 
government introduced new immigration acts in 2020 and a reform of the immigra-
tion law in 2023 intended to attract skilled immigrants from around the world. The 
Federal Employment Office presently speaks about the need of attracting four hun-
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dred thousand skilled immigrants per year to fill the workforce.13 Yet in this context, 
despite the liberalization for skilled workers, there is also a clear tendency to restrict 
the right of asylum and to reduce the number of asylum-seekers. Thus, there exists a 
tension between efforts to satisfy Germany’s economic needs and efforts to enforce 
migration control.

One consequence of this ambivalence in integration policy is the fact that im-
migrants and their descendants still do not have the same opportunities to partic-
ipate in relevant areas of society, such as labor, housing, politics, and education.14 
Given the evolving political architecture that is preparing Germany for future im-
migration needs–while migration for the purposes of labor and asylum are hap-
pening every day–it is not surprising that the education system must be readapted  
and reshaped to meet the needs of migrant children and their families.

Germany’s society has become superdiverse. Anthropologist Steven Ver-
tovec coined the term “superdiversity” attempting to capture the inter-
play of the broadly defined linguistic, religious, ethnic, and cultural re-

sources that characterize late modern societies in a globalized world. These re-
sources include “different immigration statuses and associated entitlements and 
limitations of rights, different labor market experiences, discrete gender and age 
profiles, spatial distribution patterns, and mixed local responses of service pro-
viders and residents.”15 

Germany has, of course, always been culturally influenced by contributions 
from various ethnic and linguistic groups. The sixteen German Länder are home 
to a wide range of cultures, traditions, and languages.16 As for linguistic diversity, 
German is the official language, but there exist several regional dialects and of-
ficially recognized minority languages other than German.17 Germany shares its 
borders with nine other countries, and many of those living near the borders tend 
to speak the language of their neighbors. Furthermore, immigrant communities 
contribute to the linguistic landscape as many of them speak their native languag-
es alongside German. Multilingualism is the order of the day in Germany.

Due to immigration past and present, Germany has a significant immigrant 
population. In 2022, 12.3 million people or 15 percent of the population had a for-
eign nationality. Most foreigners were of European (69 percent) or Asian (21 per-
cent) nationality. The largest proportions were Turkish (12 percent), Ukrainian 
(10 percent), Syrian (8 percent), Romanian (8 percent), and Polish (7 percent) na-
tionals.18 Due to the Russian war against Ukraine, there are currently also many 
refugees from Ukraine living in Germany.

Germany today includes not only the Christian cross, but also the Muslim 
headscarf, the Jewish kippa, and many other religious symbols and practices. 
Even though Christianity is the predominant religion, with the majority of the 
population identifying as Roman Catholic or Protestant, there is also a significant 
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number of Muslim people. Most recently, there were around 5.5 million people of 
the Muslim faith living in Germany, making Islam the third largest religious com-
munity in Germany.19 In the years after the Holocaust and the end of World War 
II, only about fifteen thousand Jewish people settled in Germany. Today, there are 
more than one hundred Jewish communities with about one hundred and seven 
thousand members. Many of these Jewish people immigrated to Germany in the 
1990s from Russia and the former Soviet Union when a special program for Jew-
ish refugees offered protection in recognition of historical responsibility for Jew-
ish life and to revive Jewish communities in Germany.20 Of course, there are also 
many followers of other religions, including Buddhism, Hinduism, and Sikhism.21 

While Germany benefits from its great diversity, there are also challenges in 
terms of integration and social cohesion. Ensuring equal opportunities, combat-
ing discrimination, and promoting inclusive practices and measures are therefore 
ongoing efforts, accompanied by a heated debate on how to deal with migration, 
including more restrictive immigration policies, such as tightening asylum rules 
and enforcing deportations.

Diversity in schools and classrooms appears in differences such as lan-
guage, ethnicity, religion, competencies, and academic performance. It 
is important to acknowledge, however, that these differences are not nat-

urally given or “innate,” but can develop or intensify in the course of schooling. 
These differences are also products of social processes and routines of inclusion 
and exclusion in schools. Diversity and heterogeneity can thus also be interpreted 
as products of social and educational inequality.22 It is in this context that we must 
look at forms of discrimination resulting in experiences of inequality in German 
schools. I will do this with a particular focus on phenomena connected to immi-
gration, as students of immigrant origin in Germany often face various challeng-
es, including language barriers, cultural differences, and socioeconomic dispari-
ties, which can lead to discrimination and unequal treatment in schools.23 There 
is empirical evidence that experiences of discrimination in German schools are 
made on the basis of ethnic origin, gender, disability, religion or belief, age, sexual 
identity, social origin, or appearance, from the first day of enrollment to the com-
pletion of secondary school.24 

From a more general perspective, inequalities and discrimination in the Ger-
man school system can be divided into the following dimensions:

 • Segregation and tracking: Institutional discrimination manifests itself in in-
appropriate school career recommendations that teachers and counselors 
make based on prejudices and assumptions about students’ abilities. It is 
empirically demonstrated that children of immigrant origin are placed in 
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lower courses or segregated classes, which can limit their educational op-
portunities and reinforce inequalities.

 • Unequal distribution of resources: The distribution of resources for schools is 
often based on the neighborhoods or communities where the school is lo-
cated, and not on the needs of students. If schools do not have sufficient 
resources, this can affect their ability to support students who need such 
resources.

 • Lack of sensitivity to diversity in schools: Teachers and school administrators 
do not adequately address the needs of a diverse student body. There is in-
sufficient understanding of how racism and other forms of (structural) dis-
crimination are reflected in everyday school life, curricula, teaching mate-
rials, and practices.

 • Stereotyping and bias: Stereotyping based on ethnicity, race, or nationality 
leads to students from immigrant families being unfairly judged and treat-
ed differently.

 • Bullying and harassment: Students of immigrant origin, including those newly 
arrived and those born in Germany to immigrant parents, become targets of 
bullying due to ascribed non-German or non-Christian backgrounds. This 
negatively impacts students’ mental and emotional well-being, as well as 
academic performance.

 • Lack of support services: There are insufficient support services, including 
German language support, offices for reporting discrimination, programs 
for parents, and professional development for teachers. This can exacerbate 
the challenges faced by children with a so-called migrant background. 

Beginning with segregation and tracking, various studies show that the label 
“migration background” is a negative predictor of school success in the German 
education system.25 Even if other factors could explain the disadvantage of chil-
dren and young people from immigrant families, the intersections of families’ 
educational backgrounds, associated socioeconomic situations, and German 
language skills stand out. The first factor is not specific to immigration, but also 
affects children from low-income families without a migration background. Irre-
spective of their country of birth and that of their parents, working-class children 
achieve a lower level of competency and receive a recommendation to attend a 
Gymnasium, or state-maintained secondary school that prepares pupils for high-
er academic education, less often than children from families with higher socio-
economic status. Secondary education in Germany is characterized by the divi-
sion of pupils into the various educational paths and school types responsible for 
their respective leaving certificates and qualifications.26

Such disadvantages, which are related to the socioeconomic and educational 
background of families, are pronounced in Germany. Children and young people 
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from immigrant families are more often affected by social disadvantage because 
a significant number of them grow up in families with a lower level of education 
and socioeconomic status, as poverty tends to be inherited in Germany.27 

The transition from primary to secondary school has far-reaching effects on 
the educational and occupational biographies of adolescents in Germany. 
The transition represents a critical point for the reproduction of inequal-

ity, as the highly stratified German school system separates students according 
to their educational achievements early on. The type of school a student will at-
tend in Germany is based on academic performance, teacher recommendations, 
and parent preferences. A peculiarity of the German school system is that the first 
transition takes place after the fourth grade, or after the sixth grade in Berlin and 
Brandenburg, which is substantially earlier than in most other countries.28 Stu-
dents must qualify for different types of public education after elementary school. 
Their competences in different subjects are assessed when they are between nine 
and eleven years old. Based on their grades, students receive a recommendation 
for a certain school type. Most students attend the secondary-school track that 
their elementary school teachers recommend. While the recommendation is not 
legally binding, they are skewed in favor of families with a high socioeconomic 
status. It is at this point of transition in the school system that children from low– 
socioeconomic status, low–academic achievement, and immigrant families are 
disadvantaged, not least because newly arrived families in particular lack institu-
tional knowledge of this highly stratified and opaque school system.29 Empirical 
data show that assuming the same performance, children with such family back-
grounds are less likely to be recommended by their teachers to attend a university- 
bound school track than are children from more privileged families.30 

It is important to note that social background not only influences the transi-
tion to secondary school, but also significantly impacts students’ school careers. 
Formal access to education should be based on equal opportunities and non- 
discrimination, and all children should have equal access to school. The early as-
signment of children to different types of schools in Germany should be examined 
critically, as de facto discrimination becomes visible in particular with regard to  
1) the transition to secondary schools, 2) the educational achievements of the 
mentioned social groups, 3) the intersection of different dimensions of discrimi-
nation, and 4) the permeability and flexibility of the school system.

To reduce the disadvantages of children and young people from immigrant 
and socially disadvantaged families in the transition from primary to secondary 
school in Germany, the following strategies are relevant. First, the development 
of student competencies must be better promoted based on individual advance-
ment and quality teaching, which is why good teachers are essential. Good teach-
ers need good training that enables them to navigate a “superdiverse” classroom. 
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Yet a recent study on teacher training in Germany reveals that teacher training 
needs to be redesigned to meet the demands of contemporary German society.31 
At the moment, Germany is experiencing a glaring teacher shortage, which exac-
erbates these educational inequalities. Students who need special support cannot 
be provided for accordingly. 

Second, progress should be systematically monitored over time and framed 
with school-based support structures. Third, because parents play an important 
role in school transition decisions, they need better information and advice from 
teachers and mentors, who can cater to their specific needs as newcomers are sys-
tematically disadvantaged and confronted with a complex school system full of 
peculiarities.32 Immigrant parents in Germany are generally interested in the edu-
cational success of their children across all social milieus.33 So it is not surprising 
that the use of mentors to advise parents on how to navigate the German school 
system and support their children’s educational development has proven to be 
particularly effective.34 

Finally, structural changes are required, including expanding comprehensive 
schools in which students are not separated at an early stage, but rather learn to-
gether over a longer period of time. A key demand remains to make educational 
pathways more flexible so that early educational choices or failures do not become 
permanent obstacles for students. 

It is in this context that de facto segregation needs to be addressed, as it is no 
longer a marginal phenomenon at German schools. The segregation of stu-
dents with and without a migration background is particularly visible in ur-

ban areas. A study by the Research Unit of the Expert Council on Integration and 
Migration reveals that in large cities, about 70 percent of migrant children attend 
an elementary school where migrants represent the majority of the student body. 
For children without a migration background, the figure is only 17 percent. It is 
also noteworthy that around 40 percent of all elementary school children with a 
migration background study in classes with so-called low achievers. Among chil-
dren without a migration background, the figure is only 5.7 percent. This segrega-
tion negatively influences the acquisition of competences and skills of young peo-
ple from immigrant families, as their academic performance is impaired by their 
often lower-performing classmates.35 

In summary, three factors are primarily responsible for the educational dis-
advantages of students of immigrant origin: residential segregation in German 
cities, parental school choice, and unequal access to the academically advanced 
tracks in Germany’s secondary schools. However, there is also empirical evidence 
that points to the importance of teachers’ attitudes toward students from immi-
grant families and students’ experiences of discrimination, which hold negative 
impacts on their socioemotional, behavioral, relational, and academic adjust-
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ments. The effects of direct, indirect, interactional, and structural discrimination 
on young people have only become a topic of public concern, discussion, and re-
search in Germany in recent years.36

Immigrant students might be evaluated lower because of teachers’ prejudic-
es or unconscious stereotypes. This can affect these students’ school careers and 
future opportunities. An experimental study tested whether teachers show bias 
when grading students’ German dictation depending on the name of the stu-
dent. The result showed that students named Murat (a Turkish name) were grad-
ed worse than students named Max (a German name).37 Other empirical studies 
support this finding and show that students with immigrant backgrounds tend to 
have lower expectations compared to those without a migration background, and 
that biased grading is common.38 There are findings, accordingly, that students of 
Turkish origin in Germany are seen as less achievement-oriented.39 For example, 
another study showed that teachers expected lower learning progress in German 
classes for students of Turkish origin, even when their language performance, 
general cognitive skills, and motivation were similar to those of students without 
a migration background.40 These stereotypes are highly problematic, as they play 
major roles in both implicit performance expectations and in assessment situa-
tions. Research on stereotype threats demonstrates that triggering negative stereo- 
types in assessment situations can lead to poor performance. This means that stu-
dents do not achieve the results they should given their knowledge and skills.41 

On the one hand, there is still a lack of diversity-sensitivity in schools in Germa-
ny.42 On the other hand, significant progress has been made in educational policies. 
In 2013, the Conference of Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs published 
recommendations on intercultural education in German schools, in which inter-
cultural competence is defined as a key skill for young people, a cross-sectional task 
for educators, and an important goal of school development and quality. In 2015, 
the Conference of Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs, migrant organiza-
tions, and educational media publishers adopted a joint declaration on the “pre-
sentation of cultural diversity, integration and migration in educational media,” 
underlining the importance of being critical and sensitive to the representation of 
cultural, religious, and other differences in textbooks and educational materials.43 
Another example of educational policy creating space and capacity for more equity 
is the recently passed Act to Strengthen Measures to Promote Democracy, Shape 
Diversity, Prevent Extremism, and Advance Civic Education, which supports proj-
ects across Germany that develop and test new ideas and innovative approaches to 
promoting democracy, shaping diversity, and preventing extremism.44 

Researchers are examining the development and implementation of various 
intercultural and diversity-sensitive practices in schools and classrooms.45 These 
efforts are additionally supported by calls for research proposals from the Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research.46 There are also a growing number of stud-
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ies that examine structural racism in educational institutions through the lens of 
critical race theory.47 More recently, decolonial and postcolonial ideas have found 
their way into German educational research, motivating discourse on more radical 
transformative approaches in education with regard to diversity and inequality.48 

From a practical perspective, school awards such as “fair@school” as well as 
school development projects, specific teacher training programs, powerful 
immigrant parents’ associations, and innovative platforms for educational 

materials such as the “Migration Lab Germany” make up a vibrant landscape of 
state-funded programs and civil society initiatives aiming to create an education-
al environment that responds to Germany’s superdiverse immigration society.49 
However, looking at some recent studies on curricula and textbooks in German 
classrooms illustrates the importance of continuously questioning and critically 
examining these issues within the context of schooling. Research indicates that 
the reality of the superdiverse German society is not yet adequately represent-
ed and reflected in textbooks. In a study I coauthored, we investigated the repre-
sentation of themes connected to migration in German textbooks. Among other 
things, we found that global migration is mostly attributed to poverty, integration 
is seen mainly as something immigrants must achieve, and racism in the host so-
ciety is entirely ignored. Furthermore, tasks and assignments in textbooks tend 
to emphasize migrants and their descendants’ differences from Germans without 
migrant backgrounds, encouraging discrimination against them.50 Racist stereo-
types are also included in textbooks. A study that examined representations of the 
African continent, Black people, and people of color in German textbooks showed 
that curricula and teaching materials are frequently one-sided and associated with 
negative connotations.51

Mastering the language of the destination country, which is mostly the lan-
guage of instruction in school, is key to immigrant students’ educational suc-
cess.52 Many immigrant children arrive in Germany with no or limited German- 
language proficiency. This hinders students’ abilities to participate fully in class-
room activities, understand instructions, and communicate with teachers and 
peers. As a result, these students may experience academic difficulties and social 
isolation. Language barriers prevent immigrant children from reaching their full-
est educational potentials and can lead to ethnic inequalities at school.53 Mas-
tery of the German language becomes a crucial factor for a successful educational 
career. 

In general, the success of language acquisition depends on three overarching 
factors: the incentives associated with improved language competencies impact-
ing the motivation, exposure to the language, and learning efficiency.54 Besides 
the effects of individual conditions, access to language acquisition programs for 
newly arrived children and other opportunities to learn German as a second lan-
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guage impact the language acquisition process. Studies indicate that attending 
preschool supports the language acquisition of immigrant children, particular-
ly those who have limited linguistic exposure outside of institutional contexts.55 
This is particularly true for refugee children, who temporarily stay in collective 
housing with their families and have little exposure to German. Although pre-
school plays an important role, schools have an enormous responsibility for teach-
ing German as a second language and creating a school culture that welcomes and 
supports multilingualism. Therefore, learning to deal with linguistic diversity in 
professional contexts must be integrated into teacher training as a cross-sectional  
task, and should be obligatory across the country. In some, but not all, German 
states, the qualification to teach German as a second language has already become 
anchored in teacher training.56

In debates about migration and schooling, multilingualism is too often per-
ceived as a problem or even a threat to social cohesion, and an obstacle to the in-
tegration of immigrants. This can lead to an unequal distribution of educational 
opportunities and discrimination.57 

While multilingualism is a reality in Germany, only a few schools offer resourc-
es that do justice to the linguistic diversity in classrooms. In these schools, we find, 
for example, signs, labels, and student projects in different languages; course of-
ferings to study heritage languages; parents’ evenings with translations into oth-
er languages; school libraries featuring books in different languages; and fami-
ly languages skills of students being actively used for learning in the classroom. 
In short, multilingualism becomes visible and tangible as a valuable resource in 
these schools. This way forward can be backed by empirical evidence demonstrat-
ing that a positive attitude toward multilingual children’s fluid linguistic reper-
toires and the use of translanguaging strategies are highly important for the lin-
guistic, cognitive, and socioemotional development of multilingual students.58

Another issue related to dealing with linguistic diversity is that the German 
education system privileges the European languages traditionally and 
most frequently taught at school.59 English, Spanish, and French are giv-

en a higher status than languages spoken by many immigrants, including Turkish, 
Arabic, Russian, and Polish. Students who speak the latter languages at home sel-
dom have the chance to systematically study them at school. There are, however, 
a growing number of schools that offer optional heritage language classes for im-
migrant students. So far, grades obtained in these classes can be used for school 
careers in only some federal states (such as North Rhine-Westphalia). This recog-
nition of the family languages in the curriculum seems desirable to compensate 
for linguistic educational inequality.60

Some schools insist that only German be spoken in the classrooms, the hall-
ways of the building, and even the schoolyard. Often based on the argument that 
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such a language policy in schools would support the integration of immigrant stu-
dents and help improve their German, this position is highly disputed. Such pol-
icies discriminate against children communicating in their first languages or in 
their families’ language and hence deny the multilingual reality of students’ lives, 
as well as the findings in multilingualism research.

Education scholar Ingrid Gogolin has coined the term “monolingual habitus” 
to describe such structural exclusion of other languages in German schools. She 
criticizes the fact that multilingualism is traditionally cast in a problematic light 
for students who come from immigrant families and speak different languages  
at home. Historically, the German education system developed a monolingual self- 
image in the nineteenth century, anchored in the nation-state. Consequently, all 
structures, processes, and functional mechanisms of the German school system 
are automatically presumed to be designed for the German standard and educa-
tional language.61 The interest of the public educational system in linguistic uni-
formity produces educational disadvantages for children who grow up in multi-
lingual environments, as their German language competences are judged on this 
basis.62

The schooling of newly arrived students–especially refugee children who 
have entered German schools in great numbers since 2015 due to the civil war in 
Syria and 2022 due to the war in Ukraine–represents a major task.63 This applies 
to the assignment procedure, the assessment of students’ academic performanc-
es, and the identification of learning, mental, or social disabilities, as refugee chil-
dren typically face the challenge of starting or continuing their school careers in 
completely new contexts and languages. The majority of newly arrived students at 
the secondary level are educated in separate preparatory classes.64 

Models of schooling for newcomers vary depending on the German states, 
municipalities, and respective schools. Many municipalities offer so-called pre-
paratory, welcome, or international classes for one or two years before students 
are transferred to regular classes. This means new students are taught in separate 
classes (the “parallel model”). They are generally transitional in the sense that 
they aim at integration into the mainstream class. The curricula in these classes 
are not standardized across Germany, and many schools solely rely on German 
language lessons and some subject-oriented teaching.65 Overall, findings indicate 
that attending such preparatory classes can have a negative impact on school suc-
cess, as the teachers are often not qualified to teach the target group, the students 
do not interact with others, and the transition to mainstream classes is not profes-
sionally supported.66 Some schools partially integrate the newly arrived students: 
they participate in preparatory classes but, for example, also attend physical edu-
cation, art, and music lessons with other students. 

In other municipalities, meanwhile, students of immigrant origin attend the 
standard classes (learning through immersion) with–or sometimes without–
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accompanying language support. The resources of the individual schools deter-
mine what can be offered. The partially or completely separate schooling of newly 
arrived students can lead to educational inequalities and social marginalization 
because “separate classes install a spatial division between newcomer and other 
students, segregating them into different classrooms, sometimes even in different 
buildings.”67 A European comparative study criticizes the schooling of refugee 
students in Germany for not providing them with an equal chance to succeed in 
school compared to students not of immigration background. This points to the 
fact that most refugee students who arrive after elementary school go to the vo-
cational school types, while only a small proportion of students not of migration 
backgrounds attend Haupt- or Realschule (general or “real” school).68 

As migration and relocation will permanently bring children and young peo-
ple to Germany who enter the education system without any knowledge of Ger-
man, it is urgent to develop, evaluate, and establish effective models of school-
ing that guarantee the best educational chances for the most students. Tailoring 
educational programs to the respective needs and competences of newly arrived 
students can only be implemented with more resources for schools. An example 
of good practice is the social index for schools aiming at distributive justice. This 
school-specific social index is intended to contribute to a more targeted allocation 
of certain resources to schools. In this model, schools that are under particular 
pressures–for example because they have a high number of students who are at 
risk of poverty, need German language support, or come from refugee families–
can receive more funding to support their challenging work. 

The state governments in Germany that have already implemented an index–
including Hamburg, Bremen, and North Rhine-Westphalia–follow the principle 
of treating unequal things unequally, because the school social index identifies ex-
isting social challenges and supports schools according to their respective needs. 
The school-specific social index is an important tool to establishing more educa-
tional equity and equal opportunities.

According to the results of the OECD study “The Resilience of Students with 
an Immigrant Background: Factors That Shape Well-Being,” students with a mi-
gration background report frequent unequal treatment in school. These experi-
ences have negative effects on their mental and emotional well-being, as well as 
their academic performance, and thus prevent school and social resilience.69 

Visible minorities, as well as Muslim people, experience discrimination more 
frequently in Germany.70 These results are also true for adolescents in these 
groups.71 It seems that students of color, as well as students with Muslim, Sinti, 
and Roma backgrounds, are at particular risk of being discriminated against.72 
Some typical situations include, for example, worksheets for history classes con-
taining discriminatory vocabulary, such as the N-word, or teachers who criticize 
Muslim girls for wearing headscarves. This is the reason why ADAS, a ground-
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breaking civil society initiative, was founded in 2015. ADAS documents and com-
bats discrimination in schools, empowering and supporting those affected by dis-
crimination in a variety of ways, including legally.73 

Antidiscrimination projects can contribute to addressing, eliminating, and 
preventing discrimination at school. An example of a nationwide initiative fight-
ing racism at schools is “School without Racism–School with Courage.” This 
network, founded in 1995, consists of about four thousand schools across Germa-
ny, and addresses racism with a whole-school approach, inviting everybody in the 
school community to engage. Students in these schools are encouraged to exam-
ine racism in its various forms and develop projects to prevent and combat these 
“isms,” including anti-Semitism and antiziganism (anti-Romani sentiment). 
Together they seek answers that strengthen belonging and solidarity, aiming to 
make students from diverse backgrounds feel welcomed, recognized, and respect-
ed in the school community.74 

I have presented some initiatives and interventions aimed at creating more 
inclusive and equitable educational environments–from education poli-
cy to civil society initiatives and school development–but despite these ef-

forts, many challenges remain related to structural discrimination and inequali-
ties in German schools. Regularly monitoring efforts to combat these inequalities 
is therefore necessary. Finally, it is important to emphasize that individual mea-
sures alone are not sufficient to reduce educational inequality in the long term. To 
achieve a sustainable reduction in educational inequality in Germany, all areas of 
education must be included and dovetailed with one another.75 

Reshaping the educational architecture toward greater educational equity in 
Germany to serve the country’s superdiverse population remains an urgent task. 
Eventually, most children from immigrant families will stay in Germany and be-
come part of the postmigrant social fabric. The question of their equal participation 
in education, and in all areas of society, is critical for Germany’s democratic future. 
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The Quest for Educational Equity  
in Mexico

Fernando M. Reimers

I examine the dynamics of implementing at-scale reforms to provide meaningful 
educational opportunities to disadvantaged students in Mexico. To effectively re-
duce social inequality and exclusion, education policies need a mix of system-wide 
and targeted efforts that are implemented at scale and sustained long enough to be-
come institutionalized. The resiliency of those policies requires an elusive balance 
between system-wide and targeted efforts, alignment between federal and state ini-
tiatives, and supportive politics. However, the politics of implementing system-wide 
reforms are more contentious than those involving targeted efforts because they dis-
rupt entrenched interests, making such efforts harder to sustain. Targeted policies, 
while easier to implement, reinforce the segregation of students into different educa-
tional tracks of varying quality. 

The Mexican public education system has, since it was created a century 
ago, advanced policies that challenge high levels of inequality and poverty.  
Such efforts became more salient as Mexico joined the North American  

Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994 and after the democratic transition that 
took place in 2000. These forces shaped policies with inclusive intent over remark-
ably long periods, even as some administrations made modifications to these poli-
cy initiatives and claimed them as their own. While considerable financial resourc-
es were devoted to these policies, implementation was deficient because of the 
challenges of simultaneously meeting three essential conditions: 1) complemen-
tarity and coherence between system-wide and targeted programs, 2) alignment 
between federal and state priorities and sufficient levels of capacity across states 
and localities to support the demands of those policies, and 3) supportive politics. 
The results of these equity-oriented policies fell short of the aspirations of the re-
formers, and they were insufficient to transform the structure of economic and so-
cial opportunity in Mexico. 

The economic transformation resulting from the greater integration of Mexi-
co into the global economy, beginning in the mid-1990s with the incorporation of 
Mexico into NAFTA and followed by the political transition toward more compet-
itive politics in 2000, incentivized policy elites to prioritize education. Education-
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al development had stagnated in Mexico because of the debt crisis of the 1980s 
and the consequent economic adjustment and contraction in education spending. 
As Mexico joined NAFTA, President Salinas de Gortari and then President Ernes-
to Zedillo made education a higher priority in the national agenda.1 Their educa-
tion reforms and others that followed over successive administrations incorporat-
ed the goal of advancing educational opportunity for children from marginalized 
backgrounds, most notably by expanding the duration of compulsory education 
from six to twelve years, plus three years of preschool, which improved education 
quality and provided assistance for poor families. 

While a series of multiparty agreements supported these reforms, the capture of 
significant elements of educational governance by the Mexican teachers’ union (in 
particular, teacher selection, preparation, and career advancement), the use of pro-
grams to advance partisan goals, the lack of alignment between federal and state 
authorities when led by opposing political parties, and different levels of institu-
tional capacity across states shaped their implementation. After providing a brief 
historical and institutional context, I examine some of the education policies and 
programs spanning more than three decades and six presidential administrations. 

Mexico is the tenth most populous country in the world, with 42 percent 
of the population under the age of twenty-five.2 Given this demographic 
structure, schools and higher education institutions can shape individ-

ual opportunity and social institutions in very short order. While the law that es-
tablished primary education as free and compulsory in Mexico was passed as early 
as 1888, the Mexican revolution of 1910 provided the impetus for the expansion of 
education. It enshrined the right in article 3 of the constitution of 1917 and commit-
ted significant federal spending to education upon the creation of the Ministry of 
Education in 1921, with the aim of centralizing and coordinating efforts to advance 
education.3 The strong role of the executive branch of government in educational 
governance and finance made education a very appealing instrument to serve par-
tisan politics. For instance, the national teachers’ union, the Sindicato Nacional de 
Trabajadores de la Educación, was created in 1943 by the Partido Revolucionario 
Institucional (PRI), the ruling party in Mexico for seventy-one years, from the par-
ty’s founding in 1929 until the turn of the twenty-first century. The teachers’ union 
has exerted extraordinary control in educational governance, controlling teacher 
appointments, teacher education, and paths for career advancement, among oth-
er elements. In exchange, for seven decades, the union played an important role in 
mobilizing electors during election seasons and in guarding polling stations and 
counting the votes, helping to assure the political hegemony of the PRI. 

The first secretary of education of Mexico, José Vasconcelos spearheaded efforts 
to expand access to primary education, public libraries, and literacy. In 1936, Presi-
dent Lázaro Cárdenas established the Department of Indigenous Affairs, which cre-
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ated the first schools for Indigenous children in rural areas. Building on this work, 
the Ministry of Education developed a specialized strand of schools, called “Indig-
enous schools,” tasked with the complex goal of educating Indigenous students in 
rural areas. In 1946, Congress amended the constitution, making six years of edu-
cation compulsory and free; and in 1959, following a reform to the General Law of 
Education in 1957, the Ministry of Education established a national program of free 
school textbooks, which spurred the development of a new set of textbooks, aligned 
to the national curriculum, to be distributed to all students in primary schools.4 In 
1971, President Luis Echeverria established the National Council of Educational De-
velopment (CONAFE), an autonomous agency tasked with the expansion of access 
to education in rural and marginalized regions of Mexico, mostly small communi-
ties that lacked rural or Indigenous schools. Indigenous schools, the national text-
books, and these various programs continue to this day. 

During the 1980s, because of the government’s structural-adjustment pro-
grams to face the debt crisis, education spending receded, slowing down efforts 
to advance educational equity. But beginning in the 1990s, successive policies ex-
panded the duration of compulsory schooling: from six to nine years in 1992, add-
ing three years of preschool in 2002, and from nine to twelve years in 2012. 

The enduring focus of these policy initiatives on equity has gradually advanced 
educational opportunity in Mexico. Since its creation, the Mexican education sys-
tem has pursued efforts to include marginalized students through a mix of system- 
wide policies designed to serve all students in making the system more inclusive, such 
as expanding enrollments and providing textbooks, as well as targeted policies and  
programs, such as the creation of a directorate of Indigenous schools, the community- 
based schools sponsored by CONAFE, the full-day schools, the polytechnical uni-
versities, and the intercultural universities. 

Today, Mexico relies on a complex set of educational institutions to educate 
a large student population. At the precollegiate level, as of 2021–2022, the edu-
cation system includes 34,413,485 students, of which, 29,461,792 are in public in-
stitutions; 24,113,780 students are enrolled in basic education, 4,861,091 in upper- 
secondary education, and 4,004,680 in tertiary education.5 These students are 
taught by 1.2 million teachers in 225,000 institutions. The education system is or-
ganized in three levels: basic education (comprising three years of preschool, six 
years of primary school, and three years of lower-secondary education), upper- 
secondary education, and tertiary education. Basic education and upper-secondary  
education are compulsory and free, as mandated by the constitution, although 
there are no enforcement mechanisms compelling parents to send their children 
to school or to force students to attend. 

At the basic-education level, there are three different types of schools: general 
schools (in urban and rural areas), Indigenous schools (run by the directorate of 
Indigenous education, not by Indigenous communities), and community schools 
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(operated by CONAFE). Twenty-one thousand Indigenous schools enroll eight 
hundred thousand students, out of an estimated 1.2 million Indigenous students, 
who also attend general schools. Indigenous groups in Mexico speak sixty-eight 
different languages, some of which are used for instruction in Indigenous schools. 
In those schools, there is no dual bilingual education (in which students would 
learn all subjects in both languages). At best, Indigenous languages are taught as a 
subject for three hours a week; but because many of the teachers assigned to those 
schools are unable to speak Indigenous languages, they typically don’t even do 
that. The poor training of teachers in Indigenous schools and nonexistent coor-
dinated bilingual education contribute to the low educational outcomes of those 
schools. A large percentage of Indigenous students attends either regular rural 
schools or urban schools, which offer no language support. One of the shortcom-
ings of these various subsystems of the Mexican education system has been the 
lack of flexibility to adjust to demographic flows, such as the large migration of 
Indigenous communities to urban areas.

Basic education is a shared responsibility of the thirty-two states and the fed-
eral government, and there are significant variations across states and local gov-
ernments in resources and capacity to fund and support educational initiatives. 
The federal government, which had full responsibility for schools until a consti-
tutional reform decentralized education services in 1992, supports states through 
a series of programs that transfer resources and set national education policy on 
issues such as curriculum, teacher appointment processes, and mandatory text-
books. Since state secretaries of education are appointed by state governors and 
the federal secretary of education is appointed by the president, there is greater 
alignment between state and federal policy when there is party affinity across the 
federal and state governments. 

Who is marginalized in Mexico? Social and economic exclusion in Mex-
ico is shaped by various intersecting dimensions of identity, among 
which social class is salient. Ethnicity and location of residence also 

play a role in social exclusion, and those living in small communities in rural ar-
eas in certain states–mostly in the south–are the most marginalized. Indigenous 
populations and those who are displaced in search of economic opportunity are 
also marginalized. Intersectionality across various dimensions aggravates mar-
ginalization: for instance, Indigenous groups who are poor and live in rural areas 
in the poorest states are more marginalized, and among them, women are margin-
alized further.

While the incidence of poverty has declined over the years, it has done so slow-
ly over the last decade, only to increase post outbreak of COVID-19. In 2016, 43.2 
percent of the population was considered poor; this figure declined to 41.9 per-
cent in 2018 and increased to 43.9 percent in 2020. Poverty incidence varies con-
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siderably by state, from over 60 percent in the southern states of Chiapas (75.5 
percent), Guerrero (66.4 percent), and Oaxaca (61.7 percent), to under 30 per-
cent in the central and northern states of Jalisco (31.4 percent), Nuevo Leon (24.3 
percent), Coahuila (25.6 percent), Chihuahua (25.3 percent), Baja California (22.5 
percent), and Baja California Sur (27.6 percent). Among OECD countries, Mexico 
has the third-highest level of income inequality, and while it declined during the 
1990s until the mid-2000s, it has since stagnated.6 

Nine out of ten Indigenous people, who represent 12 percent of the population, 
live in higher or very high marginalization, and eight out of ten live in poverty.7  
While 79 percent of the population lives in cities with more than one million peo-
ple, 21 percent lives in remote and small communities of less than 2,500; the geo-
graphic dispersion of this population makes it more difficult to implement effec-
tive programs.8

Educational reform was spearheaded by the integration of Mexico into 
NAFTA during the presidency of Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988–1994). 
President Salinas launched a program that modernized basic education, 

reformed the curriculum, and established a new generation of school textbooks. 
The creation of technological and polytechnical universities complemented these 
system-wide reforms by offering preparation in technical fields linked with the 
economic needs of the various regions of Mexico. These universities, which still 
exist, have been aligned to the export-oriented industries most directly impact-
ed by NAFTA. The administration of President Enrique Peña Nieto (2012–2018) 
introduced dual programs of study that provided flexible pathways to continue 
higher education studies. Over 80 percent of the students served by these institu-
tions are first-generation college students. Other targeted programs begun during 
the Salinas administration included compensatory programs to support educa-
tion in the poorest southern states.

President Ernesto Zedillo (1994–2000), who had been secretary of education 
during the Salinas administration, continued these efforts, further emphasizing 
civic education and a review of the history curriculum. His administration en-
hanced efforts to evaluate the quality of education, joining the OECD Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA), which evaluates students’ knowl-
edge and skills. In 1997, Mexico launched PROGRESA, a program that provided 
economic incentives (cash transfers) to families, conditional on enrolling their 
children in school and following up with health checkups; the program lasted for 
nearly two decades until it was terminated in December 2018. The Zedillo admin-
istration also began a program to expand the duration of the school day. Much 
of the expansion in enrollments in the preceding decades had relied on using the 
same school building for multiple shifts of students, which shortened the dura-
tion of students’ school day to about four hours of instruction. The program of 
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full-day schools sought to increase learning time to about eight hours of instruc-
tion; it continued in the three subsequent presidential administrations, and its 
reach increased tenfold to more than twenty-five thousand schools during the 
Peña Nieto administration. An impact evaluation of the program found that it had 
significantly improved student learning while also reducing grade repetition and 
dropout rates, particularly for low-income students and for those in schools serv-
ing high percentages of low-income students.9 The program of full-day schools 
was discontinued, however, during the administration of President Andres Man-
uel Lopez Obrador.

The election of President Vicente Fox (2000–2006) in July of 2000 marked 
the first political transition of power to a party other than the PRI. President Fox 
maintained the priority of advancing transparency and accountability in educa-
tion and created an autonomous institute for educational evaluation, the National 
Institute for the Evaluation of Education. This institute coordinated several evalu-
ations of student knowledge and skills, including participation in PISA, and man-
dated that the reports of such studies be publicly available. The emphasis during 
Fox’s administration was on system-wide improvement of the quality of educa-
tion and expansion of access (including allocation of funding through school-
based management programs and the implementation of large-scale technology 
in education initiatives), along with the continuation of two targeted programs, 
the PROGRESA cash-transfer and CONAFE compensatory programs. During the 
Fox administration, a constitutional reform in 2002 decreed three years of pre-
school education compulsory, which considerably expanded access to preschool 
in the following years.

In its 2001 development plan, the government proposed that Indigenous edu-
cation should be approached as intercultural and bilingual education. Intercultur-
al universities were established (and continue) in some regions of the country, but 
overall, this recommendation has not been implemented beyond teaching Indig-
enous languages a few hours a week in Indigenous schools. 

During Felipe Calderón’s presidency (2006–2012), education remained a prior-
ity. System-wide initiatives to foster equity included a comprehensive curriculum 
reform and the expansion of access to high school. Targeted initiatives included the 
expansion of the conditional cash transfer program and the implementation of a  
national nursery school program to support female workers. Other efforts of system- 
wide improvement focused on strengthening the quality of education, enhancing 
learning environments and infrastructure in basic education, promoting the use of 
technology in education to support digital literacy, extending the use of education-
al assessment to increase accountability, and supporting bilingual education, espe-
cially the learning of English.

Calderón’s successor, President Peña Nieto pursued a series of structural re-
forms, including education. A constitutional amendment incorporated quality  
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education for all as a constitutional right, setting equity as a national priority, and 
led to system-wide initiatives as well as several targeted programs to support edu-
cational opportunities for marginalized students.10 Equity was identified as a core 
element of quality education in the general education law.11 

The range of Peña Nieto’s system-wide reforms included the redesign of the 
curriculum to foster twenty-first-century skills, values, and socioemotional de-
velopment. It also prioritized the improvement of learning environments, defin-
ing minimum norms for the operation of schools (so schools serving marginalized 
children would meet minimum conditions to support learning), expanding the 
program of full-time schools, and establishing a school-improvement service. It 
revamped teacher, principal, and supervisor career tracks, defining required com-
petencies and standards and outlining a career structure that included evaluation 
of competencies necessary to join and advance in the profession. It provided con-
stitutional autonomy to the National Institute for the Evaluation of Education and 
tasked it with the evaluation of both the system and teachers. Finally, the reform 
funded improvements to school infrastructure.12 Among the system-wide policies 
to advance inclusion were the expansion in enrollment in early-childhood care and 
education as well as upper-secondary education in 2012. The reform also expanded 
the number of schools offering a full school day of six to eight hours, beginning in 
2013, with the objective to eventually extend this modality to all students. 

Among the targeted programs to support inclusion were the conditional cash 
transfer programs, renamed as PROSPERA, and the CONAFE community school 
programs that offered scholarships to high school graduates who teach for at least 
a year to enroll in higher-education programs. The reforms also increased sup-
port to Indigenous schools, reaching about half of the twenty-one thousand In-
digenous schools in the country. Other targeted programs to support inclusion in-
cluded investments in infrastructure for the most dilapidated schools (Escuelas al 
CIEN) and dropout-prevention programs, including the Movement against School 
Dropout (Movimiento contra el Abandono Escolar), which provides information 
to students and families, participatory planning, and community outreach.

An assessment of the status of the right to education conducted at the end of 
the Peña Nieto administration by the National Council for the Evaluation of Social 
Policy, an autonomous public agency created to evaluate the impact of government 
programs, identified five priorities for advancement: 1) improve the physical infra-
structure of schools; 2) expand early-childhood education, increase the number of 
institutions of upper-secondary education, and promote access for and retention of 
students at risk; 3) reduce inequalities in access to education among different groups 
and equalize the quality of education across types of schools; 4) improve student 
learning; and 5) improve teachers’ initial education, their continuous profession-
al development, and the effectiveness of instructional practices.13 This assessment 
concluded that important progress had been achieved in the preceding five years, 



153 (4) Fall 2024 213

Fernando M. Reimers

especially in terms of access to education and creation of schools, while highlight-
ing the elusiveness of the constitutional mandate of ensuring an excellent educa-
tion with equity for all. In particular, the report concludes that the education system 
reproduces inequalities in tracking the most disadvantaged groups–Indigenous  
and migrant students, students learning at community centers, and students learn-
ing via tele-education–in separate education streams.14

The administration of President Lopez Obrador (2018–2024) discontinued 
some education reforms initiated by his predecessor, dismantling the process of 
teacher appointments and promotions based on assessments of knowledge and 
skills, and transforming the National Institute for the Evaluation of Education into 
a government agency without constitutional autonomy. The administration also 
diminished the emphasis on system-wide policies of inclusion in favor of target-
ed programs without a clear target population. Lopez Obrador’s administration 
launched seventeen “priority programs” to foster social inclusion, most of which 
were to be implemented by the Ministries of Agriculture and Rural Development, 
Education, and Welfare. An analysis of the seventeen programs by the National 
Council for the Evaluation of Social Policy concluded that only six of them clearly 
identified the results they sought to achieve and the target populations these pro-
grams were meant to serve.15 Three programs to be implemented by the Ministry 
of Education were the creation of one hundred new “Universities for Well-Being,” 
the Benito Juarez Universal Scholarship for Students of Upper- Secondary Educa-
tion, and Youth Writing Their Future. The goal of the Universities for Well-Being 
is to create one hundred institutions of higher education in communities where 
upper-secondary education is offered but there are no institutions of higher ed-
ucation nearby. The Benito Juarez scholarship program for students of upper- 
secondary education awards 875 pesos per month (approximately USD 51) to stu-
dents enrolled in this level. Youth Writing Their Future is another scholarship pro-
gram for students aged eighteen to twenty-nine, enabling them to continue their 
studies in higher education or technical training, consisting of 2,575 pesos per 
month (approximately USD 150).16

The various policies to support educational inclusion implemented over the 
past three-plus decades have produced several achievements–notably,  
the expansion in access to education and the extension of compulsory ed-

ucation–that have elevated the levels of educational attainment of the popula-
tion. On average, the Mexican population has ten years of schooling, an increase 
from 8.6 years of schooling in 2010.17 At the age of three, 39 percent of students are 
enrolled in preschool, 78 percent are enrolled in preschool at the age of four, and 
73 percent are enrolled at the age of five.18 Between the ages of six and eleven, 96 
percent of students are enrolled in school and 97 percent of students who begin 
primary school complete it.19 Between the ages of twelve and fifteen, 84 percent 
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of kids are enrolled in secondary education, and between ages sixteen and seven-
teen, 61 percent are enrolled in an upper-secondary school.20 

Even though these policies expand access, equity disparities remain, particu-
larly in access to upper-secondary education. In 2019, 64 percent of the Indigenous 
population between the ages of fifteen and seventeen were enrolled in school, 
compared with 76 percent among their non-Indigenous peers. Among those living 
in highly marginalized cities, 65 percent were enrolled, compared with 77 percent 
among those living in cities with low marginalization. Among school-age youths 
working more than twenty hours a week, only 29 percent were enrolled, com-
pared with 91 percent among students working less than twenty hours per week.21

Important challenges to equal educational opportunity remain. Results from 
the National Program for Learning Assessment (PLANEA) in language and math 
show that 40 percent of students have only a basic mastery of language and an-
other 34 percent are below this basic level; in math, 65 percent are below the ba-
sic level. For both subjects, most of the higher performing students attend pri-
vate schools.22 Students of Indigenous parents score systematically below non- 
Indigenous students, and this gap is twice as large in community centers. 

Results from PLANEA show systematic and large differences in students’ per-
formance by marginalization. At the end of lower-secondary school, students 
with an Indigenous background score lower on average than non-Indigenous 
classmates in math, and the proportion of students who are below the basic level 
on PLANEA is much higher in smaller and more marginalized localities (62 per-
cent compared with 34 percent in nonmarginalized areas).

Completion of upper-secondary education is highly inequitable. Non-Indigenous  
students are twice as likely to finish upper-secondary education as Indigenous stu-
dents.23 And students from wealthier backgrounds are three times more likely to 
finish upper-secondary education than their less privileged peers.24 Though this 
does represent an improvement since 2000, when wealthier students were five 
and a half times more likely to finish. 

The cross-national PISA survey of knowledge and skills administered by the 
OECD shows that the low levels of knowledge of fifteen-year-olds in Mexico have 
not improved since 2000, the first year of the assessment, although it should be 
noted that during this period, the percentage of fifteen-year-olds in secondary ed-
ucation increased from 50 percent in 2003 to 63 percent in 2018 and 64 percent 
in 2022.25 On average, students in Mexico score lower in the evaluation than stu-
dents in other OECD countries, though not significantly different from students 
in other Latin American countries participating in the assessment (such as Chile, 
Uruguay, Costa Rica, Brazil, Colombia, Peru, and Argentina). In 2018, 35 percent of 
the students in Mexico did not achieve a minimum level of proficiency in reading, 
math, and science. By 2022, this figure had increased to 38 percent. Those students 
are disproportionately poor. While socioeconomic background is significantly 
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related to student performance in the assessment, the gap between the most ad-
vantaged and least advantaged students is comparable to the gap for all countries 
in the OECD, and the gap has decreased in Mexico over the last two decades.26 
Student achievement levels dropped significantly during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. Math scores declined fourteen points (or an effect size of about 0.14). Reading 
scores declined by five points, science scores by nine points. These declines were 
comparable to the OECD average declines of fifteen points in math, ten points in 
reading, and two points in science.27 The strength of the relationship between stu-
dent performance in math and socioeconomic background was lower in Mexico 
(10.4 percent) than both the United States (14 percent) and the OECD average (15.5 
percent). And the percentage of the most disadvantaged students attaining in the 
top 25 percent of scores was similar in Mexico (11.8 percent) to the United States 
(10.6 percent) and the OECD average (10.2 percent), indicating comparable lev-
els of education resiliency. The average gap in math between advantaged and dis-
advantaged students was lower in Mexico (fifty-eight points) than in the United 
States (one hundred and two points) or the average for the OECD (ninety-three 
points). It should be noted, however, that in Mexico, only 64 percent of fifteen-
year-olds are enrolled at the grade level at which PISA is administered, whereas 86 
percent are in the United States.28 

In Mexico, as in the rest of the world, the COVID-19 pandemic tested the resil-
iency of education systems to sustain educational opportunity in challenging con-
ditions. In-person instruction was suspended to contain the spread of the virus, 
and the federal government relied on a mix of online instructional resources and 
educational television to support education at home. The federal government’s 
strategy to support the continuity of learning during the pandemic, known as 
“learning at home,” included the production and broadcast of television and ra-
dio programs, the distribution of printed materials in regions with limited access 
to digital media, the distribution of digital resources via websites, and a national 
call center to support students, teachers, and parents.29

State and local government initiatives supplemented these efforts by launch-
ing radio education programs, prioritizing school attendance, and distributing 
education resources to vulnerable groups.30 The pandemic influenced educa-
tional opportunity through multiple channels, not just through the suspension 
of in-person instruction. Vulnerable families were more impacted, and this un-
dermined their ability to support the education of their children. A study of how 
teachers supported educational opportunity during the pandemic identified six 
challenges: 1) deficient quality of instructional materials deployed in the learning- 
from-home system, 2) lack of access to reliable technology, 3) deficient skills to 
teach remotely, 4) lack of parental involvement to support students at home, 
5) limited views of the role of educational technology to support learning, and  
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6) preexisting socioeconomic inequalities amplified the impact of the pandemic 
on learning opportunities.31

The low effectiveness of remote-education modalities used during the pro-
tracted period of suspension of in-person instruction caused many children to 
disengage from school and some to drop out. At the preschool level (ages three 
to five), net enrollment rates dropped from 71.4 percent in 2019–2020 to 63.3 per-
cent in 2021–2022, at the primary level they dropped from 98.3 percent to 96.3 per-
cent, at the lower-secondary level they increased from 83.8 percent to 83.9 percent, 
and at the upper-secondary level they dropped from 63.2 percent to 60.7 percent.32 
Students experienced significant learning loss, which was greater among margin-
alized students, though the loss experienced was, on average, consistent with that 
of other OECD countries.33 

Despite more than three decades of equity-oriented policies, equal educa-
tional opportunity for all remains elusive in Mexico. Much progress has 
been achieved in expanding access to education and in increasing the 

number of years of schooling of the population, but levels of student knowledge 
and skills remain low relative to other countries in the OECD and relative to the 
intended goals of the Mexican curriculum. Important gaps also remain in access 
to upper-secondary education, in student knowledge and skills, among margin-
alized students and their more privileged counterparts, and between public and 
private schools. But these gaps are not exclusively the result of what educational 
institutions do. Poverty and inequality shape opportunities to learn through mul-
tiple channels, including the support students have at home and the conditions in 
which they live.

The policies to support inclusion have been of two types. The first are those 
that seek system-level transformation to expand inclusion: for instance, declar-
ing a quality and equitable education a constitutional right, making three years 
of preschool and of upper-secondary education compulsory and free, and efforts 
to improve the quality of education. The second type of efforts include targeted 
policies, such as conditional cash transfer programs, programs of Indigenous edu-
cation, and community-based programs. Both types of policy have demonstrated 
great resiliency over time, suggesting that educational inclusion and equity have 
become an important priority across party lines. Mexico’s increasing reliance on 
the use of evidence to analyze public policies supports the continuity and contin-
uous improvement of such policies. The creation of the National Council for the 
Evaluation of Social Policy has provided steady support in the form of analysis 
and data to inform policymaking. But despite the resiliency of the equity-oriented 
efforts, there have been occasional setbacks, such as the elimination of the auton-
omy of the National Institute for the Evaluation of Education and the elimination 
of knowledge and skill assessments from teacher career tracks. 
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The more resilient policies include system-wide approaches, such as high lev-
els of spending in education, extension of compulsory education, creating and dis-
tributing new textbooks, augmenting the ambitions of the curriculum, and efforts 
to assess student knowledge. Though there have also been disruptions to the au-
tonomy of the agency in charge of student and teacher performance assessments. 

Policies comprising special efforts to reach disadvantaged groups have also 
been resilient; these have included Indigenous schools, community-based edu-
cation centers for small rural communities, technological universities, and schol-
arship programs. Less resilient have been programs that extended the duration of 
the school day, programs to increase the autonomy of schools, and reforms related 
to the careers and preparation of teachers. 

A key differentiator between the most and least resilient efforts was wheth-
er there were synergies among the three sets of forces described earlier: 1) com-
plementarity between system-wide and targeted efforts, 2) alignment between 
national and state-level strategies and state and local institutional capacity, and  
3) politics. The most enduring reforms benefited from the enabling environment 
for implementation that such synergies created. For instance, the expansion in 
compulsory education was complementary with the scholarship programs that 
supported the poorest students to enroll in those additional years of education. 
Both reforms were within existing levels of institutional capacity and were politi-
cal wins, creating gains for many groups, without obvious losses for any. The gains 
included more jobs for teachers, scholarships for constituents of local politicians, 
and construction projects for supporters. In contrast, reforms that did not benefit 
from such synergies were more fragile, such as reforms to teacher appointments 
or teacher education that challenged the teachers’ union’s hold on those process-
es. The extension of the school day created new demands (on teachers and bud-
gets) without commensurate gains to interest groups.

But what made policies enduring sometimes rendered them ineffective. For 
example, Indigenous education and community programs survived at the ex-
pense of allowing the teachers’ union and local politicians to appoint poorly pre-
pared candidates to teaching positions, resulting in lower quality of instruction. 
Programs that sought system-wide transformation received more scrutiny than 
targeted programs such as Indigenous education and community schools. Recent 
reports of the National Council for the Evaluation of Social Policy indicate that 
the “subsystems” into which vulnerable students are tracked are the reason for 
their lower educational opportunities because they receive lower funding, mate-
rials, technical support, and human resources, all of which increase educational 
inequality.34 

The stratification of poor and Indigenous students in tracks, different levels 
of institutional capacity, and the capture of elements of the education system by 
the teachers’ union account for the gap between policy intent and implementa-
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tion. Considerable variation in states’ levels of institutional capacity and resourc-
es shape how policy is implemented across Mexico. In addition, when state and 
national offices are controlled by different political parties, there are fewer incen-
tives to work together to implement education policies. 

The implementation challenges to equity-oriented education policies in Mex-
ico reflect forces that have been identified elsewhere. A study of the politics of 
education reform found that access-oriented policies benefit from more political 
support because they distribute gains to many groups and costs to few, whereas 
quality-oriented policies enjoy less political support because they impose costs on 
key groups.35 A study of education reforms in the United States concluded that 
most of them have failed to reach scale, except for the expansion of schooling and 
the incorporation of extracurricular subjects in high school, which did not require 
deep changes in practice and worked within existing organization and culture. 
Other exceptions were “niche reforms” that were able to change the “grammar 
of schooling” for smaller subsystems or networks of schools, rather than the en-
tire system, such as the adoption of advanced placement courses, the internation-
al baccalaureate, and the Montessori education philosophy.36

Mexico’s efforts to advance equal educational opportunity have shown re-
markable continuity since the 1990s. To the many children who today achieve 
higher levels of schooling than their parents, there can be little doubt that the edu-
cation system offers them better chances to build their future than the other insti-
tutions in their lives. As the gap between policy intent and implementation closes, 
Mexico’s efforts will come closer to creating equal opportunity for all.
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Multicultural Education in Nigeria

Festus E. Obiakor 

Nigeria is the most populous Black nation in the world and richest nation in Africa. 
It has multiple tribes, cultures, languages, religions, and values. It gained its inde-
pendence from British colonial rule on October 1, 1960. Even with independence, 
colonialism has had aftereffects that have exacerbated sociocultural maladies such 
as tribalism, religious fanaticism, massive corruption, military coups, and devas-
tating conflicts (like the 1967–1970 Biafra-Nigeria War, which took millions of 
lives). While education is a powerful tool in socioeconomic and political develop-
ments, it has not been philosophically changed to respond to the cultural, linguistic, 
and religious diversities of Nigeria’s citizenry. Can an adequate educational foun-
dation be instituted without valuing the multicultural strengths of Nigeria? Can 
Nigeria’s progress be advanced without paradigm and power shifts in the education 
of all students? Can Nigerians’ freedoms be equalized without respect for all tribes? 
Nigeria must foster multicultural education to advance itself at all levels.

Works on the barbarism of slavery and colonialism have tended to em-
phasize the draining of human and natural resources from Black peo-
ple in and out of Africa, and rightly so.1 But while the slave “masters” 

and colonialists must take their share of the blame, it is time African scholars start-
ed interrogating ourselves and looking deeper into the scary happenings of post- 
colonial eras.2 If we assume, as we should, that Africans are as intelligent as (or 
even more intelligent than) the enslavers and colonialists, then we can no longer 
condone the exoneration of African peoples and their leaders from the barbaric 
ways that they have treated or continue to treat their fellow citizens just because 
they belong to different regions, tribes, and religions. It is imperative that we ex-
amine the intricacies and nuances of democracy. Recognizing basic human values 
and how we respond to differences is crucial in promoting multicultural under-
standing and education.3 Failing to appreciate the deeper benefits of multicultural 
valuing and education has been very costly to African nations like Nigeria.

Nigeria should be a country in a hurry; but it is not. It gained its indepen-
dence from England on October 1, 1960, almost sixty-five years ago. Colonial rule 
brought the paternalistic tools of supremacy, domination, and victimization. In 
addition, it created some perennial problems that permeated and continue to 
haunt Nigeria’s national developments in education, economics, politics, religion, 
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and society at large. Since independence, there have been five military coups in 
Nigeria, and each coup had falsely promised to save the country from corruption 
and demise. Between 1966 and 1999, dictatorial military governments forcefully 
ruled Nigeria, save for a brief civilian return to democracy of the Second Repub-
lic from 1979–1983. Instead of saving Nigeria, military governments lavishly re-
warded themselves while brutalizing their people and mismanaging and destroy-
ing the country. Sadly, some of these military leaders (such as Generals Olusegun 
Obasanjo and Muhammadu Buhari) returned to rule the country during the civil-
ian democratic era, thus perpetuating Nigeria’s persistent problems.

With all its human and natural resources, Nigeria is the richest nation in Africa 
and most populous Black nation in the world. It has more than 225 million people 
living in thirty-six states, in addition to Abuja, the capital city. Its magnanimous 
stature in Africa and the world should have built and cemented Nigeria’s repu-
tation as an exemplary multicultural “African Giant.” Instead, Nigeria has con-
sistently floundered in mediocrity, given the intense hate among regions, tribes, 
religions, and peoples.4 The crux of the matter is that Nigeria has failed as a multi- 
cultural nation to value and take advantage of all its people’s gifts and talents; and 
its leaders have not been visionary in managing and taking advantage of its re-
sources.5 This devaluing of multicultural education has forced Nigerian citizens 
to personally export their gifts and talents to more welcoming parts of the world, 
thereby brain-draining Nigeria and enriching other lands. In this essay, I highlight 
this critical issue and suggest ways that Nigeria can foster multicultural valuing 
and education to advance itself at all levels.

Several quagmires have prevented Nigeria from becoming a multicultural na-
tion. The country continues to produce leaders who consistently use their 
regions, tribes, and religions as weapons while rhetorically talking about 

national unity. Nigerians are dealing with a rising misery index, driven by the 
country’s worsening sociocultural problems, which in turn fuel other national ills 
and intensify the deep sense of dissatisfaction. Despite their abundant natural re-
sources, Nigeria and other African nations are struggling with extreme poverty, 
with an estimated 422 million Africans expected to be living in poverty by 2025. 
At the same time, the Western world is debating the misery index and its inter- 
relatedness to equality or inequality, or to the benefits or dilemmas of competitive 
markets.6 All the while, the National Bureau of Statistics of Nigeria in 2022 re-
vealed that 130 million Nigerians are already living in poverty: that is, 63 percent 
of the nation’s population.7 Given such gloomy data, it is no surprise that Nigeri-
ans feel disenfranchised, disadvantaged, disillusioned, and demeaned–leading to 
widespread disarray and disunity. 

Many of Nigeria’s problems have stemmed from colonial rule and domina-
tion. Typically, building national character was not the intent of the colonial mas-
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ters and their political tools, who skillfully played cat and mouse with those they 
ruled.8 Education scholar Udo Bude reaches similar conclusions in his work on 
“The Adaptation Concept in British Colonial Education.”9 And historian Adiele 
E. Afigbo found that when the colonial masters designed educational programs 
in their works with Indigenes and, later, nationalists, their goal was to purposely 
divide and conquer Nigerians and formulate transactional relationships based on 
their own arbitrary interests.10 Of course, it was comfortable and easy for the co-
lonial leaders to work with the majority Hausa tribe’s men and women who live 
homogenously in the northern parts of Nigeria. Rather than concentrate on their 
enhancement programs, colonial leaders narrowly focused on the fact that “Hausa  
people have a homogenized culture and are known for raising cattle, growing 
crops, and trading.”11 Such homogeneity has served them well in politics, but 
ironically has limited them from exploring the wonders of the multiculturalism  
and multidimensionality of Nigeria. However, after almost sixty-five years of 
independence, it is unproductive to blame all of Nigeria’s dilemmas today on 
colonialism. 

Officially, Nigeria is a secular nation with no official state religion. Howev-
er, the country has significant religious diversity. Nigeria is home to some of the 
world’s largest Christian and Muslim populations–with Christians living mostly 
in the South and Muslims living mostly in the North. In addition, Indigenous re-
ligions, including atheistic practices, are most visible among Yoruba and Ibo eth-
nicities in the South.12 Unfortunately, religious fundamentalism in Nigeria has 
had far-reaching and devastating effects. For instance, it is no secret that some 
religions do not view women as equal to men. And most Indigenous religions em-
bed superstitions, taboos, and assumptions in their practices. Some examples of 
these beliefs include: twins are evil and must be killed, people with disabilities 
are cursed by God, and disabilities are retributions for families’ past and current 
evils.13 Generally, these beliefs carry with them some retrogressive voices and ac-
tions that are antithetical to societal and multicultural progressive views. One can 
reasonably argue that these beliefs are not rooted in colonialism and that colonial-
ism actually helped to eradicate some odd inhumane traditions. 

Yet based on religious plurality in Nigeria, the question remains why its leaders 
have failed to use such diversities to build a multicultural nation where all people 
are valued and appreciated. Rather, some political leaders have harped on religion 
to build political influence and victimize their fellow citizens who practice other 
faiths.

Nigeria’s leaders and their actions have rarely reflected national unity, even 
though they talk about it. For a country that is so naturally favored with different 
cultures and languages, multicultural efforts have frequently been based solely 
in rhetoric. In 2020, journalists Peris Walubengo and Adrianna Simwa acknowl-
edged that “Nigeria is a linguistically diverse country. English is the official lan-
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guage, and the people speak over 500 ethnic languages.”14 In addition, “the coun-
try has 371 tribes. Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo, and Fulani are major tribes in Nigeria, 
and they have the most influence on the course of the development of the coun-
try.”15 Each tribe prides itself on rigidly protecting its cultural values. This cultur-
al protectionism leads to rigidity that, in turn, creates boundaries that magnify 
the venom of tribalism, nepotism, religious bigotry, dogmatism, and fanaticism. 
As a consequence, the country has many unwritten and unproductive rules even 
as it professes to be multiethnic and multicultural–some Northern leaders and 
citizens would rather recruit or hire a white expatriate or a Black Muslim from 
another nation than recruit or hire an Igbo or a Yoruba Christian fellow citizen, 
even if the Nigerian candidate is more qualified. As it stands, most Nigerians are 
skeptical of people from regions, states, tribes, and religions other than their own. 
Even within individual groups, skepticism and distrust are prevalent and make 
it difficult to formulate policies in nondiscriminatory ways. With such cultural 
and religious rigidities, multicultural education has become a far-fetched ideal in  
Nigeria.

Today, Nigeria is experiencing a very dangerous brain drain that has the poten-
tial to economically devastate the nation. Nigerians are leaving the country and 
venturing into the Western world. In fact, Nigerians are even migrating to other 
less developed African nations for work opportunities. Clearly, people from Nige-
ria are not valuing each other, and measurable efforts are rarely made to institute 
and make multicultural education a reality in Nigerian schools, businesses, orga-
nizations, communities, states, and the nation itself. This inaction has hurt many 
Nigerians and has had costly, immeasurable, and negative consequences for the 
country. Consider the case of an Ibo child called “Sunny”:

Sunny was an Ibo boy born in Sapele, Delta State of Nigeria. The Indigenes of Sapele 
are the Okpes (also called Urhobos). It was a thriving coastal city with businesspeo-
ple from all over Nigeria and West Africa and was a seaport where people exported 
and imported goods to and from all over the world. Sunny’s father was one of the suc-
cessful importers. Sapele was also home to the African Timber and Plywood (AT&P) 
company that at one point was one of the largest timber exporters to the West. Many 
Ibos like Sunny’s parents had to move from the Eastern region to settle and raise their 
families in the thriving city of Sapele. The dream of Sunny’s father and mother was 
for their children to be educated and for their son to go to London to study and come 
back to practice law in Nigeria. In Sapele, they came with nothing and later built a fif-
ty-two-room house that became a tourist attraction. Due to their hard work, they were 
able to put Sunny in a very reputable private pre-kindergarten program that gave him 
an excellent academic head start. Sunny went through academic enrichments, promo-
tions, and accelerations in elementary and secondary schools. Things were going as 
planned! In Sunny’s Class 3, there was news of a military coup. Then General Johnson 
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Aguiyi-Ironsi, who led the countercoup, became the head of state. Before long, Iron-
si was killed during a retaliatory military coup, and Lt. Colonel Yakubu Gowon was 
named the new head of state. During the coup, Ibo officers and citizens were killed and 
slaughtered, especially in the Northern parts of Nigeria. In fact, babies were plucked 
out of the wombs of pregnant Ibo mothers. The killings were so outrageous that Ibos 
started coming back home to the Eastern region of Nigeria. Lt. Colonel Chukwuemeka 
Odumegwu Ojukwu, the military leader of the Eastern region, started agitating, and 
then launched the secession of the region under the name Biafra. Gowon commanded 
the military to invade Biafra, and a three-year war ensued. 

Before long, Biafran soldiers invaded the Midwest and schools were closed. As a result, 
Sunny and his family ran back home to Obodoukwu, the birthplace of his father. As a 
result, Sunny and his family confronted the perils of war–they were devastated with 
intense hunger and diseases related to malnutrition, such as kwashiorkor. Schooling 
and other life-sustaining activities were invisible. Obodoukwu became the location of 
the Biafra Radio Station; and next to Obodoukwu was a little airport at Uga. Both at-
tracted Nigerian fighter planes and bombs. Ojukwu pleaded with the Western world 
to stop the pogrom against the Ibos, yet no one cared. With millions of people dead, 
most from starvation, the Biafra-Nigeria war ended, and the Ibos were told that there 
was no victor or vanquished. But that was mere rhetoric. As the war ended, Sunny 
continued his secondary education. After graduation, he went to college in the Riv-
ers State of Nigeria and did his National Youth Service Corps in Ondo State, a state of 
Yoruba Indigenes. After Sunny’s youth corps service, he taught in secondary schools 
at Anambra and Imo States. Instead of going to England to study law as his parents had 
wished, he decided to go to the United States to study special education; he earned two 
master’s degrees (one in special education and the other in psychology) and a PhD in 
special education. After Sunny’s terminal degree, he thought about going back home 
to Nigeria, but still felt traumatized by his experiences as a young Ibo child. Though 
Ibos are brilliant and talented, Sunny had wondered why Ibos are rarely (if ever) giv-
en opportunities to lead the country. In the end, Sunny decided to settle down with 
his family in the United States and establish himself as an internationally known pro-
fessor, scholar, and professional. He has educated Americans, enriched the American 
economy, and advanced American society.16 

It is clear that Sunny, an Ibo, has experienced living among people of different 
tribes and in more places than an average Nigerian. However, he has also experi-
enced some socioemotional trauma that has haunted him. Sadly, there are many 
Ibos like Sunny all over the world (including the late novelist Chinua Achebe, nov-
elist Chimamanda Adichie, and the late anthropologist John Ogbu). Nigerian and 
African leaders who lack vision do not seem to recognize the loss when talented 
individuals such as Sunny immigrate to other nations. While Sunny’s devastat-
ing experiences may have fueled his zest and drive to succeed in life, they have 
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also negatively affected how he feels about Nigeria and its leaders. These expe-
riences further demonstrate why multicultural education seriously matters (and 
should matter) in Nigeria. In a nation as diverse as Nigeria, valuing and fostering 
its multi cultural society is rarely a serious discourse. It is frequently viewed as a 
favor by those who think that they control Nigeria because of their tribe, religion, 
or who they know. Nigeria’s ills are systemic, endemic, and long-lasting because 
of their depth, intensity, and multidimensionality. When it comes to multicultur-
al valuing, abnormality has largely become normalcy in Nigeria, and vice versa.

Education has an important role to play in building a multicultural Nige-
ria. The Federal Ministry of Education oversees education in the country, 
while local authorities implement state-controlled policies. The public 

school system offers kindergarten, primary education, secondary education, and 
tertiary education. Since the federal government has been unstable without solid 
philosophical footing, Nigeria has continued to lack unified educational policies 
that could make integrated and measurable differences in the lives of the citizen-
ry.17 Without solid foundational policies, necessary and new ideas such as multi-
cultural education, gender education, special education, mental health education, 
and science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) education will be 
seen through a narrow lens. 

In Nigeria, regional differences in quality, equity, curriculum, funding, and im-
plementation seem to dominate the systemic process of education.18 This lack of 
unified direction has created problems that affect students over the course of their 
lives.19 For instance, as great as Nigeria is or pretends to be, it sadly has the larg-
est population of out-of-school youths in the world.20 These youths make up the 
at-risk and vulnerable populations that are visibly disenfranchised, disadvantaged, 
disillusioned, and demeaned. It is no wonder that antisocietal groups (such as Boko 
Haram, bandits, kidnappers, Islamic State of West Africa, Fulani herdsmen, and 
Indigenous People of Biafra) are flourishing in Nigeria. While it is easy to discount 
all these youths and adults as hooligans and criminals, they are Nigerian citizens 
who have been failed by the system. In other words, they are crying for some re-
demptive attention and help, and they deserve well-organized and systemic multi- 
cultural educational, counseling, psychological, and service-oriented programs. 

Women are critical to the advancement of any community and nation; yet the 
plight of women in Nigeria is disappointing. Even though they provide about 44 per-
cent of the entire Nigerian labor force and make up about 56 percent of teachers in 
Nigeria, women account for only 30 percent representation in the political sphere.21 
A few years ago, Nigeria and the world were shocked when bandits and terrorists in 
a Northern part of Nigeria kidnapped young girls from their schools. Many of them 
were abused, molested, raped, and treated as sex slaves, and efforts to rescue them 
have been opaque and irresolute. No society can ignore the well-being of young girls 
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and still count itself as a civilized space. Education of all has been proven to be a fun-
damental human rights issue. As a result, Nigerian girls and women deserve to be 
educated and encouraged to be future leaders. More than half a century ago, Federal 
Commissioner of Education Abudu Eke was correct when he noted that Nigeria’s 
national educational objectives are to make the country: 1) a strong and self-reliant 
nation, 2) a great and dynamic economy, 3) a just and egalitarian society, 4) a free 
and democratic nation, and 5) a land full of opportunities for all its citizens.22

What has become of egalitarianism in Nigeria since its independence? Sadly, 
based on economist Eugene Staley’s conclusion more than six decades ago, Ni-
geria may have taken some steps backward.23 Consider these examples. Nigeria 
is still a developing country with a low per capita income; an economy based in 
peasantry and agriculture with inefficient and poor organization; education of-
ferings that have little relevance to the philosophical and material needs of the 
people and that result in brain drain; a transitional political system despite mul-
tiple decades passing since independence; a society still influenced by its history 
of colonial rule; and a high mortality rate due to disease. By all measurable stan-
dards, Nigeria is not where it should (and could) be when one revisits its initial ed-
ucational goals and objectives.24 But if the leaders infused multiculturalism into 
all spectra of Nigerian education and society, the citizenry might begin to appre-
ciate and value the talents and gifts of its fellow citizens, and the economy and po-
litical system could grow beyond imagination.

People with disabilities matter: they are human beings who have human rights 
and deserve to enjoy the quality of life that others take for granted. As data ana-
lyst Ode Uduu pointed out in 2022, there are over twenty-five million Nigerians 
who are excluded from the workplace due to disabilities.25 There have been mod-
est attempts to correct these biases, but their implementation is flawed and their 
benefits limited. In September 1976, Nigeria took a giant step to institute universal 
free primary education (UPE) with the aim of eradicating illiteracy and ignorance. 
However, nearly fifty years since its inception, the UPE continues to suffer from 
setbacks such as poor organization, poor financing, zero emphasis on rural educa-
tion and special education, and a lack of specialists and experts among its staff.26 
With regard to special education, the Federal Ministry of Education in 2015 re-
newed its efforts to improve its policies.27 However, educational researchers and 
scholars such as Ruth Ogbue, Gathogo Mukuria, Maxmary Offor, and myself have 
identified endemic problems that continue to hamper thorough implementation 
of special education in Nigeria and other African nations.28 These problems in-
clude few teachers and professionals who are trained specialists, few categories of 
exceptionalities that are catered to, no recognized facilities for preschool children, 
a lack of reliable funding sources outside of ministry subventions and donations, 
and no readily available systemic screening and assessment facilities. Based on all 
this information, one can argue that individuals with disabilities are not genuine-
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ly valued as human beings with rights and responsibilities in Nigeria, despite what 
they bring to the table. People with disabilities, their voices, and their experiences 
must be included in determining educational policies.29 To maximize their fullest 
potential as practiced in the Western world, there must be provisions for free and 
appropriate public education, educational placement in the least restrictive envi-
ronment instead of indiscriminate inclusion or exclusion, parental involvement, 
nondiscriminatory assessment and evaluation, individualized educational plans, 
personnel and professional development, procedural safeguards and due process 
rights, and consistent programmatic funding.30

A good moral compass is a part of human valuing and multicultural enlight-
enment. When we do not value people, we do not see or hear them.31 Many Nige-
rian politicians and citizens use their regional, tribal, and religious affiliations to 
mislead their people. They are consistently dishonest and untrustworthy to their 
fellow citizens, and sadly, their tribes believe them. For example, during the early 
years of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, some leaders stated that HIV/AIDS was not real 
and that it was manufactured by white people to hurt Africans. Yet these same 
leaders protected themselves and their families from the disease. As a result, many 
of their fellow citizens fell sick and died. Likewise, during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, many leaders told their citizens that the disease was not real, 
though they wore their masks and received vaccines that were not made available 
to their fellow citizens. Some of these leaders take advantage of their tribe and 
religion to deceive their fellow citizens, engage in massive corruption, and em-
bezzle money shamelessly. It is disheartening that some of these leaders fervently 
protect their daughters and send them abroad to pursue their education, while at 
the same time encourage the marriage of underage daughters of ignorant, unedu-
cated, and poor parents under the banner of religion. These kinds of behaviors 
devalue humanity and fail to authenticate democratic ideals and principles that 
flourish in multicultural spaces and environments. 

It is critically important that Nigeria divorces itself from colonialism and its 
embodiments. As a democratic nation, it must actively embrace multicultur-
al education, which has the power to promote inclusivity and respect for the 

civil rights of all people.32 Implementing multicultural education in Nigeria will 
demonstrate that the country is ready to play and compete with the rest of the de-
veloped world. Nigeria’s cultural, linguistic, and religious diversities can serve as 
unifying forces that foster a common bond and help to reduce or eliminate hate. 
Implementing multicultural programs in public education will nurture the talents 
that Nigerians have been exporting to other parts of the world, especially Western 
countries, and help to stop the brain drain. 

Making Nigeria a multicultural reality will not be easy. Powerful and brilliant 
minds will need to come together. For multicultural education to flourish, de-
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mocracy and its educational inclinations must similarly flourish. This means that 
valuing humans as individuals and acknowledging their rights must be central in 
educational processes. In other words, all human beings are important, each with 
roles to play for the initiation and maximization of paradigm and power shifts in 
education, culture, society, religion, politics, and economy. Together, these shifts 
will create a magnanimous collaborative, consultative, and cooperative network-
ing system that separates itself from animus and hate. About fifty years ago, Fred-
erick Mayer argued for a dynamic education that restructures and formulates a 
new society: “from kindergarten to graduate school a cosmopolitan perspective 
should prevail, so that the distance needs become immediate responsibilities.”33 
Democratic ideals support multicultural values that emphasize the importance of 
individual worth, social responsibility, self-governance, and freedom. Clearly, for 
multicultural education to work properly in Nigeria, there must be respect for tra-
ditional education and values.34 It is important to honor the elders and appreci-
ate their historical contributions while also promoting the cultural heritage of the 
community at large. We need to avoid creating divided societies with vague ideals 
that are disconnected from cultural roots and realities.

For multicultural education to succeed in Nigeria, the society requires a new 
breed of political thinkers and stalwarts. While politics cannot be divorced from 
education, culture, society, religion, and economics, new paradigms and powers 
must foster a multicultural, democratic, and progressive society. Put another way, 
new ways of thinking and doing must be instituted in Nigeria to support wide-
spread multicultural education. It is imperative that: 

 • Multicultural education starts at birth and is integrated throughout all lev-
els of education.

 • Multicultural education classes are compulsory and taught by multicultural 
researchers, scholars, educators, and specialists.

 • Illiteracy and ignorance are eradicated to advance the employability of ed-
ucated people without bias.

 • The whole of national kindergarten, primary, junior high school, secondary, 
and higher education curricula are revamped to reflect multicultural attri-
butes and values. 

 • Patriotism and national interest are emphasized in all policies and activities.
 • Foreign interference in national policies and activities is stopped to reaffirm 

national independence. 
 • Politics ceases to be a lucrative profession for Nigerians, and political man-

ifestos take precedence over tribal or religious affiliations. 
 • Innovative and “new” leaders are nurtured and given opportunities to serve.
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 • Military, autocratic, and dyarchic governments are discouraged and avoid-
ed. One party and dictatorial governments are discouraged and avoided.

 • People in power are held accountable and this accountability is enforced. 
 • Educational, cultural, societal, religious, and economic policies are not held 

hostage by politics. 
 • Funding of all programs (such as multicultural education or parental edu-

cation programs) is targeted to respond to diagnostic, formative, and sum-
mative issues.

 • Terrorism, tribalism, nepotism, and kidnapping are investigated without 
prejudice.

 • Corruption and embezzlement of public funds are dissuaded and confront-
ed without prejudice.

 • All Nigerians are valued and respected at all times, even when their voices 
appear heretical. 

 • All Nigerians respect the country’s laws, just as the laws respect them with-
out fears or favors.

 • No Nigerian is above or below the law–equal justice is paramount. 
 • Nigerians with gifts and talents are nurtured, rewarded, and motivated to 

contribute to their country. 
 • Nigerian unity is genuinely upheld, irrespective of prejudiced views. 

While colonialism has devastated Nigeria and other African nations, it 
is disingenuous to blame it for all of Nigeria’s maladies. It is critical 
that we Nigerians begin to assume responsibilities for some of these 

problems. We must value multiculturalism as an avenue for paradigm and power 
shifts in economics, politics, religion, culture, and language. We must intention-
ally build harmonious relationships among peoples to uplift society and human-
ity.35 Nigeria must embody multiculturalism in words and deeds; and Nigerian 
leaders and the citizenry must see it as the strength of a modern Nigeria. In addi-
tion, Nigerian citizens need to understand that failing to value multiculturalism 
has damaged Nigeria’s image as the richest and most populous nation in Africa. 
Put another way, Nigeria must take advantage of its multicultural strengths and 
energies and harness the gifts and talents of all its citizens. 

Today, Nigerians of different tribes, religions, cultures, languages, abilities, 
and genders are living and working around the world, producing wealth and sta-
bility for different communities and nations. Imagine where Nigeria would be to-
day if it chooses to counter the evils of hateful tribalism; to hear, see, value, and 
appreciate its citizens without bias; to design strong multicultural programs from 
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kindergarten to university levels; and to proactively and measurably implement 
multicultural programs that will advance democratic ideas, schools, businesses, 
organizations, communities, and states across the nation. Nigeria needs leaders 
who are African- and Nigerian-centered, who have a bold vision to make Nigeria 
prosperous. Tribalism has failed Nigeria; religious dogmatism has failed Nigeria; 
and Nigerian political leaders have failed Nigeria. The only remaining option is 
to change. If Nigeria refuses to change itself, it will be consumed by change from 
outside its borders.
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Schools in Mainland China & Hong Kong

Jason Cong Lin

In this essay, I introduce how and why minority groups and educational equity are 
understood and approached differently in Mainland China and Hong Kong. I de-
scribe how in the past few decades, China and Hong Kong have reformed their edu-
cation systems to increase educational equity and I summarize the progress achieved. 
I also discuss the cultural, political, and social issues and challenges that contribute 
to the complexity surrounding educational equity in China and Hong Kong, elabo-
rate on how educational equity remains a tricky issue in schools, and how different 
factors intersect to affect students’ access to educational goods. Finally, I argue that 
schools in China and Hong Kong should continue both to reform their education 
systems to enhance the academic achievement and social development of marginal-
ized students and to put more effort into empowering teachers and students to recog-
nize and address the long-standing systemic and institutional obstacles.

Diversity exists in Mainland China (hereafter referred to as “China”) and 
Hong Kong, but the meaning of minority groups varies across these two 
contexts. According to the latest censuses conducted in 2021, the major-

ity of people (over 91 percent) in both societies share Han Chinese ethnicity.1 In 
China, the term ethnic minorities refers to the fifty-five recognized ethnic minori-
ty groups who have always been in what is now Chinese territory. However, the 
major ethnic minority groups in Hong Kong include Filipinos, Indonesians, and 
South Asians, who often experience economic deprivation, educational barri-
ers, and social exclusion.2 Similarly, the term migrant group in China primarily re-
fers to Chinese people who migrate domestically, while in Hong Kong, it refers to 
migrants from China and other parts of the world. In China, the dominant spo-
ken and written languages are Mandarin and simplified Chinese characters. Al-
though English and Chinese are two equal official languages in Hong Kong and 
students are expected to be biliterate (that is, mastering written Chinese and En-
glish) and trilingual (speaking fluent Cantonese, Mandarin, and English), Can-
tonese and traditional Chinese characters remain the norms in education and so-
ciety writ large. Moreover, although the Chinese government is officially athe-
ist, it recognizes five religions: Buddhism, Catholicism, Daoism, Islam, and 
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Protestantism. By 2022, the most popular religious groups in Hong Kong were 
Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Sikhism, and  
Judaism. 

Similar to many other societies, educational equity is a buzzword that is ill- 
defined in China and Hong Kong.3 Establishing an education system that 
provides students from diverse backgrounds the opportunity to get the sup-

port and resources they need to achieve their educational goals has been consid-
ered a core value and desirable goal in China and Hong Kong.4 However, the un-
derstandings of, constructions of, and approaches to educational equity often vary 
between China and Hong Kong, and even between different periods within each  
nation. 

In China, given its authoritative political system and that most schools (includ-
ing the top ones) are public institutions run by the government, educational eq-
uity is more often pursued through a government-initiated top-down approach 
that prioritizes political harmony and unity, instead of through a grassroots move-
ment approach that relies on contestations, protests, and activism. In this context, 
the government discourse of educational equity has generally gone through three 
stages: 1) from the 1990s to the 2000s, prioritizing “universal access to education 
among all people,” 2) from 2012 to 2017, focusing on key targeted areas (such as 
special education) and groups (such as people in poor areas) to guarantee equal ac-
cess to education, and 3) since 2017, emphasizing that China should pursue a high-
er level of educational equity: that is, “equity of quality.” But government state-
ments do not ensure that policy will be implemented without distortion or that it is 
the only legitimate understanding of educational equity in China. The government 
discourse shows that the conceptualization of educational equity in China has in-
creasingly shifted from equal opportunity and access to equal outcome. This shift 
is consistent with President Xi Jinping’s effort to return to socialism and his em-
phasis on “common prosperity.”5

Because of its colonial history, Hong Kong has a complex relationship with 
China. Under the guidance of “one country, two systems,” Hong Kong has enjoyed 
autonomy in designing its education system. Unlike China, which has a big gov-
ernment and socialist market economy, Hong Kong has minimal government and 
operates a capitalist market economy. In this context, Hong Kong schools largely 
provide a strong, elite education system in which excellence in academic perfor-
mance is highly valued. The self-positioning of Hong Kong as an international fi-
nancial center and the prevalence of marketization in society reinforce the com-
modification of educational provisions and push schools to produce elites and 
adopt business-like practices to cope with competition in the global marketplace. 
As a result, the education system in Hong Kong relies heavily on private schooling, 
and the types of both public and private schools are diverse. For example, some 
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schools are owned and managed by charitable or religious bodies, and some serve 
specific ethnic minorities. This interaction of elitism and marketization caus-
es educational equity advocates in Hong Kong to pay more attention to abstract 
equal opportunity (especially alleviating systemic and institutional barriers that 
impede minority students’ education opportunities) than to a fair distribution of 
educational resources among different types of schools or equal achievement or 
outcome among diverse students.6 

Both China and Hong Kong have made progress toward educational equi-
ty in the past few decades. According to the United Nations Development 
Programme’s Human Development Report 2021–22, China’s and Hong Kong’s 

education systems have provided a high-quality education that benefits the whole 
population.7 The expansion of access to schools is an example: all school-age chil-
dren in China enjoy the right to receive nine years of compulsory education. In 
urban China, there has been a narrowing of the gender gap in educational oppor-
tunity and attainment over time due to economic development, the improvement 
of parents’ educational backgrounds and attitudes toward children’s education, 
and higher expectations of the payoff of schooling.8 The results of the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development’s 2018 Programme for Inter-
national Student Assessment showed that in four developed municipalities and 
provinces in China (that is, Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang), there is no 
significant difference between socioeconomically advantaged and disadvantaged 
students in reading, and girls outperform boys in reading, although the situation 
in other less-developed provinces could be different.9 The results also suggest that 
students in Hong Kong generally achieved high performance, and that gender, 
socioeconomic status, and immigrant status do not significantly impact perfor-
mance.10 In fact, girls outperformed boys in reading, mathematics, and science, 
and immigrants outperformed nonimmigrants in reading.11

On another indicator of educational equity–concerning the improvement 
of the learning environment–studies in relatively poor regions (such as North-
west and Southwest China) indicated that dropout rates have significantly de-
clined and students’ school performance has improved because of better school 
facilities and enhanced human resources in the past decades.12 The government 
and schools in Hong Kong have also made great efforts both to remove obstacles 
that cause minorities to drop out of school and to integrate them into schools and 
society, such as providing bilingual teaching assistants to non–Chinese speak-
ing students, allocating additional resources to schools admitting non– Chinese 
speaking students, and abolishing the “designated schools” system, whose high 
concentration of non–Chinese speaking students promoted racial segrega-
tion and reduced their motivation to learn Chinese and move into mainstream  
society.
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A series of interventions to reform education systems in China and Hong 
Kong over the past few decades contributed to these movements toward 
educational equity. At the macro level, the Hong Kong government has 

put forward numerous pieces of legislation to foster educational equity for mi-
nority students, including the Sex Discrimination Ordinance (1996), the Fami-
ly Status Discrimination Ordinance (1997), the Race Discrimination Ordinance 
(2008), and the Discrimination Legislation (Miscellaneous Amendments) Ordi-
nance 2020.13 To ensure the legislation can be effectively implemented, some in-
dependent statutory bodies with responsibility for promoting educational equity, 
such as the Equal Opportunities Commission, have been established to monitor 
the application of the legislation and provide feedback accordingly.

To improve educational equity between rural and urban areas, between dif-
ferent regions, and between different ethnic groups, the Chinese government ini-
tiated the Special Post Teacher Plan in rural areas in Central and Western China 
(including some ethnic minority areas) in 2006. This policy has focused on reduc-
ing the gap in educational quality and enhancing the overall quality of teachers by 
encouraging and recruiting competent university and college graduates to work 
in schools in these areas. This project has enhanced educational equity in three 
ways: 1) by creating more job opportunities for college and university graduates 
from disadvantaged backgrounds (such as low socioeconomic status and ethnic 
minority families), 2) by enhancing the teaching capacity in some neglected sub-
jects in these areas, including arts, foreign languages, and information technol-
ogy, and 3) by benefiting students in these areas through significantly improved 
school performance.14 

In the name of enhancing educational equity, avoiding unnecessary compe-
tition, and reducing the burdens on students, the Chinese government banned 
for-profit private tutoring in 2019. In 2021, the Chinese government announced the 
Double Reduction policy to eliminate the demand for private tutoring by improv-
ing the public school system. Although the effects of the policy are controversial– 
elite parents can always find ways to give their children advantages–studies have 
revealed that it has enhanced educational equity in a few ways.15 For example, 
public schools are required to offer free after-school tutorials for students in need; 
minority students of disadvantaged background can make use of these opportuni-
ties to receive extra education and guidance without paying extra fees.

COVID-19 rapidly increased the reliance on technology in education, and hav-
ing access to reliable technologies and facilities has become central for students. 
To address the problems of insufficient technologies, facilities, and guidance, the 
Chinese and Hong Kong governments have issued policies to make public facili-
ties (such as libraries) available to students in need and provide guidance on how 
to make good use of them. To help minority students, the governments have also 
encouraged schools to put free-to-use educational resources online, and to regu-
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larly open schools for those students who do not have the necessary facilities and 
guidance to ensure that they can access these educational resources.

At the local policy level, some experimental cases are worth mentioning. In cer-
tain Chinese cities (for instance, Hangzhou), local education bureaus have adopted 
government-purchasing schemes to buy education services from private schools so 
that all eligible children of migrants can enjoy a free and high-quality compulso-
ry education. Modes of the purchasing schemes include paying tuition fees to pri-
vate schools for student placements, increasing the public expenditure per student 
in private schools to meet the standards of public schools, and offering professional 
development to teachers and augmenting training expenses for private schools to 
improve the overall quality of education in the private sector. Local education coun-
cils also work closely with universities and related institutions and social organiza-
tions to strengthen educational equity for all. For example, for ethnic and linguistic 
minority students, qualified individuals and social institutions are compensated for 
offering home education services. Meanwhile, routine professional development 
activities, tailor-made training, and professional development opportunities from 
universities and teacher training institutions are also provided to meet teachers’ 
needs in effectively educating students from diverse backgrounds. Another exper-
imental intervention in these cities is the creation of shared and quality curricula 
made free and available to schools in need. This has proved helpful for schools that 
do not have quality teachers and necessary facilities. By making full use of educa-
tional technology, shared curricula are made into video clips to build a video re-
source database, courseware library, and curriculum resource library.16 For students 
with limited access to the internet, the shared curricula were recorded onto CD-
ROMs to ensure students could access them anytime and anywhere. Equity with-
in schools in China and Hong Kong increases when teachers adapt their teaching 
styles to accommodate students’ diverse needs and provide the necessary support 
for learning. 

Despite the general environment that favors unity over diversity, some teach-
ers in both China and Hong Kong still find ways to incorporate culturally respon-
sive and relevant pedagogy in their teaching, turning students’ diversity and relat-
ed controversial issues into educational resources that all students can discuss and 
reflect on.17 This makes minority students feel seen and supported in class, and 
thus more willing to learn and participate in activities. Equity in education is also 
promoted when minority students can see recognized and positive examples of 
people from their own groups in schools. Some schools in China and Hong Kong 
have developed school-based curricula that intentionally include positive exam-
ples of minority groups. They have also invited recognized figures from minority 
groups to give lectures and speeches and to interact with minority students. This 
helps create an inclusive school environment that recognizes students’ diverse 
backgrounds and reveals different possibilities for them.



153 (4) Fall 2024 239

Jason Cong Lin

In addition to what is happening inside classrooms, schools in China and Hong 
Kong are working to establish good relationships with parents and communities. 
Minority students’ learning greatly benefits from an effective school-home-society  
relationship, while weak support at home and in society can further impede chil-
dren from minority backgrounds from achieving higher academic performance. 
The COVID-19 pandemic intensified these dynamics. Since 2020, the Chinese gov-
ernment has proposed an initiative called School-Family-Community Operation, 
which highlights active parental involvement and societal support as crucial ways 
to improve educational equity. Under this initiative, many schools have taken 
steps to foster parents’ participation and help them to support their children in 
schoolwork. For example, some schools improve communication with parents in 
disadvantaged homes to help develop home environments conducive to learning. 
Others directly address parents’ worries about girls and students with religious 
beliefs attending school. And some schools initiate afterschool homework clubs 
for students with weak home support.

 Similar strategies have been adopted in Hong Kong. Some schools in Hong Kong 
have engaged families in supporting students’ online learning at school and home 
by focusing on the following four approaches: 1) converting existing and accessi-
ble resources across sectors in the local community into resources that can more 
effectively help students with insufficient digital access at home; 2) being flexible 
to support students’ poor learning environment at home, such as opening schools 
for extra hours for a limited number of disadvantaged students; 3) empowering  
parents as partners; and 4) establishing emotional and empathetic relationships 
with parents by understanding and relieving their stress about online learning and 
worries about their children attending school.18 

Despite some overall improvement, educational equity remains an urgent 
yet complex issue in schools in China and Hong Kong because several 
long-standing historical, systemic, and institutional problems remain 

unaddressed, justified, or denied. It is not possible to explore all these issues in 
detail here. But we can link the most significant cultural, political, and societal 
challenges to the related educational inequity in practice, elaborating on how fac-
tors such as socioeconomic status, political system, race, ethnicity, gender, and 
citizenship are interconnected in affecting students’ access to educational oppor- 
tunities.

Culturally speaking, although China and Hong Kong perceive themselves as 
multicultural, they remain fundamentally Chinese societies given their prioritiza-
tion of Chinese culture, languages, values, and views on education. Take the views 
on education, for example: people in China and Hong Kong have long held a firm 
belief that education can change one’s fate. This is particularly the case for mi-
nority students in rural areas who have low family income and regard education as 
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the only way to achieve social and class mobility and fundamentally change them-
selves and their families’ destinies. This is illustrated by two well-known Chinese 
proverbs: “knowledge changes fate” and the “carp jumps over the dragon gate.” 
In Chinese culture, all levels of education are connected (for instance, attending a 
good primary school leads to a good secondary school), and education is consid-
ered a precondition for many other opportunities, including a well-paid job, per-
sonal well-being, a good marriage, and a high quality of life. As education is pro-
moted as the desirable path that everyone should follow, it creates intense compe-
tition and anxiety among all stakeholders, including students, parents, teachers, 
and school leaders, as most of them have no choice but to compete for limited 
educational resources. In this climate, the communities who do not share this cul-
tural view on education can be left behind. Studies have documented that some 
non–ethnic Chinese parents in China and Hong Kong do not value schooling like 
their Chinese counterparts because of their religious beliefs or cultural traditions, 
which impedes their children from receiving quality education in such competi-
tive societies.19

The pervasiveness of Chinese culture in China and Hong Kong significantly 
influences the construction of gender and perpetuates gender inequity. In China, 
gender disparities in educational opportunity and attainment are largely caused 
by parental investments and their ideas about the education of females. Influ-
enced by ancestor worship, the tradition of “son preference”–the belief that only 
sons can carry on the family lineage and provide financial and physical support 
for their families–and the view that daughters do not need to attain a high level 
of education because marriage and family, rather than career and attainment, are 
what they should focus on, parents tend to invest less in the education of girls.20 
This gender bias is reflected in an old Chinese saying that “ignorance is women’s 
virtue,” and in the highly imbalanced sex ratios at birth under China’s one-child 
policy. Ironically, the policy inadvertently reduced gender inequity in education, 
as female children from one-child households enjoy better intrahousehold status 
and receive more educational resources.21

In this cultural context, compared with men, the educational opportunities 
and achievements of women are more likely to be influenced by other factors, 
including whether they have siblings, their parents’ educational level and socio-
economic status, whether they live in rural or urban areas, their current education 
stage, and their ethnicity.22 For example, persistence of the gender gap in educa-
tional opportunity and achievement shows no signs of dissipating in rural China 
because of the low economic development and prevalent gender biases.23 Gen-
der inequity is also a more serious issue at the senior secondary level than at the 
compulsory education level: the share of female graduates from upper-secondary 
schools in China in 2023, at just under 35 percent, was one of the smallest among 
OECD countries and partner economies.24 Moreover, ethnic minority female stu-
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dents are about 27 percent more likely to report evidence of gender disparities in 
schools than their Han counterparts in China. And given that ethnic minorities 
are exempted from the one-child policy, they often have more than two children, 
and parents tend to send boys to school for education and keep girls at home to 
do household chores.25 Similarly, although girls in Hong Kong schools generally 
seem to enjoy almost equal opportunity and, in some cases, even better academ-
ic performance than boys, ethnic minority girls have much higher dropout rates 
(some never go to school), worse school experience, and lower performance than 
their ethnic Chinese counterparts.26 

Chinese culture often sustains the unequal power relationship between the 
Han/Chinese and non-Han/Chinese groups and strengthens educational ineq-
uity between them. As two Chinese societies, China and Hong Kong experience 
long-standing systemic and institutional issues of integrating minorities who do 
not look Chinese, speak Chinese languages, embrace Chinese cultures, or enact 
Chinese lifestyles and values. Because assimilation has been a common practice 
in both China and Hong Kong, minority groups often do not have other options. 
In particular, schools often promote Han/Chinese-centric knowledge, skills, and 
values, while neglecting, downplaying, or misrepresenting minority perspec-
tives.27 Also, learning Mandarin in China and Cantonese in Hong Kong is critical 
social currency for racial/ethnic minorities if they want to integrate into schools 
and societies.28 For example, Mandarin and Cantonese are the dominant languag-
es of instruction in schools, and exams are mostly conducted in written Chinese. 
This reliance on students’ fluency in Chinese is likely a barrier to adequately as-
sessing non-Chinese students’ academic knowledge. In fact, research shows that 
the overpromotion of and overreliance on both written and spoken Chinese in 
schools as a de facto assimilation strategy has contributed to the disadvantages 
and low school performance of ethnic minority students.29

Under certain circumstances, Chinese culture reinforces the social hierarchy, 
prejudices, and discrimination against minorities, and thus intensifies education-
al inequity. For example, minority languages are often presented in educational 
materials in China and Hong Kong as associated with poverty and backwardness, 
and ethnic minorities are often associated with stereotypical behaviors (like dis-
tinctive singing and dancing).30 In those cases in which racial/ethnic minorities 
are also linguistic and/or religious minorities–if their mother languages are not 
Cantonese or they are Muslim, for example–educational inequity is compound-
ed by overlapping language hierarchy, racial/ethnic discrimination, and reli-
gious prejudices.31 As a result, racial, ethnic, and religious minority students of-
ten experience lower school performance, higher dropout rates, assimilation, and 
deculturation.32 

In addition to the easily measured inequalities, the Chinese cultural tradi-
tion creates a more hidden yet harder-to-address dilemma (that is, to compete or 
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not compete in the rat race) for educational equity to be achieved. Specifically, 
in such a cultural tradition, most students are expected to learn very similar (if 
not the same) knowledge, skills, and values, and compete through the same exam 
systems (such as Gaokao in China or the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Ex-
amination). But these knowledge, skills, and values represent only a very narrow 
conception of what is valuable to learn and achieve in schools: students are di-
verse and need different knowledge, skills, and values to live meaningful and ful-
filling lives. The intense (and sometimes meaningless) competition already puts 
numerous students and teachers in a miserable loop that serves neither their own 
nor society’s goals because they are bounded by the Chinese cultural tradition. A 
prominent understanding among many parents and educators in China and Hong 
Kong illustrates this point: if a student cannot even earn through competition an 
admission ticket to educational resources, then they have already lost at the start-
ing line, and what choices can they actually have later on? This understanding 
created a trending topic in both public commentary and research in today’s China 
and Hong Kong: neijuan (literally, rat race). Minority students facing the dilemma 
of “to compete or not to compete” in the race come out behind. Students from 
affluent families always have options to avoid or dismiss the rate race, such as by 
enrolling in international schools, studying abroad, or even immigrating to other 
countries, while minority students are often confined by cultural traditions and 
rarely get the chance to live freely. In this way, minority students can never tru-
ly “compete” with students with high socioeconomic status, intensifying educa-
tional inequity.

Politics significantly influences schools in China and Hong Kong and poses 
fundamental challenges to educational equity.33 Given the one-party sys-
tem, Chinese schools have always been a political tool for the government 

to promote its ideology and serve its interests. This is especially true since Xi Jin-
ping became president in 2012. Under his leadership, schools implemented nu-
merous nationalistic policies that reflect his emphasis on unity over diversity. For 
example, nearly all schools across regions in China are required to use national 
unified textbooks for three school subjects: history, Chinese language, and mo-
rality and the rule of law (in primary and junior-secondary schools) or moral and 
political education (in senior-secondary schools). This helps the Party maintain 
political legitimacy and ensure that students learn and believe what the govern-
ment wants them to.34 The government is also tightening control over interna-
tional schools in China, especially those enrolling Chinese citizens. Consequent-
ly, international schools have become more like public schools, as many cours-
es are required to deliver political messages and foreign curricula are forbidden 
at the compulsory education level.35 In Hong Kong, since China implemented 
the National Security Law in 2020, the political intervention in and censorship 
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of schools have become more frequent and stronger. For example, under politi-
cal pressure, schools in Hong Kong are required to enhance national security and 
Chinese identity-related education across different sectors. This attempt to am-
plify the Chinese aspects of Hong Kong society and identity further intensifies the 
challenges in effectively educating different marginalized groups, especially the 
non–ethnic Chinese.

Only by acknowledging and understanding how systems operate and impact 
diverse students can the public be equipped to tackle barriers to attaining edu-
cational equity within and beyond schools. Unfortunately, many systemic and 
institutional issues in China and Hong Kong, such as Han Chauvinism, ethnic/ 
language hierarchy, racial prejudice and discrimination, gender bias, and lack of 
religious freedom, are justified or denied by the governments and schools, and 
thus remain largely invisible to the public and difficult to address. This is partially 
because, in the current political climate, these issues are defined by the govern-
ments as sensitive topics that risk dividing society, jeopardizing political legiti-
macy, and endangering national security. Following this logic, schools should ei-
ther not allow teachers and students to discuss them or promote the official and 
“correct” answers provided by government. However, papering over these issues 
or treating them as noncontroversial not only does not change the fact that they 
exist in China and Hong Kong, but also impedes students from comprehensively 
understanding these issues and learning how to address them. In this sense, the 
current political climate in China and Hong Kong intensifies educational inequity 
by covering up or justifying the systemic and institutional issues that impede it.

Worse, although the governments and schools claim to be neutral, they favor 
the dominant majority in practice. For example, ethnic, cultural, and linguistic 
minorities are blamed, explicitly or implicitly, for not sharing Chinese culture, not 
valuing education, not actively mastering the dominant languages, and not suffi-
ciently embracing assimilation.36 Following this logic, it is their choice, not the 
majority group’s oppression, that led to their marginalization, fewer educational  
opportunities, and lower socioeconomic status and educational achievements. 
This way of thinking neglects any systemic reasons behind individual choice, thus 
reinforcing systemic inequity and injustice. 

Further, religious minorities are not allowed to reveal their religions or prac-
tice their religious rituals within schools in China, given the Han-dominant un-
derstanding that schools should be “religion-neutral.” Some religious commu-
nities withhold children (especially girls) from school because schools do not 
recognize and sometimes directly oppose religious practice, including by teach-
ing atheism, encouraging students to get rid of their “backward” and “supersti-
tious” religious beliefs, and banning Muslim female students from wearing the 
hijab. In this context, some parents worry that children will lose their religion by 
attending school and thus they keep them away from school.37 Here, schools are 



244 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Quest for Educational Equity in Schools in Mainland China & Hong Kong

not religion-neutral but favor the dominant group’s understanding of religion. As 
a result, religious minority students’ educational opportunities are reduced, and 
their educational achievements are undercut by the social, emotional, and mental 
health issues associated with the de facto secularization and religious discrimina-
tion in schools.38

In this conservative context, there is little space for individual schools or 
teachers to make curricular or pedagogical changes. In China, the challenges that 
minorities face and their underlying causes are largely overlooked in the current 
one-size-fits-all national curricula that are not related to minority students’ real 
lives and rely on standardized measures and products to suppress and marginalize 
students’ diverse identities.39 Minority students do not see themselves and their 
struggles accurately represented in the current curriculum, and are thus less likely 
to benefit from the curriculum and schools in general. In fact, a significant num-
ber of minority students either voluntarily leave or are “forced out” of this educa-
tion system that fails them, widening the educational gap between the majority 
and minority students.40 At the same time, school leaders and teachers have lim-
ited options. To keep their jobs, school leaders avoid taking actions that are not fa-
vored by the government, and they thereby become part of the systems that rein-
force educational inequity. School leaders then pass these constraints on to teach-
ers, who also worry about losing their jobs if they engage in practices discouraged 
by the school administrators, in effect limiting teachers’ autonomy in fostering 
educational equity in classrooms. As many recent cases in China and Hong Kong 
have illustrated, teachers who discuss sensitive issues without promoting the 
views favored by the governments are punished in various ways, including job ter-
mination or even imprisonment.41 The potential punishments keep teachers from 
discussing the above topics in the classroom, which are highly relevant and trou-
bling to minority students in their daily lives.42 In addition, the teacher training 
that equips teachers with the necessary knowledge, skills, and values to recognize 
minority students’ needs, identify systemic and institutional barriers to their ed-
ucational opportunities and achievements, and address these barriers to improve 
educational equity for them is lacking. This status quo explains the disparity be-
tween school leaders’ and teachers’ beliefs that they already treat minority stu-
dents “equally” (that they are color/religion/gender-blind) and how minority 
students feel.43 

At the societal level, China and Hong Kong are two populous and econom-
ically disparate societies. Their school systems have been widely recog-
nized as competitive and differentiated. China had over 186 million stu-

dents receiving education at the primary and secondary school level in 2022.44 
Given its sizable education system, providing equitable access to high-quality 
school education for all is a serious challenge.45 By comparison, 333,551 students 
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were enrolled in primary schools and 321,162 in secondary schools in Hong Kong 
in 2022–2023.46 Their differentiated education systems, compared with less se-
lective systems, are more likely to lead to higher levels of inequity because they 
start to sort students by attainment very early in life. Empirical evidence indicates 
that sorting students at an early stage can increase inequity, particularly for mi-
nority students, because it often prioritizes those who have already gained various 
advantages in life from their parents. Sorting thus becomes an intergenerational 
transmission of social capital.47

Many historical inequalities and new societal challenges further contribute to 
the marginalization and disadvantages of minority students in China and Hong 
Kong. The first historical issue is regional disparity. The urban-rural income ratio 
gap in China has widened dramatically since it adopted a socialist market econo-
my in 1992, which caused a growing gap in the provision of primary and second-
ary education between rural and urban areas and in the educational performance 
and achievement of students from urban and rural backgrounds.48 For example, 
so long as they cannot get rid of their agricultural hukou (household registration), 
rural students have no access to the high-quality schools in urban areas. The re-
gional disparity also significantly reduces educational provision for minorities. 
Eastern and coastal provinces in China tend to enjoy higher-quality educational 
resources, more modern equipment, better schools, and more qualified teachers 
than Western and Southeast China, where racial, ethnic, linguistic, and religious 
minorities traditionally live.

Interschool inequity (such as resource disparity between schools) is anoth-
er historical issue that reinforces minority groups’ disadvantages in schools. 
Schools in China are, officially or de facto, classified into different categories both 
at the national and city levels. This differentiation has led to significant dispari-
ties among various categories regarding funds, teachers, equipment, and build-
ings, although gaps also exist among schools within the same category. As most 
schools in China are managed by the government and are supposed to conform to 
its positions, schools tend to promote the dominant knowledge, skills, and values 
endorsed by the government. They also enroll students who are good at following 
majority-dominant game rules to keep or enhance the ranking and gain more re-
sources. In this context, minority students stand a much lower chance of getting 
into high-ranking schools unless they are willing to play the majority-dominant 
game and can play it well.

Migrant status is also a long-standing societal issue that makes the children of 
migrants more vulnerable and likely to be affected by factors like gender and race. 
For example, in China, the female children of migrant workers from rural and ur-
ban areas face more difficulties than their male counterparts in accessing a decent 
education in urban areas. Migrant girls are less likely to attend state schools be-
cause male births are more often officially registered; therefore, more boys can 
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provide the required documents (for instance, birth certificate and hukou) nec-
essary to enter these schools. Consequently, a majority of girls have to enroll in 
private and unlicensed migrant schools, and some do not enroll at all.49 In Hong 
Kong, when racial, ethnic, linguistic, or cultural minorities are also children of 
migrant workers–for example, Filipinos and Indonesians often hold temporary 
status in Hong Kong as foreign domestic helpers–their school options are strict-
ly limited, which basically equates to low school performance and high dropout 
rates.50

How to deal with refugees and asylum seekers is one relatively new societal 
challenge in China and Hong Kong. With China rising as a global power, more and 
more refugees (such as North Korean escapees and refugees from Myanmar) see 
China as a transit and destination country. However, over the past few decades, 
the Chinese government has provided little financial support to refugees, and very 
few provinces have allowed refugee children to attend schools. In 2004, Hong Kong 
courts changed the legal system to mandate consideration of asylum and torture 
claims. Since then, Hong Kong has witnessed a dramatic increase in the number 
of asylum seekers and torture claimants, especially from South Asian countries 
such as Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh.51 Similar to China, school options for the 
children of refugees and asylum seekers in Hong Kong are very limited, thus lead-
ing to low school performance and high dropout rates.52 The Hong Kong govern-
ment only provides (often poor-quality) education for them through very limited 
channels, such as the government’s subsidy schemes for ethnic minority students. 
Given the considerable delays in their access to mainstream schools (depending 
on the availability of places and chances), young refugees and asylum seekers can 
at best enroll in schools with a high concentration of non–Chinese speaking stu-
dents, which can reinforce racial segregation and impede them from achieving 
high academic performance.53 

The COVID-19 pandemic has further worsened educational inequity for mi-
nority students. In 2020, as a response to school closures, China initiated the stra-
tegic plan of Suspending Classes Without Stopping Learning for online educa-
tion. School closures and switching to a learning-from-home model negatively 
and disproportionately impacted the learning opportunities, social and emotion-
al development, and academic achievements of different groups of students. For 
example, ethnic, linguistic, and religious minorities in rural areas have been par-
ticularly disadvantaged by the lack of infrastructure for conducting online educa-
tion in these areas, their unfamiliarity with online learning and teaching, and lan-
guage issues.54 Meanwhile, minority group disadvantages, such as less parental 
support and involvement, a lower level of parental education, poorer social and 
emotional skills, and fewer information resources and technological facilities at 
home, were amplified by school closures during the pandemic.55 The pandem-
ic helped make equitable formal education an unrealistic dream for school-age 



153 (4) Fall 2024 247

Jason Cong Lin

refugees. In Hong Kong–although numerous online resources and supports are 
provided by the Education Bureau and education companies like Hong Kong Ed-
ucation City–schools, teachers, students, and parents are still at the exploratory 
stage of online learning. Many students from low-income, racial/ethnic-minority, 
and migrant families report that they are particularly unprepared for online learn-
ing due to the digital divide, including having little or no experience of learning 
through virtual classes before the pandemic, and that they are not equipped with 
the necessary knowledge, skills, and values to succeed in online learning environ-
ments.56 Teachers also report that they are less able to identify and support the di-
verse learning needs of students through online teaching, let alone adjust content 
and pedagogy to accommodate students’ diversity. In this sense, compared with 
dominant-group students in Hong Kong, minority students have been hurt most 
by the pandemic. 

Although China and Hong Kong have made progress toward education-
al equity in schools over the past few decades, especially in terms of ex-
panded access to schools and a narrowing of the gender gap in education-

al opportunity and attainment, educational equity is still a serious challenge in 
both nations. Long-standing systemic and institutional contributors to inequity 
remain prevalent and have worsened in the context of China’s changing politi-
cal climate and the COVID-19 pandemic. To better educate students from diverse 
groups, schools in China and Hong Kong should continue to reform their educa-
tion systems both to support the academic achievement and social development 
of marginalized students and to empower teachers and students to recognize and 
address the systemic and institutional obstacles.
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India is one of the most diverse nation-states in the world. After gaining independence 
from Britain in 1947, it adopted a constitution that was based on pluralism, secular-
ism, and egalitarianism. This constitutional vision guided the national education pol-
icies until very recently. The current moment in all areas of public policy is being de-
fined by the ruling party’s agenda of Hindutva, or Hindu nationalism. In education, 
the hallmarks of this move have been a rewriting of history to glorify a mythohistoric 
version of the Hindu past and a call to engage with ancient Indian knowledge systems 
and traditions. Unfortunately, Hindu nationalism is creating growing rifts between 
the majority Hindu population and other groups, including Muslims, Christians, and 
Dalits (formerly known as “untouchables” or “outcastes”). The aim of this essay is 
to understand what is happening in Indian education and to consider ways to return 
to an engagement with the constitutional principles of pluralism, secularism, and 
egalitarianism. 

With its twenty-two official languages, over two hundred unofficial lan-
guages, significant refugee populations, and social divisions based 
on caste, class, indigenous status, gender, ability, and religion, India 

is arguably the most diverse country in the world. The national constitution and 
successive national education policies from the 1960s through the 1990s reaf-
firmed the importance of nurturing diversity and creating equity. In the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, the sitting government, led by the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP), attempted to change course, promoting a vision of India that was 
based only on its Hindu roots. This so-called saffronization was reflected, for ex-
ample, in a vision of Indian citizenship based on belonging to the “Hindu family”  
(Hindus, Sikhs, Jains, and Buddhists), while those who were not of the Hindu 
family (Muslims, Christians, and Jews), regardless of ancestry, would not be seen 
as citizens. This vision was reflected in the National Curriculum Framework 2000 
(NCF 2000).1 When the BJP-led government was defeated in 2004, its successor, 
the Congress Party–led government, immediately established a working group to 
reconfigure the NCF, leading to the creation of a diversity- and equity-affirming 
educational approach reminiscent of the original ideals in the constitution. Since 
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the return of the BJP to power in 2014, the saffronization agenda has once again 
been at the forefront. In April 2023, a new draft of the NCF was released, proclaim-
ing both a strong rootedness in Hindu ideals and a commitment to equity, diversity,  
and pluralism. But is it possible for the ideals of Hinduism and equity to coexist? 
If so, how? And if not, what counter discourses can be marshaled to promote eq-
uity, diversity, and pluralism in India?

In April 2023, India was acknowledged as the most populous nation in the 
world, with a population of 1.428 billion people. According to the 2011 census, 
there are over 4,000 distinct ethnic groups, 655 religions or persuasions, and over 
6,000 mother tongues spoken, of which 22 are official languages.2 Most of the 
population (about 80 percent, or 960 million people) identify as Hindu, while ap-
proximately 14 percent (172 million people) identify as Muslim, 2.3 percent (27 
million) as Christian, 1.7 percent (20 million) as Sikh, 0.7 percent (8 million) as 
Buddhist, and 0.37 percent (4.5 million) as Jain. India is one of only two countries 
in the world with a majority Hindu population, the other being Nepal, and it has 
the third-largest Muslim population of any country in the world, with Indonesia 
and Pakistan, respectively, ranking one and two. In 1990, it also became the first 
country to declare the birthday of the prophet Muhammed a holiday.

India has one of the fastest growing economies in the world. Oxfam data indi-
cate that economic inequality has been rising sharply for the last three decades.3 
As a result, the top 10 percent of the population holds 77 percent of the wealth. 
Economic inequality is tied to other demographic issues, such as caste and gen-
der. The term caste is still not well defined but refers to a social hierarchy that has 
existed in India for thousands of years.4 There is still a great deal of residential 
and occupational segregation based on caste, and highly educated Indians tend to 
belong to the higher castes while those with little or no education belong to low-
er castes.5 About 30 percent of all Indians identify as belonging to higher-caste 
groups, and about 68 percent identify as belonging to lower-caste groups. After 
independence, India established affirmative action programs based on a system 
of “reservations,” meaning that a certain number of positions in government and 
seats in higher education institutions are reserved for members of the most dis-
advantaged lower castes, who were designated as “Scheduled Castes” (includ-
ing Dalits) and “Scheduled Tribes” (Adivasis) in the Indian constitution in 1950. 
There is widespread debate over the need for and utility of the reservation system 
in India, and it is beyond the scope of this essay to comprehensively discuss this 
issue. However, a study in 2012 showed that increased political representation for 
lower castes was correlated with increased poverty.6

UNICEF India notes that only 25 percent of women in India are in the work-
force, 77 percent of whom make their primary income from agriculture, and that 
only 12.7 percent of landholdings are in the names of women.7 UNICEF India also 
reports that girls are more likely to die in childhood than boys and are more like-
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ly to drop out of school. While the government has introduced numerous initia-
tives ostensibly to address gender equity in and out of education, the literacy rates 
among women continue to be low, and girls, especially girls from poor families, 
are less likely to be in school than their male counterparts.

I want to briefly describe three aspects of India’s diversity that tend not to get 
much attention in international conversations on equity in education: children 
with disabilities, Indigenous peoples, and refugees. A recent report of the govern-
ment of India states that there are about twenty-seven million people with disabil-
ities in India. Across all categories of disability, about 61 percent of children are in 
an educational institution, 12 percent have been in one but are not currently, and 27 
percent have never been enrolled in school. But if we look specifically at the cate-
gory of children with cognitive or developmental disabilities, about 50 percent of 
children with developmental disabilities have never been in school.8 Adivasis, or 
the original peoples of India, make up about 8.2 percent of the population in 2011. 
There are over two hundred distinct groups of Adivasis, who live in forest or hill ar-
eas, often in smaller communities. Their existence in India predates both the Dra-
vidian and Aryan peoples.9 Most live below the poverty line and in communities 
that have little or no access to education or health care.10 Survival International 
notes that the current government has particularly targeted Adivasis: for exam-
ple, a 2019 Supreme Court ruling evicted eight million people from lands destined 
for either conservation or industrialization projects. At the same time, the govern-
ment tried to pass legislation that would make it legal for forest rangers to shoot 
Adivasis.11 Finally, as of January 2022, the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) estimated that there are more than two hundred fifty thousand 
refugees and asylum seekers in India, of which about forty-six thousand were reg-
istered with UNHCR.12 These numbers, however, do not consider the refugee com-
munities that have been in India for many years, like Tibetans. Most of the refugee 
communities, except for Tibetans, have little access to education or health care.

A key challenge for India around equity has been incorporating the vast di-
versity of cultures, languages, and religions while trying to dismantle tra-
ditional hierarchies and animosities. India’s policies to address these is-

sues began before it gained independence from Britain. By the 1920s, policies for 
what we might now call affirmative action were in place to ensure that minority 
religious groups were included in the administration of government. While these 
policies were ostensibly meant to ensure harmony among all groups in the colony, 
it is widely accepted today that they were part of the larger British policy of “divide  
and rule” that created new divisions or exploited existing ones within Indigenous 
communities.13 This legacy continues to taint some of the current policies, es-
pecially those for the Dalits, Adivasis, and Socially Excluded and Discriminated 
Groups (SEDGs). 
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Today, and throughout much of the postindependence era, Indian policies ad-
dressing diversity and equity quite clearly encompass objectives related to nation-
al unity, equality, and the development of a national identity that includes support 
for diversity. The meaning of these terms has changed over time, but when it was 
drafted, the constitution was cast in the mold of the classical liberal democracy 
with what has been called an Indian inflection.14 It contains a strong commitment 
to equality, and it seeks to develop an overarching national identity while protect-
ing minority identities. Three important principles from the Indian constitution 
that have shaped postindependence approaches to education are social justice, 
secularism, and the need to create a unified national identity. 

Social justice was initially seen in terms of creating conditions to achieve eco-
nomic and social equality for all minoritized groups. Secularism in India, unlike 
the Western versions of this ideal, meant both that there is no official state reli-
gion and that all religions are, at least in theory, equally recognized and valued. In 
practice, this had been translated into several policies and practices including rec-
ognition of a variety of religious holidays as official holidays for everyone, flexible 
dress codes in schools and other public institutions, and parallel systems of fam-
ily law based on religious principles. Finally, the focus on national identity came 
out of the acknowledgment that, at the time of independence, there was no single 
unified sense of what it meant to be Indian. Instead, people were more attached to 
ethnic, linguistic, religious, or caste-based identities. The constitution gave due 
recognition to these identities and, rather than trying to eradicate them, sought to 
use them as building blocks for a unified national identity. In part, this was accom-
plished by dividing states along linguistic lines and by recognizing several region-
al languages as official languages. In this vision, national identity would be built 
though contact among and between members of the variously constituted social 
and cultural groups across the country. 

The term saffronization has been coined to refer to the agenda of recreat-
ing India in the image of a Hindu nationalist state. This has been the stat-
ed aim of the national volunteer paramilitary organization the Rastriya 

Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) since its formation in 1925. The RSS wants India to be 
founded on the principles of Hindutva, an ideology based in a conservative and 
revivalist version of Hinduism that equates India with Hindu.15 To understand the 
origins and significance of Hindutva, we must take a short detour into the colonial 
history of India.

Until the nineteenth century, no one in India described their religious affilia-
tion as Hindu. Historically, there were several different communities who “shared 
a cultural matrix but no single Hindu religion.”16 Today, great diversity continues 
to exist within Hinduism based on these older sets of traditions, but there have 
been some attempts to create more structured and hierarchical versions of the re-



256 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Educational Equity in Schools in India: Perils & Possibilities

ligion. It was British historians who used the umbrella term “Hindu” to refer to 
disparate groups who called themselves many different names based on their in-
terpretations of myths, history, and identity. British historians also codified a par-
ticular version of Hinduism based largely on their engagement with Brahmins, 
who were only one group among many. These same historians also divided Indi-
an history into periods based on religion: the ancient Hindu period, the medie-
val Muslim period, and the modern British (Christian) period. The first two were 
characterized as being static in nature and as ruled by despots. The third was then 
necessary to “civilize” India and bring it to the modern world through British and 
Christian traditions.17

This enunciation of Indian history in many ways shaped both the Freedom 
Movement and the rise of Hindutva. Leaders of the Freedom Movement fought 
against the characterization of India as uncivilized by pointing to the glorious an-
cient Hindu civilization. They encouraged Indians to reject British customs in fa-
vor of those rooted in Hindu and Indian traditions. Eliding myth and history, and 
drawing selectively on the many traditions that had been subsumed under the 
Hindu umbrella, leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi championed nonviolence, plu-
ralism, and inner strength created through devotional practice to bring people to 
the struggle for independence.18 While Gandhi and his contemporaries used this 
logic to also make the case for a multifaith version of India that would include 
Muslims and Christians, other leaders such as V. D. Savarkar built on this colonial 
historicization to argue for a vision of India that favored Hinduism. Today, many 
Hindus in India and elsewhere continue to believe in and fight for an inclusive and 
peaceful version of the faith. Others, however, follow the path of Savarkar and his 
successors.

Savarkar was the first to develop the notion of Hindutva, arguing that only those 
for whom India was both the birthplace of their ancestors and the birthplace of 
their religion could truly be Indian. Thus, while Jains, Buddhists, and Sikhs could 
be Indian by definition, Muslims and Christians could not. Savarkar went on to 
write about how this vision could be translated to education, gaining inspiration 
from the paramilitary structure of the Boy Scouts and from work done with youth 
in Italy and Germany through their respective fascist parties. The RSS began devel-
oping its own system of schools in 1952, and as of 2015, had over nineteen thousand 
schools operating in most regions of India. These schools are based on three princi-
ples: 1) militarism and bodily training; 2) inculcating hatred for the enemy (that is, 
Muslims and Christians); and 3) the glorification of India’s ancient Hindu past.19 
In addition, the RSS education system prescribes differentiated roles for men and 
women in society, delegating women primarily to the realm of the private domi-
cile, where they should be wives, mothers, and daughters who are subservient to 
the men in their families.20 While the policies of the BJP government do not repli-
cate this vision of education, they are certainly informed by it.
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In 1998, the BJP was the major party in the National Democratic Alliance gov-
ernment. Almost immediately it began to change Indian educational poli-
cy, moving away from the constitutional principles of secularism, diversity, 

and social justice to a vision commensurate with Hindutva. Shortly after the 1998 
election, the government appointed a new director for the National Council for 
Education Research and Training (NCERT), J. S. Rajput, who was part of the RSS 
family. Rajput immediately “asserted that the Post-Independence period has wit-
nessed gradual erosion of essential moral, social, and cultural values,” and that 
the way forward lay in a strong reconnection with traditional Indian values and 
thought.21 Rajput and other BJP politicians and functionaries proclaimed that the 
existing education system was nothing but a continuation of the British system 
and needed to be replaced with education rooted in Indian tradition.

In 1998, the minister of Human Resources Development convened a meeting 
of ministers of education. At this meeting, he presented a curriculum in use in 
schools run by the Sangh Parivar (the family of Hindu organizations linked to the 
RSS) and announced his intention to use this curriculum as a model to “Indian-
ise, nationalize, and spiritualise” the national curriculum of the country.22 Sever-
al of the state ministers walked out in protest, yet the national government went 
forward with its plan. It undertook a review of the National Curriculum ostensi-
bly because it was time; the framework had not been changed since 1988. In 1993, 
the Yash Pal Commission made various recommendations related to curriculum 
overload, and the Ministry of Human Resources Development appointed a com-
mittee to report on values-based education. 

The review was done in relative secrecy with little known about the individu-
als involved in the process, and in 2000, the new Curriculum Framework (NCFSE 
2000) was released. Not surprisingly, the framework took aim at the existing civ-
ics and history curricula. Claiming that the existing curriculum placed too much 
of a burden on students and implying that it was uninteresting and irrelevant, a 
Ministry of Education press release announced that for the first time in Indian ed-
ucation, the new curriculum would feature a subject called citizenship education. 
It would help students to “develop a proper understanding of their roles and re-
sponsibilities as citizens in a modern democracy.”23 It also noted that the new his-
tory curriculum would “help promote a deeper understanding of the core values 
that has kept Indian civilisation ticking through the ages. A route to instill pride in 
India’s background as a great contributor to human progress. It will be a history  
free of rhetoric, stereotypes and objectionable attributes to any one stream of In-
dian culture.”24 

Textbooks were developed to respond to the edict that “all foreign elements 
had to be purged from the curriculum.”25 The greatest controversy surrounding 
the NCFSE 2000 came in relation to the content of history textbooks. All the ex-
isting history texts were removed because they were said to incorporate a West-
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ern rather than Indian outlook. In their place came textbooks that many “secular-
ist” historians claimed presented a particularly chauvinistic view of history com-
plete with “facts” that had already been discredited or had no basis in historical 
evidence.26 While there was some debate about the appropriateness of the chau-
vinist label, the new textbooks did contain inaccuracies.27 For example, that the 
result of the arrival of Islam in India was the establishment of two nations–one 
Muslim, one Hindu–where there had previously only been one, the Hindu na-
tion.28 In addition, historical facts were presented as incontrovertible, leaving no 
room to challenge the misrepresentations of any groups nor to discuss anything in 
the Hindu tradition that might deserve to be questioned, such as the caste system.

Although the textbooks had a short shelf life nationally–the Congress-led 
coalition immediately created a new curriculum framework (NCF 2005) and ac-
companying textbooks after coming into power in 2004–the BJP-inspired texts 
remained in use in some states that were governed by the BJP. The texts included 
content such as:

 • In a discussion of democratic practices in a class 8 text, the idea that citizens 
must cooperate with security agencies and that “social harmony should be 
pursued even at the expense of individual rights.”29

 • In the same text, “we should refrain from negative acts like strikes.”
 • A passage in a class 12 text that criticizes the Treaty of Versailles, enumerates 

Mussolini’s successes, and states, “Hitler made a strong German organiza-
tion with the help of [the] Nazi Party and attained great honour for this. By 
favouring German civilians and by opposing Jews and by his new economic 
policies, he made Germany a prosperous country.”30

Before moving to the current policies, it is important to note that I am not 
claiming that the educational approach of Congress-led governments has been 
without flaws. While it is beyond the scope of this essay to provide details, I note 
that it was largely under Congress-led governments that the state education sys-
tem was weakened, and private educational organizations began to exploit the 
concerns of lower- and middle-income families regarding the education of their 
children.31

The current versions of the National Educational Policy (NEP 2020) and Na-
tional Curriculum Framework (NCF 2023) have both similarities with and differ-
ences from the 2000 initiatives. Notably, a key element is still the promotion of 
the saffronized version of Indian history. However, where NCF 2000 rejected for-
eign influence and engagement outright, NEP 2020 notes that an education based 
in traditional Indian values and knowledge will prepare young people to partici-
pate in the global economy. Thus, “the BJP draws upon ‘orientalist constructions 
of India’ to define an authentic global citizen who would not challenge neoliberal 
globalization but adjusts to it.”32
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Unlike its previous term in office, the BJP did not immediately begin to 
change the formal education policies when it was elected in 2014. Instead, 
it embarked on three important initiatives. First, it focused on ensuring 

that people in senior positions in educational organizations such as universities, the  
Indian Council for Historical Research, and NCERT were RSS members, or at the 
very least sympathetic to RSS philosophy.33 Second, it began to edit existing text-
books, claiming that students were overwhelmed by too much information and the 
textbooks needed to be pared down. Interestingly, the passages that were removed 
consistently reinforced the Hindutva worldview: for example, all discussions that 
mentioned that ancient Indians killed cows or ate beef, any portrayal of Muslim rul-
ers as accepting of other religions or being fair-minded, discussions of Jainism hav-
ing evolved parallel to Hinduism rather than being an offshoot of Hinduism, and 
any discussion of how the caste system codified inequality and injustice.34

At the beginning of its second term in office in 2019, the BJP began to work on 
their formal educational policies. Unlike the 2000 experience, the 2019 process had 
already been underway for some time, starting with a consultation process that be-
gan at the village level. The entire policy process was guided, if not directed, by 
the RSS educational wing.35 Recall that the RSS educational curriculum is based on 
Hindutva, patriarchy, and militarism. Specific messages in their texts include:

 • “The Varna [caste] system was a precious gift of Aryans to mankind [sic].”
 • “Catholic priests accumulated wealth through unjust taxes and spent the 

money on worldly pleasures and immoral behaviour.”
 • “Islam teaches only atrocities.”
 • “Between 1528 and 1914 some three lakhs and 50,000 [350,000] devotees of 

Rama laid down their lives to liberate the Rama temple.”36 

In addition, in 2017, Dinanath Batra, an RSS ideologue, wrote a letter to NCERT 
objecting to more than seventy content items in textbooks. He wanted changes 
in four broad areas: “1) adding bravery and valour to Hindu rulers; 2) correcting 
the negative portrayals of Hindu culture and history; and 3) correcting the por-
trayal of Muslim rulers,” as well as 4) removing Urdu and English from Hindi 
textbooks.37 It is important to highlight these points as we examine the NEP 2020 
and the NCF 2023 more closely, because this information provides context within 
which we can interpret the meaning of the policy texts.

The NEP 2020 was introduced in draft form in 2019. The first page of the doc-
ument proclaimed that the policy’s purpose was to “create a new system that is 
aligned with the aspirational goals of 21st century education, including SDG-4 
[ensure inclusive and equitable quality education], while building upon India’s 
traditions and value systems.”38 After the draft document was released, more de-
letions were made to textbooks, including:
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 • A discussion on the evolution of print media, women’s role in media, and 
censorship;

 • A chapter on the Mongols under Genghis Khan that talked about the re-
ligious diversity within the group and highlighted that pluralism was not 
seen as a threat;

 • A chapter on partition in 1947;
 • A chapter on democratic rights;
 • A chapter on gender, race, and caste;
 • Discussions of modern social movements, challenges to democracy, citizen-

ship, secularism, the rise of popular movements, and regional aspirations; and
 • In Hindi literature courses, any text that talked about communal harmony, 

peace, or the Urdu language; and all works written by Kabir, a mystic saint 
who was critical of both Hinduism and Islam.39

More recently, all words with Farsi or Arabic roots have been replaced by words 
with Sanskrit roots, even though the former had been in common usage in Hindi for 
years. Although there are strong statements in NEP 2020 about supporting multi-
lingualism and home languages, this support clearly does not extend to Urdu–one 
of the twenty-two official languages of India and one of the four official languages 
of Delhi–which is nonetheless associated with Muslims. Additionally, there have 
been significant changes to math and science textbooks, including the removal of 
the periodic table, the Pythagorean theorem, and Darwin’s theory of evolution, in 
favor of knowledge that comes from Vedic traditions. While not all references to 
the Mughal or British period have been removed, and the textbooks still address 
democracy and rights to some degree, as one analyst notes, “The promulgation of 
the New Education Policy in 2020 has set the stage where modern ideas, including 
modern sciences, have to be filtered through ‘traditional knowledge systems’ so 
that only what comports without hoary traditions is retained.”40

NCF 2023 was released at the end of August 2023. It expands on the vision of 
NEP 2020, particularly the Indianization of the curriculum. At the same time, it af-
firms the importance of diversity and inclusion at various points in the text, stat-
ing, for instance, that “India’s diversity in all its forms must not only be addressed 
but should also become a resource for learning,” and “inclusion and participation 
of all needs to be the core consideration across the elements of school culture.”41 
Thus, while the primary move seems to be toward a Hindutva view of education, 
the door remains open for educators to teach from a perspective of diversity and 
inclusion. It is beyond the scope of this essay to do a thorough analysis of NCF 
2023, but below, I highlight three key points in relation to diversity.

First, while there are five aims of school education enunciated in NCF 2023, 
one seems perhaps more equal than the others. The fifth aim is a category called 
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“cultural and social participation,” which is explained in the following manner: 
“along with democracy and the economy, culture and society play an important 
role in the ‘mode of associated living.’ Cultures maintain continuity as well as 
change over time. The NEP 2020 expect [sic] students to have a ‘rootedness and 
pride’ in India, and its rich, diverse, ancient and modern culture and knowledge 
systems and traditions.”42 While some educators might read this emphasis on In-
dian traditions and culture as a continuation of the vision defined by the constitu-
tion and use this to inform their approach, I would argue that the government is 
working to ensure that the dominant interpretation would be narrowly defined as 
Hindu traditions and culture. NCF 2023 is replete with highlighted textboxes that 
explain aspects of ancient Indian/Hindu thought and culture. The boxes tacitly 
assert the superiority of Indian thought and traditions. There is nothing compa-
rable for any of the other four proposed aims of education according to NCF 2023.

Second, it is important to examine the idea of inclusion as it appears in the 
curriculum framework. Inclusion is one of six cross-cutting themes presented 
in the document. The others are values, information and communication tech-
nology, guidance and counseling, environment, and rootedness in India. Sand-
wiched between a notion of values reflecting the ancient Hindu tradition and a 
sense of rootedness in India that essentially means accepting the Hindu traditions 
and knowledge system as inviolable, inclusion takes on a special meaning. In this 
context, inclusion means being assimilated into the Hindutva version of Indian. 
In other words, “minorities should subordinate their religious or ethnic identity 
to the overarching Hindu identity.”43 Further, the NEP 2020 was touted as being 
“the first education policy that rejects the welfare approach toward educational-
ly excluded sections by empowering and providing equal opportunities for all to 
participate and succeed.”44 It is clear that the notion of participation that accom-
panies the idea of inclusion is procedural; in other words, if everyone is given an 
opportunity to participate, everyone is by definition included. This considers nei-
ther the quality of participation nor the conditions that might be required to cre-
ate equality of outcomes. Thus, inclusion should be read as something more like 
inclusivism, a concept that has been developed by scholars of religious studies to 
designate “the practice of claiming for, and thus including in, one’s own religion 
or worldview what belongs in reality to another.”45

The third aspect of NCF 2023 that deserves special attention is what is not in 
the text. As mentioned earlier in this essay, previous educational policies were 
guided by the principles of the Indian constitution. Central among these were the 
ideas of secularism and egalitarianism. Secularism is a guiding principle of the 
previous framework (NCF 2005) and is characterized as a value to be developed, a 
concept to be taught, and an idea to be debated. The term secularism does not ap-
pear in either NEP 2020 or NCF 2023. Egalitarianism, which is also presented as a 
guiding principle of education in NCF 2005, is accompanied by references to plu-
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ralism, equality, and social justice. Again, the term egalitarianism does not appear 
in either NEP 2020 or NCF 2023. Social justice appears twice, once in a quote from 
NEP 2020 at the beginning of the section on inclusion and once in reference to the 
nature of knowledge in reference to environmental education. Quite clearly, sec-
ularism, egalitarianism, and the related notion of social justice are not part of the 
education envisaged by NCF 2023.

Is there any way back to an idea of a secular and pluralist India? And if so, what 
is the path? I contend that although we cannot go backward, perhaps there 
is a way forward in the reappropriation of some of the founding myths of the 

modern Indian nation-state.
I have noted that secularism does not appear in the new education policy doc-

uments. Moreover, the BJP has had three major critiques of secularism as it has 
previously functioned in India: first, that it is a Western concept; second, that it 
ignores the fact that faith is interwoven with all aspects of the life of many if not 
most Indians; and third, that it favors Muslims.46 This has not stopped the BJP 
from staking a claim for what it calls “positive secularism.”47 It purports to sup-
port the ideal of equal respect for all religions but with no safeguards for minori-
ty rights. Given that secularism as a concept has never been well-defined in In-
dia, perhaps part of the way forward is to engage in guided dialogues about the 
meaning and possibilities of secularism. By this, I mean facilitated conversations 
in which people would be encouraged to enter the process with respect and humil-
ity, not in the spirit of debate and conversion.

Related conversations could also be facilitated on the ideas of inclusion and 
inclusivism. Theologian Elaine M. Fisher has argued that the notion of inclusiv-
ism might be a way back to the idea of true pluralism within Hindu tradition, and 
I would add, to Indian pluralism.48 Fisher argues that if someone truly believes in 
the idea that others are part of their traditions, it might open a door to expand-
ing the notion, and I would add, rethinking our taken-for-granted notions of plu-
ralism. Although I am not entirely convinced by Fisher’s argument, I am open to 
the idea that this might lead to a fruitful dialogue if we enter it with respect and 
humility.

Finally, political scientist Rochana Bajpai advances a case for covenantal plu-
ralism as a possibility for India’s future.49 She begins by noting that even in the 
current context, a Pew Research Center survey of about thirty thousand Indians 
across all religions revealed that 91 percent felt free to practice their religion and 84 
percent thought “respecting all religions was very important to being truly Indi-
an.”50 Bajpai advocates building on the good will that seems to exist to move from 
the various versions of secular pluralism that have existed in India toward cove-
nantal pluralism, an idea she borrows from philosopher W. Christopher Stewart, 
theologian Chris Seiple, and political scientist Dennis R. Hoover, an approach to 
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religious diversity “that goes beyond tolerance and secularism, emphasizing both 
legal equality and neighbourly solidarity.”51 In other words, it asks not just for the 
engagement of the state in enacting laws and policies but also the engagement of 
citizens in truly working to develop relationships with their fellow citizens across 
lines of caste, class, gender, religion, disability, and other social categories. She 
believes that this would require two things: an acceptance by all parties that the 
right to religious freedom is subject to other constitutional constraints like equal-
ity and nondiscrimination, and a robust campaign to support multireligious liter-
acy and the cultivation of humility and respectful engagement. While Bajpai’s fo-
cus is mostly on religion, I believe this idea points toward a path to thinking across 
multiple aspects of diversity.

I am not so naive as to believe that one could present these ideas to the current 
Modi-BJP government and find any kind of success in moving forward. I am, how-
ever, encouraged by the example of some educators and people in social move-
ments in India who continue to work for causes including economic and social 
justice, communal harmony, gender equity, and the rights of Dalits and Adivasis. 
I am also encouraged by educational institutions that have presented more egali-
tarian and inclusive approaches to education. In short, the way forward is to begin 
these conversations with progressive educators and activists and then to engage 
young people. If there is a way forward, it lies outside the structures of the state 
and in the hands of engaged, caring, and compassionate citizens.
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The examination of gender inequality in education around the globe reveals a 
multi faceted issue deeply intertwined with persistent challenges within education 
systems and society at large. Over the past three decades, girls’ education has of-
ten been portrayed as a panacea, touted as the solution to a wide array of societal 
problems, including issues as diverse as high fertility rates and global warming. This 
essay explores gender disparities in education, employing case studies from Latin 
America to elucidate the intricate dynamics of this global phenomenon and to illu-
strate the potential of gender-transformative approaches. Drawing upon two de-
cades of empirical research and theoretical insights from the capability approach, I 
discuss the linkages between gender, education, and social transformation. 

Examining gender inequality in education globally brings to the surface many 
of the deeply rooted and persistent problems in education systems and so-
ciety more broadly. For the last thirty years, girls’ education has been pre-

sented as the “answer to everything,” a cure-all for issues ranging from high fertility 
rates to global warming.1 The importance of girls’ education first gained attention 
in economic discussions during the early 1990s, notably by Lawrence Summers. In 
his speeches and writings, he argued  that education for girls and women might offer 
the highest return on investment available in the developing world. Since that time, 
girls’ education has become a global rallying cry for politicians such as Boris John-
son (who referred to girls’ education as the “silver bullet, the magic potion, the pan-
acea . . . that can solve virtually every problem that afflicts humanity”) and celebri-
ties like Lady Gaga, Priyanka Chopra Jonas, and Rihanna.2 Movie theaters across the 
globe have shown full-length documentary films about the importance of girls’ ed-
ucation,  including Girl Rising (2013) and He Named Me Malala (2015). More recently, 
girls’ education has been touted as a “powerful climate solution” capable of fighting 
the root drivers of climate change and cutting carbon emissions.3 The importance 
of girls’ education has galvanized action among individuals, organizations, and gov-
ernments that span a wide range of academic disciplines and political dispositions. 
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But while some were praising girls’ education as a strategy to improve health 
outcomes, reduce fertility rates, raise income, and improve democracy, feminist 
scholars such as Nelly Stromquist argued that the gender gap in education was 
the manifestation of gender inequality in society. Simply expanding education-
al access for girls and women would not address the underlying causes of their 
underrepresentation in education.4 Getting girls into schools is a necessary first 
step, but schools often reflect and reinforce harmful social inequalities, including 
gender norms. An emphasis on empowering girls and women through education 
and other social interventions (such as small loans, vocational training) began to 
emerge in the mid-1990s. Education and empowerment of girls became and remain 
buzzwords, with little conceptual clarity as to what kind of education is empow-
ering, in what context, and for what purpose. 

Despite over thirty years of sustained advocacy among various stakeholders, in-
cluding civil society, multilateral organizations, and networks of feminist scholars, 
significant gender gaps in education remain, particularly in secondary schooling. 
The promise of girls’ education as a panacea has not materialized. Looking strictly 
at gender parity in education–that an equal number of male and female children 
are enrolled in school–it would appear that girls’ education is a global development 
success story. But what are girls (and boys) learning in school? How is schooling 
changing or challenging the social norms that perpetuate inequalities and inequi-
ties? The attention to girls’ education sparked a deeper examination in the field of 
international education development and raised fundamental questions about how 
to transform educational systems to become more appropriate for today’s world.5 

With the caveat that any brief review of international data is insuffi-
cient, it is a useful starting point for an exploration of gender and ed-
ucation around the globe. More girls participate in education and at 

higher levels than ever before. As Figure 1 illustrates, gender disparities contin-
ue to exist in Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia, but many countries have 
equal participation in schooling at the primary level. Significant historical turning 
points and international movements that have spurred this progress include the 
Education for all Movement (launched in 1990 and renewed in 2000) and the 1995 
Fourth World Conference on Women and resulting Beijing Platform for Action. 
These convenings and subsequent declarations promulgated a set of principles, 
policy orientations, and actions. Among these were the goals of providing univer-
sal access to, and ensuring the completion of, primary education for all girls and 
boys and eliminating gender disparities in education. The United Nations’ most 
recent international development goals, known as the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs, adopted by UN member states in 2015) include a target (4.1) to, “By 
2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary 
and secondary education leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes.”6 



153 (4) Fall 2024 269

Erin Murphy-Graham

In 2016, the gender review that accompanies UNESCO’s annual Global Educa-
tion Monitoring Report found that by 2014, gender parity was achieved globally, on 
average, in primary, lower-secondary, and upper-secondary schools.7 Key here (as 
the report points out) is that parity can wash away inequalities when comparing 
across countries or world regions. Parity is a statistical measure that provides a 
numerical value of female-to-male or girl-to-boy ratios. The problem is that in 
some countries and regions, girls are underrepresented in education, whereas in 
others, boys are underrepresented. Calculated as an average, these disadvantages 
are masked–and we have “global parity.” 

 By 2022, the language around gender parity had softened somewhat, with 
UNICEF’s launch of a website with the headline, “most countries have achieved gen-
der parity in primary enrollment, but in many countries, disparities disadvantaging 
girls persist.”8 There are two key concerns associated with using gender parity as an 
indicator of gender equality. First, it masks both female and male disadvantage in 
education. As captured by a recent UNESCO global report on boys’ disengagement 
from education, boys are more likely than girls to repeat primary grades in one hun-
dred thirty countries, and more likely not to have an upper-secondary education 
in seventy-three countries (the report features in-depth case studies from Fiji, Ku-
wait, Lesotho, Peru, and the United Arab Emirates).9 Second, parity in both educa-
tional enrollment (children currently enrolled in school) and attainment (highest 
grade completed) does not necessarily translate into parity in learning outcomes. In 

Figure 1
Gender Disparities Disadvantaging Girls in Primary Education  
Persist in Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia:  
Gender Parity Index for Primary Enrollment, 2012–2022

Source: Figure developed by the author using data from UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), 
based on the most recent data available during the period of 2012 to 2022.
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a study measuring gender equality in education from forty-three low- and middle- 
income countries, the authors explain that in some settings, increases in enrollment 
may have led to a deterioration in the quality of education and a lower proportion of 
young people with basic literacy and numeracy skills.10

In addition to examining the flawed statistic of educational parity in enroll-
ment, common indicators of gender inequality also include the number of chil-
dren out of school, as well as the number who complete primary, lower-secondary,  
and upper-secondary education. According to data from the World Bank, the pri-
mary school completion rate for girls has reached 90 percent globally, with an 
equal number of boys and girls completing primary school in most countries. Be-
tween 2000 and 2018, the number of out-of-school girls of primary school age de-
creased globally from fifty-seven million to thirty-two million.11 As of 2023, rough-
ly thirty-two million girls of primary school age were still out of school, compared 
with twenty-seven million boys. So while a roughly equal number of girls and 
boys are enrolled in primary school (gender parity), this statistic misses the more 
than fifty million children that remain out of school, and that more girls are out 
of school than boys.12 Figure 2 shows trends in the out-of-school population of 
primary school–aged children between 2000 and 2019. With regard to primary 
school completion, in 2013, only 70 percent of children in low-income countries 
completed primary school, and only 14 percent completed secondary school.13 
Five years later, in 2018, estimates suggested that just 54.8 percent of children in 
low-income countries completed primary school. The COVID pandemic only  
added to the obstacles that children face in completing their primary education.14 

There is general agreement that achieving target 4.1 of the SDGs remains a 
“distant reality.”15 Global estimates of the gender gap in out-of-school rates are 
not informative because they mask regional variation. Additionally, looking at 
a global average can be misleading because the female advantage in some world 
regions zeros out the female disadvantage in others. As of 2023, the largest gen-
der gaps disadvantaging girls remained at each level of the education system in 
sub-Saharan Africa and in Northern Africa and Western Asia. Likewise, in low- 
income countries, enrollment rates for young women in lower-secondary educa-
tion were still 5 percentage points below that of young men; at the upper-secondary  
level, the female disadvantage was 9 percentage points. And most low- and middle- 
income countries have low overall rates of enrollment and attainment, particular-
ly in the lower- and upper-secondary levels. 

What can we take away from this picture? First, gender gaps in education are 
a misleading indicator of progress. Second, for schools to not reflect or reproduce 
social inequalities but rather change the underlying roots of students’ gendered 
educational experiences, we need a more substantive understanding and recog-
nition of what gender equality in education could or should entail across differ-
ent contexts. The statistics help us see the symptoms of a much larger and more 
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complex disease. Education, particularly gender-transformative education, could 
be leveraged as a process to heal and repair social systems that reflect patriarchy, 
colonialism, and racism.16 

Figure 2
Out-of-School Population (Millions) among Children of  
Primary School Age by Gender, 2000–2019

Source: Figure developed by the author using data from the World Bank’s Education  
Indicators, 2023. 

In a recent article, Elaine Unterhalter, a world-renowned comparative and in-
ternational education scholar, reviews four key ideas that have framed the 
formulation of girls schooling and gender equality in education. Her delinea-
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tion of these four framings helps conceptualize what gender equality in education 
should (and should not) entail. She calls these framings “what works,” “what dis-
organizes,” “what matters,” and “what connects.”17 As general categories, they 
are useful tools to help understand the range of perspectives, policies, and inter-
ventions that characterize the field of girls’ education. 

“What works” is the approach consistent with the idea that girls’ education is 
a sound investment that has positive spillover effects in a variety of different do-
mains (health, economic growth, civil society). It seeks to attain parity: an equal 
number of boys and girls enrolled in and completing school. This approach is con-
cerned with girls’ education as something that “works” as an intermediary strategy 
to promote other desirable outcomes (such as poverty alleviation, improved child 
health and nutrition), as well as being a desirable outcome in and of itself. From 
this vantage point, policy and research have focused on interventions that increase 
the number of girls in school and the duration they stay there. These interven-
tions might include reducing or abolishing school fees and/or providing girls with 
scholarships, reducing the distance to school, building toilets or latrines, providing 
school meals, and training teachers to improve their pedagogy. The what-works 
framing proposes largely technical solutions to address girls’ underrepresentation 
in education. The research methodology to test these approaches involves large-
scale, randomized control trials to evaluate the effectiveness of a different com-
bination of intervention characteristics. These research studies have helped us 
understand a great deal about certain kinds of barriers that girls face in attending 
school, particularly by providing clear and consistent findings that the costs asso-
ciated with schooling are a huge deterrent for poor families.18 

A second framing, what Unterhalter calls “what disorganizes,” concerns pol-
icies and actors that undermine or distract from what works and what matters–
and is related to how girls’ education has been identified as a panacea.19 These are 
instances where girls’ education is co-opted to promote the interests of large cor-
porations and organizations. An illustrative example of this approach, Nike Inc.’s 
Girl Effect, is documented extensively in Kathryn Moeller’s book The Girl Effect: 
Capitalism, Feminism, and the Corporate Politics of Development.20 Corporations such 
as Nike, Coca Cola, and Unilever have used the narrative guise of girls’ education 
and empowerment to expand their markets, improve their reputations, and grow 
their workforce. But as Moeller points out, their instrumental logic shifts the bur-
den of development onto girls and women without transforming the structural 
conditions that produce poverty. Their efforts sidestep the practices of harmful 
business and working conditions, promoting a logic wherein consumption is the 
goal of development. In one project Unterhalter tags as “disorganizing,” Coca 
Cola and the British Department for International Development sponsored a £17 
million training program for girls who would ultimately “join the Coca Cola value 
chain.”21 Corporate social-responsibility initiatives such as these have also been 
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called “gender wash”: corporations clean up their image by using gender, girls’ 
empowerment, and education as a palatable marketing tool. 

Recognizing the contradictions and problematic assumptions of “what disor-
ganizes” in the field of girls’ education is important because it allows for a more 
profound questioning of “what matters.” A what-matters framing of girls’ educa-
tion has a long history, as feminists have questioned the logic of “what works” for 
decades. However, as Unterhalter explains, this approach is supported by interna-
tional organizations with less status and money, and uses different methods, in-
cluding qualitative methods, that generate less respect in policy circles and more 
limited research funding. This makes it difficult to garner evidence that more 
wholistic, less technocratic approaches “work.”22 A what-matters stance situates 
girls’ education in a wider, normative context linked to advancing human rights, 
gender equality, feminist advocacy, and ultimately a different vision of prosperity 
and well-being. Many writers and activists in this category emphasize girls’ voices 
and empowerment, the limitations of policy texts, and the need for a more com-
prehensive understanding of the cultural norms and practices connected with 
gender inequality across cultural contexts. Additionally, the meanings of “gen-
der” and the questioning of gender binaries, heteronormativity, sexism, and pa-
triarchy are considered from this stance. 

Writers from this perspective, including myself, emphasize that girls’ edu-
cation makes up one element of advancing gender equality. To transform social 
structures and society at large, processes of change must come from political, eco-
nomic, social, and cultural domains. Education, no matter how empowering, can-
not singularly address all of society’s ills.23 A framework for human flourishing 
known as the “capability approach” also undergirds questions of what matters 
and serves as a lodestar for envisioning a more prosperous and just future. The 
capability approach, developed initially by philosophers Martha Nussbaum and 
Amartya Sen, captures aspects of people’s lives such as their education, health, 
and their political and religious freedoms, and shifts the discourse on education 
from one emphasizing human capital to one that focuses on human capabilities.24 
Informed by the capability approach, many feminist authors have called for edu-
cational reforms that reflect a more nuanced and complex theorization of the role 
of education in promoting social justice.25 

Informed by the capability approach, Unterhalter proposes the framing of “what 
connects” to bring together what matters and what works. A coupling of these per-
spectives aspires to build bonds between differentially positioned groups. “Con-
necting” means building “a coordinated, curated, or articulated form of exchange 
that emphasizes the morally responsive connections and forms of kinship bond 
between communities engaged with policy, practice, and research on girls’ educa-
tion, gender equality, and women’s rights.”26 It is not yet clear whether the what- 
connects framing will have traction as a policy idea or field of practice. It will require 
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critical thinking, use of evidence, and a simultaneous focus on changing the systems 
of oppression and exclusion that characterize local and global communities. 

In Latin America, the need for a what-connects approach to gender and edu-
cation is palpable. Framed differently, one might conclude that gender is not 
an important educational issue because countries have either reached gender 

parity or have a female advantage. An analysis of gender and education in Latin 
America allows us to ask important questions and restate a set of principles. 

First, gender is not synonymous with girls and women, as it often appears in 
policy documents and statements about education in developing-country con-
texts. Gender refers to the socially constructed roles, behaviors, expressions, and 
identities of girls, women, boys, men, and nonbinary or gender diverse people. It 
is often categorized as male, female, or nonbinary. Gender is social and cultural. 
However, it is often used incorrectly as a synonym for the biological sex a person 
is assigned at birth. A simple google search for “gender and education” will result 
in scores of hits that immediately begin by discussing girls’ underrepresentation 
in education systems, and the need to promote girls’ education as a strategy to ad-
vance gender equality. 

But in Latin America (and several other world regions or countries including 
North America, Australia, and the United Kingdom), girls outnumber and outper-
form boys. Policy experts in Latin America have called this a reverse gender gap. 
In Latin America, boys and young men are more likely to drop out of secondary 
and tertiary education. They have lower rates of enrollment and completion of 
secondary education than girls, starting at the lower-secondary level. At the uni-
versity or tertiary level, men have lower enrollment rates than women in all coun-
tries of Latin America and the Caribbean. These patterns are referred to as one of 
the greatest gender-related challenges in the region.27 Studies identify a number 
of factors at play, including boys prematurely joining the labor market in low-skill 
jobs, gender norms of masculinity that diminish the importance of education and 
emphasize that of male physical labor, and features of schooling that lead to low 
interest or low aspirations.

In addition to a reverse gender gap, overall participation rates in secondary ed-
ucation remain low, despite an increase in the availability of secondary schools 
over the past two decades. Both boys and girls might initially enroll in lower or 
upper high school, but a very small percentage go on to complete twelve years 
of schooling, as illustrated in Figure 3. Dropout from secondary school is a ma-
jor challenge, exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Estimates suggest that the 
likelihood of completing secondary school in Latin America prior to the pandem-
ic was 52 percent, and just 32 percent post pandemic.28 Latin America had the lon-
gest school closures of any region in the world during the pandemic, with schools 
remaining closed for one and a half years, on average. 
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Figure 3
Boys’ Lower-Secondary School Completion is Lower Than Girls’  
in Most Latin American and Caribbean Countries (Completion Percent  
of Relevant Age Group), 2021–2022

Note: Rates can exceed 100 percent due to late or early school entrants and overage children 
repeating grades. Denominator reflects children at entrance age for the last grade of primary 
education. Source: Figure developed by the author using data from the World Bank’s Educa-
tion Indicators, 2023 (latest data from 2021–2022).
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In addition to (and as a partial explanation for) the very low secondary-school 
completion rates, Latin America has one of the highest rates of adolescent preg-
nancy globally. It is the only region of the world where adolescent pregnancies 
have not decreased. It also has comparatively high rates of early union or marriage 
(prior to age eighteen). One-in-four young women in Latin America were married 
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before their eighteenth birthday. In rural areas, these rates tend to be higher, and 
age younger, with one-in-ten girls marrying before the age of fifteen. There are a 
number of hypotheses for why this is the case, including 1) conservative mobiliza-
tion to block gender and sexuality education, 2) regressive policies and abortion 
bans, and 3) social norms that restrict adolescent dating and sexuality and thereby 
push girls to have clandestine relationships or elope with their boyfriends. 

The experience in Latin America defies the underlying assumption that if more 
children and youth have access to secondary education, more girls will enroll, and 
society will reap the benefits of girls’ education. It also illustrates that a gender- 
girls’ perspective is problematic because addressing the reasons why girls are out 
of school will not automatically improve boys’ situation as well. While access to 
secondary schooling has expanded, dropout rates are soaring. The reasons for 
dropout are different for boys and girls, but a sense of disillusionment with the 
education system is widespread. It is only through the kinds of questions and re-
search methods that connect a what-works with a what-matters perspective that 
we can gain a deeper understanding of what is happening in Latin America and 
what is needed to support systematic change.

Over the last two decades, I have been engaged in research partnerships that 
explore questions related to how education can empower youth and chal-
lenge harmful gender norms in Latin America. Much of my research has 

been in Honduras, a country that has faced challenges typical of many countries 
in the region, including stagnant and uneven economic growth, natural disasters, 
political corruption and instability, increased violence due to narco-trafficking and 
gang activity, and mass migration to the United States. Together with colleagues 
and students at the University of California, Berkeley, the Honduran National Ped-
agogical University, Wellesley College, and the Honduran civil society organiza-
tion Asociación Bayan, I have conducted research to better understand how educa-
tion can empower youth and what “quality” education means in rural contexts. We 
have also explored the process by which girls decide to enter into early marriage, 
and the extent to which they demonstrate agency in that process. And we have ex-
amined, using both qualitative and quantitative methods, why youth discontinue 
their studies, and the intersections between dropout and gender. 

Beginning in 2008, our research team began a longitudinal study of rural Hon-
duran youth. At the time of first data collection, research participants were just 
completing primary school (approximately twelve years old). We stayed in touch 
with these youth and conducted additional rounds of surveys and interviews one 
year, two years, and, in 2016, eight years later when they were young adults (ap-
proximately twenty years old). The longitudinal, mixed methods nature of our 
study allowed us to examine intersections between schooling, child marriage, 
and adolescent pregnancy, as well as decisions around school dropout. We found 
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that household income in early adolescence predicts school discontinuation, ear-
ly union, and early childbearing. Additionally, most girls had already discontin-
ued their studies when they entered a union and/or became mothers (meaning 
that they did not drop out of school because they were pregnant or wanted to get 
married). The most common reasons for leaving school included a lack of finan-
cial resources and no longer wanting to be a student. Largely due to social norms 
and the responsibilities of childcare, only a small percentage of girls returned to 
school after becoming wives or mothers.

We also explored the data from surveys and in-depth qualitative interviews to 
determine the pervasiveness of traditional views on gender roles among Hondu-
ran youth, and how these norms are related to control of girls’ sexuality in rural 
areas of Honduras. We examined how these social norms converge with the bio-
logical, psychosocial, and cognitive changes experienced during adolescence and 
the social contexts in which adolescent girls’ lives are embedded. In Honduras 
and other countries in the region, formal or legal marriage is rare in rural com-
munities; as such, we employ the term “early union.” While not legally binding, 
these relationships carry the cultural significance of marriage in rural communi-
ties, and individuals use the terms husband/wife and the verbs casarse (to marry) 
and unirse (to join together/unite) to characterize their roles and relationships. 

Our interviews suggested that parents’ desire to control girls’ sexuality ironi-
cally can backfire and influence girls’ decision-making to enter a union. In partic-
ular, the belief that sex should only occur within the context of a union encourag-
es girls to see marriage as the only way to be involved in a romantic relationship. 
While girls are expected to adhere to these expectations and live in restrictive 
environments that control their mobility, their socialization opportunities, and 
their sexuality, girls are simultaneously going through normal developmental 
processes of adolescence. More specifically, they are developing a greater sense 
of autonomy, experiencing an emerging interest in intimacy and sexual relation-
ships, under going the physical and emotional changes that come with puberty, 
and developing sophisticated cognitive abilities connected to decision-making 
processes. The excessive protectiveness and the parental control of sexuality ex-
perienced by girls in rural areas of Honduras clash with the natural developmental 
changes that occur during adolescence, which ultimately influences their decision 
to enter early unions. Drawing upon these findings, we provide a rationale for why 
educational initiatives that explain and normalize the changes that occur during 
adolescence (particularly around attraction and intimacy) as well as challenge 
social norms and constructs that promote gender inequality should be a central 
component of child marriage education programming for adolescents, parents, 
and community members.

In addition to better understanding how early unions and pregnancy intersect 
with secondary school dropout, we also wanted to examine other issues related 
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to gender. We were interested in why students were “no longer interested” in be-
ing students, despite having access to secondary school. Through statistical anal-
ysis and rich qualitative interview data, we discovered that dropout is patterned 
by schooling structures, such that more dropout occurs, for all adolescents, at 
the standard transition points (to lower-secondary school, to upper-secondary 
school, to tertiary school). We also observed that for both males and females, once 
a student drops out, they rarely return to school. Drawing from the capability ap-
proach, we used the concept of “conversion factors” to help explain our findings. 
Conversion factors refer to individuals’ ability to convert resources into “valued 
functionings,” to whether youth can reap the benefits of secondary education. We 
illustrate that, in the context of where these youth live, they have scarce opportu-
nities to convert the resource of a high school diploma into a valued functioning, 
including a job. The youth we interviewed questioned whether education would 
lead to any change in their life trajectories, particularly in a context in which their 
future roles as wives and mothers (for girls) and breadwinners via agricultural or 
other manual labor (for boys) was all but certain. In particular, our findings re-
garding male school discontinuation provide further evidence that boys are dis-
trustful of schooling as a guarantee of future employment and social mobility. The 
experience of Latin America shows that simply increasing the supply of schooling 
is not enough to address gender inequality in society.

Gender-transformative education has emerged as a way to frame how, in 
order to tap its transformative potential, education must go beyond clos-
ing gender gaps. Gender-transformative education is now a shared orien-

tation among United Nations agencies, including UNICEF (United Nations Chil-
dren’s Fund) and UNGEI (United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative), as well 
as leading nongovernmental actors such as Plan International, the Population 
Council, CARE, and Girls not Brides. Gender-transformative education calls for 
“nothing less than a fundamental reset of how we approach education.”29 A re-
cent joint statement by Plan International, UNGEI, and UNICEF posits that educa-
tion has transformative potential, but to unlock this potential, change is needed 
in the way we educate. This approach recognizes that gender norms are extreme-
ly challenging to address because they are entrenched in every aspect of society, 
and education systems reflect and can reinforce these norms. And these norms 
are also harmful for men and boys. Dismantling patriarchy requires a transfor-
mative approach, one that recognizes how gender discrimination often intersects 
with discrimination based on poverty, race, class, ethnicity, caste, language, mi-
gration or displacement status, HIV status, disability, gender identity, and sexual 
orientation. Gender-transformative education actively seeks ways to address in-
equalities and reduce harmful gender norms and practices. As the joint statement 
explains:
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Gender transformative education is about inclusive, equitable, quality education 
(SDG 4, particularly target 4.7) and nurturing an environment for gender justice for 
children, adolescents and young people in all their diversity (SDG 5, particularly tar-
get 5.1). Gender Transformative Education would remove barriers to education and 
boost progress towards important social shifts, such as the reduction of gender-based 
violence and early marriage, the promotion of gender equality, and women’s and girls’ 
leadership and decision-making roles. . . . Gender transformative education complete-
ly transforms education systems by uprooting inequalities. Gender transformative ed-
ucation seeks to utilize all parts of an education system–from policies to pedagogies 
to community engagement–to transform stereotypes, attitudes, norms and practic-
es by challenging power relations, rethinking gender norms and binaries, and rais-
ing critical consciousness about the root causes of inequality and systems of oppres- 
sion.30

This is the most ambitious approach to gender and education that has been ar-
ticulated to date. It goes beyond “gender sensitive” and “gender responsive” ap-
proaches that do not call for change in the social structures that cause discrimi-
nation and inequality. A gender-transformative approach recognizes that educa-
tion alone cannot shift gender norms and power relations, but that addressing the 
social structures that cause inequality and discrimination is needed. To do so, a 
number of actions are identified as essential, including transforming policies and 
political engagement, pedagogy and the curriculum, the school environment, par-
ticipation of children and young people, community leadership, stakeholder en-
gagement, and evidence-generation. This approach connects efforts to address 
gender inequality in education with the broader quest for social justice. To use 
Unterhalter’s framing, it connects what works with what matters.31

While ambitious, gender-transformative education is attainable. A re-
cent report on gender-transformative programs to address child, ear-
ly, and forced marriage and unions in Latin America and the Caribbe-

an includes case studies of five promising practices from the region.32 These five 
practices were identified through a scoping survey about encouraging approaches 
in the region, to which one hundred five organizations responded. The cases pro-
filed include in-school gender-transformative sexuality education programs and 
what is known as safe-space approaches (which are outside of formal school set-
tings). One of the programs profiled in the report, Holistic Education for Youth 
(HEY!), emerged from our research-practice partnership in Honduras. Despite 
a resurgence in opposition to comprehensive sexuality education and gender- 
transformative approaches in the region, the HEY! program offers a glimmer of 
hope that gender-transformative education is possible.33 
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HEY! works in tandem with the Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial (SAT) pro-
gram, an innovative approach to lower- and upper-secondary school that operates 
in approximately one hundred twenty rural Honduran communities. Developed 
in Colombia by FUNDAEC (the Foundation for the Application and Teaching of 
Sciences), SAT was created in the early 1980s to promote development in the most 
disadvantaged rural areas of Colombia. In 1996, SAT began as a pilot program in 
Honduras, and was formally approved by the Honduran government as a formal 
education program (granting lower- and upper-secondary school degrees) in 2003. 
SAT has received several accolades, including inclusion as a “global solution” in 
the United Nations’ Generation Unlimited initiative for youth. The Brookings In-
stitution, through its Millions Learning initiative, also included SAT as an exam-
ple of innovative, quality education.34 In Honduras, students study in the SAT pro-
gram for six years, spanning grades 7–12 (lower- and upper-secondary school). In 
2016, we launched the HEY! program to enhance the already extensive focus on 
gender inequality present in the SAT curriculum, providing additional lessons and 
a podcast for parents that explicitly address the causes and consequences of early 
marriage and union in Honduras, as well as content about sexual and reproductive 
health. 

The additional content provided by HEY!, coupled with the existing SAT cur-
riculum, make it a promising model of gender-transformative public education 
for other regions, which we document in our research.35 The conceptual frame-
work of SAT revolves around a few core beliefs: 1) the oneness of humanity,  
2) that justice is integral to achieving human progress and is a capacity that must be 
developed in individuals, communities, and institutions, 3) that gender equality is 
essential to achieving human prosperity, 4) that knowledge has the power to raise 
humanity from its present condition, and 5) that social change–the transforma-
tion of human society–will not take place unless individuals and social structures 
evolve to reflect the aforementioned principles. Coupled with these core princi-
ples are a number of transformative features of the SAT program that contribute 
to increased awareness of the need for gender equality in students, and to a shift in 
how they think about gender relations in their everyday lives. In the SAT program, 
gender equality is not a one-off lesson, but is rather woven across the curriculum; 
gender is linked with the larger concept of justice; students engage in reflection, 
dialogue, and debate; teachers are given the opportunity to reflect critically on 
their understanding of gender in professional development sessions; and the cur-
riculum emphasizes that gender transformation requires change among individ-
uals and in social structures such as the family. 

One example of many from the curriculum helps illustrate how this happens 
in practice. “Properties,” which is typically the first curricular unit studied by SAT 
students when they are in seventh grade, aims to “help young people advance in 
the capabilities that will enable them to describe the world they experience with 
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increasing clarity.”36 In a lesson on truthfulness, presented as an essential quality 
or “property” of a human being, the following is provided to students for their re-
flection and discussion: 

There is more to truthfulness than not telling lies. We should, of course, always tell the 
truth as we know and understand it. But what benefit will come from such truthful-
ness if what we think to be the truth is, actually, false? Another aspect of truthfulness, 
then, is the intention and the will to seek the truth with an open mind. For many cen-
turies people believed that the Earth was flat. Later it was proved that they were mis-
taken. Their belief did not agree with reality; it was an error. If the intention and the 
will to seek the truth had not existed, humanity would still be thinking that the Earth 
is flat.

Can you think of a few erroneous ideas that humanity needs to reject today? What 
about the idea that some race is superior or inferior to another? That men are superior 
to women? That it is acceptable for one group of people to oppress another group? That 
it is acceptable for a few to possess extreme wealth while many suffer from hunger?37

The lesson is presented in such a way as to challenge SAT students to identify 
whether the assumption that men are superior to women is in fact a belief that 
they have been exposed to; whether they accept that such a belief is erroneous, 
and why; and where gender inequality is linked to other forms of oppression and 
injustice. Rather than simply list, in the various SAT books (or even an isolated 
book that might focus solely on gender), why men and women are equal, what 
the problems facing most women are, and what to do about it, SAT units instead 
require students to come back to these themes time and again, from different an-
gles, repeatedly challenging students to reflect on what equality looks like in prac-
tice in their local reality, and what they can do to promote it. Additionally, SAT’s 
“tutorial” pedagogy fosters an environment of healthy discussion and dialogue 
among members of the class.38

Through our research, we have documented how HEY! and SAT use culturally 
grounded, context-specific scenarios and ask questions at the beginning, middle, 
and end of each lesson to promote group discussion and invite students to analyze 
and reflect upon their individual and social realities as well as their roles in pro-
moting social change. We have demonstrated that students who study in SAT also 
have higher academic achievement in standardized tests in Spanish and mathe-
matics than a statistically equivalent set of peers who study in traditional second-
ary schools. In sum, our research, spanning two decades, documents innovative 
features of SAT, including its linkages to building trust, improving civic responsi-
bility, empowering girls and women, and preventing early pregnancy and union. 
Taken together, these studies provide ample evidence that gender-transformative 
education is not a pipe dream. 
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Despite its potential, even gender-transformative education is not a pana-
cea. Every school year, students in SAT drop out to migrate to the United 
States. Girls struggle to envision a future in which they have opportuni-

ties to work outside of their home, and they form unions with their boyfriends. 
Boys, not certain that their education will lead to improved employment pros-
pects, prematurely begin working in manual labor. Even at its very best, an edu-
cation system cannot change society without accompanying changes in other sec-
tors, including the economy and politics. Education is potentially the most im-
portant long-term strategy to raise up individual and collective capacity for social 
change. Too often, quick fixes are touted as solutions to problems, solutions that 
might be important in the short term but are unlikely to result in deep and lasting 
change. Providing scholarships for girls is one example. While financial support 
might bring more girls into the education system, it does not address why they are 
underrepresented in the first place. 

For genuine change to unfold, a different vision is needed, one not focused sole-
ly on equal numbers of boys and girls attending and graduating from schools. This 
vision draws on a notion of prosperity and feminism consistent with the work of 
the late bell hooks (and is also consistent with the capabilities approach).39 This 
clear but transformative vision of feminism and human flourishing, articulated 
more than twenty years ago by hooks, should remain at the heart of our efforts to 
promote gender-transformative education around the globe:

Imagine living in a world where there is no domination, where females and males are 
not alike or even always equal, but where a vision of mutuality is the ethos shaping our 
interaction. Imagine living in a world where we can all be who we are, a world of peace 
and possibility. Feminist revolution alone will not create such a world; we need to end 
racism, class elitism, imperialism. But it will make it possible to be fully actualized . . .  
able to create beloved community, to live together, realizing our dreams of freedom 
and justice.40
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Areas and systems affected by compounded crises, protracted conflicts, and structur-
al violence often struggle to reform education for social reconstruction. At the fore-
front, we observe tireless and ambitious ventures among donor agencies, government 
institutions, and international and local organizations. However, in many of these 
cases, we also witness deepening political gridlock, stagnation, and marginalization 
that undermine the progress of an empowering education for citizenship that upholds 
principles of human rights. Causal factors to these institutional failures are often ei-
ther overlooked, redacted, or undocumented in research. Evidence from Morocco, 
Iraqi Kurdistan, and, most of all, Lebanon illustrates the extent to which governance 
systems in education can either hinder or even prevent equity in education.  

Every single child in the world has the right to free primary education and 
opportunities for secondary or vocational education, a right under Article 
28 of the United Nations’ legally binding Convention on the Rights of the 

Child.1 However, children in low- and middle-income countries (LMIC) are highly 
vulnerable to barriers, crises, and the absence of resources that violate their right 
to learn and grow in an educational context. Hence, the paradigm of equity in 
and through education is indispensable when examining factors that marginalize 
or exclude children from educational provisions. Equity in education discourse 
under scores the principles of fairness, whereby every child should have an oppor-
tunity to participate, and integrity, because every child has potentially significant 
contributions to make.2 Arguing for equitable education through empowerment, 
social critic Paolo Freire calls for efforts to provide the necessary resources not 
only to engage but to empower all children through education.3 Resources should 
be provided that ensure all children can participate in schooling where faculty and 
staff, such as counselors and teachers, are qualified and competent, and learning 
is meaningful.4 

In LMIC affected by crises, schools are often sites of physical, emotional, and 
structural violence. This can manifest through children not completing primary ed-
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ucation because of early marriage and pregnancy, paid labor, recruitment in armed 
groups, or the unavailability of any education provision.5 Education stakeholders–
policymakers, principals, teachers, children, and parents–across these fragile con-
texts struggle to summon the resilience needed to minimize and recover from the 
impacts of adversity, such as school closures, climate change, and protracted armed 
conflict.6 Education systems in conflict-affected LMIC also feature institutionalized 
approaches to policies and practices that sustain propensities to marginalize vulner-
able children and undermine their rights to protection, provisions (such as health, 
education), and participation. Institutional actors consist mainly of government 
agencies, such as the ministries of education and finance and, arguably, donor or-
ganizations. Over time, these institutions establish pathways and interact with po-
litical drivers to determine the sustainability of governing policies and practices in 
education.

In this essay, I analyze institution-based factors that threaten the equity of ed-
ucation provisions for children living in contexts highly vulnerable to crises and 
conflicts. I argue that authoritarian and exclusive approaches to governance have 
led to shortcomings or failures of education governance institutions in conflict- 
affected LMIC, which have largely contributed to the structural marginalization 
of children and education inequity. I begin by outlining how concepts of social 
justice and human rights can provide a framework for examining equities and in-
equities in and through education. I then present three features of institutional 
governance of education reform and recovery during times of crises that illustrate 
how responses can sustain or address violations to children’s equitable opportu-
nities to learn. The first examines teacher-led school closures in Iraqi Kurdistan, 
Morocco, and Lebanon. Evidence is mostly drawn from media reports, as this is-
sue is rarely documented in research studies. The second explores the processes 
and politics of national education strategies, with a focus on Lebanon. The third 
analyzes the role of institutional politics of the knowledge economy in the educa-
tion sector and the availability of and access to quality education. 

Social justice and human rights scholarship provide us with principles and 
dimensions for conceptualizing educational equity for children. Philoso-
pher Nancy Fraser defines justice in its broadest terms as “parity of partic-

ipation.”7 Fraser argues that people can only have equal opportunities to partici-
pate in society when three dimensions of justice are addressed: a redistribution of 
resources, a recognition of equal status, and representation in the political sphere. 
The utility of conceptualizing justice as equity for participation has extended to 
education research and discourse that examine causes and consequences of viola-
tions of children’s rights, particularly to education. By adding reconciliation to re-
distribution, recognition, and representation, education scholars Mario Novelli,  
Mieke Lopes Cardozo, and Alan Smith produce a four Rs framework to examine 
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tensions in education for peacebuilding in conflict-affected areas.8 To illustrate, 
children living in LMIC affected by conflict are highly vulnerable to permanent 
exclusion from education when remote learning provisions are distributed only to 
those with resources; when refugee children cannot register because they are not 
recognized as legal residents; when children with disabilities have no represen-
tation in school reform; and when unresolved conservative views prompt princi-
pals to remove coloring pencils from classrooms out of fear that classrooms will 
promote LGBTQIA+ rights. These examples show how the four Rs can be applied 
to identify threats to and violations of educational equity. 

Equity can also feature in commitments to children’s rights to education. The 
late Katarina Tomaševski served as UN special rapporteur on the right to educa-
tion from 1998 to 2004. Tomaševski examined violations of children’s rights to ed-
ucation by observing threats to what she referred to as the four As: the availability, 
accessibility, adaptability, and acceptability of education, such as structural ex-
clusion and segregation.9 When education is available, schools can accommodate 
all children, including those with disabilities and without legal status. Availabil-
ity also includes the provision of qualified teachers, essential learning resources, 
and health and safety measures. When children can access education, they do not 
encounter barriers such as fees, absence of transportation to school, and identity- 
based discrimination. Moreover, children with different abilities can experience 
similar activities and receive similar resources and educator support. Adaptable 
provisions of education address the needs of children made vulnerable by crises, 
migration, and sociopolitical changes by supplying them with platforms to voice 
their experiences and participate in actions for social justice. Finally, education is 
acceptable when schools and education practitioners provide safety, support re-
covery, and encourage pedagogies that capitalize and value learners’ diverse back-
grounds and constructs of knowledge.

In addition to armed conflicts, other crises can also close schools, such as in-
fectious disease outbreaks, the effects of global warming, and labor-related 
work stoppages–the focus of this section. Teachers’ unions in stable democ-

racies and conflict-affected areas often organize demonstrations to protest, typi-
cally against insufficient salary and benefits. While strikes in more stable societies 
often last one to two days, teachers in some conflict-affected LMIC have closed 
schools for weeks and even months at a time. When teachers protest by not go-
ing to school, formal schooling during that period is no longer available. Econom-
ic analyses have found that school days lost because of teacher strikes have vary-
ing impacts on student learning and employment opportunities. In Argentina, 
the nearly 1,500 teacher strikes between 1983 and 2014 (an average of 372 days of 
school closures) were correlated with lower salaries and lower levels of employ-
ability of adults who were students during that time.10 
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We can observe three trends when exploring how teacher-led school closures 
make schooling unavailable for children for long periods of time. One trend is the 
inconsistent distribution of resources to teachers: namely, unscheduled salary  
payments, reduced salary values, and austerity measures in contractual terms. 
Eight years after the 2011 political revolution in Morocco, its government with-
drew health care and pension benefits from the tenured teachers’ contracts, but 
maintained the original terms for civil servants in other sectors; in response, thou-
sands of teachers refused to go to school.11 Other LMIC governments altered pay-
ment schedules in response to macroeconomic changes that weakened or collapsed 
their economy and, consequently, exhausted their social service sectors. The drop 
in crude oil prices and limited international support significantly reduced the Iraqi 
Kurdish government’s finances and, after four months of unpaid salaries in 2016, 
teachers and principals in the region of Sulaymaniyah went on strike. 

In the case of Lebanon, its Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MEHE) 
has gradually restructured its contractual terms with teachers, moving away from 
granting tenure to hiring substitutes. In Lebanon’s public education sector, teachers 
can be contracted as a) tenured, b) contractual (per hour), or c) substitute. Teach-
ers under tenured and contractual agreements are paid directly by MEHE, while 
money for substitute contracts comes from donor agencies or the school’s opera-
tional funds. Teachers in the second-shift public schools allocated for Syrian refu-
gee children are under contractual agreements with funds from donor agencies that 
are processed through MEHE. By 2017, MEHE stopped awarding new tenures. While 
contractual agreements continued, new teachers were given substitute contracts. 
In a rapid assessment of education in Lebanon in 2021, only 16 percent of sixty- 
five teachers interviewed were tenured, and more than half were on contractual 
agreements.12 

Conflicts arise with contractual and substitute contracts because MEHE neither 
covers forced days off (that is, school days that MEHE cancels), provides social se-
curity benefits (including health care and pensions), nor secures timely payments. 
Under contractual and substitute contracts, teachers are normally paid every two 
months. Since 2019, however, teachers were paid every six or seven months, with 
substitute and second-shift teachers waiting up to eight months. In addition to 
working days lost during COVID-19 school closures, Lebanon’s economic collapse 
and hyperinflation devalued their salaries by 90 percent; consequently, a monthly 
salary equivalent to USD 1,000 per month suddenly was worth less than USD 100. 
Some teachers I interviewed in 2021 reported having to borrow money for month-
ly expenses and repay lenders after getting paid six or seven months later.13 

A second trend is the open-ended declarations of strikes in which public 
school teachers announce they will not return to school until their demands are 
met. Teachers and principals in Iraqi Kurdistan have routinely closed schools “un-
til the government responds to our demands to pay our salaries.”14 In Morocco, 
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teachers’ open-ended closure of schools lasted the entire month of April in 2019.15 
In Lebanon, scholar and educator Lena Bahou witnessed teacher strikes that ran 
for two weeks in 2012 and almost a month in 2013.16 

During the compounded crises in Lebanon that started in 2019, public school 
teachers closed schools for six weeks starting in January 2021. Most recently, in 
2023, public school teachers in Lebanon also closed schools for nearly eight weeks 
from January 9 until March 5; MEHE reported that 44 of the 1,404 public schools 
were fully functioning by February. In the second-shift for Syrian refugee children, 
the teachers protested by neither facilitating online learning when schools closed 
the first week of March 2020 in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, nor return-
ing to school when they briefly reopened before the end of that academic year. Re-
search and humanitarian reports in Lebanon describe the long periods of school 
closures during the 2019–2020 and 2020–2021 scholastic years as “lost learning,” 
with more than 700,000 children excluded from any provision of education, and 
the remaining 1.3 million children having limited access to digital technology for 
distance education.17 These long-term closures have recently been compounded 
by the ongoing Israeli airstrikes on southern Lebanon in response to Hezbollah’s 
support of Hamas following the October 7, 2023, attacks. These strikes have either 
fully or partially closed seventy-two schools during the 2023–2024 academic year, 
affecting 20,000 children.18 As the start of the 2024–2025 school year is delayed 
until November 4, 2024, nearly half of public schools are used as shelters from 
Israeli airstrikes that have forced nearly 40 percent of students in Lebanon from 
their homes.19 School closures for security and safety remain indefinite as the air-
strikes continue to spread across Lebanon. 

A third trend is the resistance from governing agencies to reconcile teachers’ 
grievances and injustices of misgoverning remuneration. Government authori-
ties avoid negotiating teachers’ demands by either offering to pay them incentives 
to return to school, punishing teachers by reducing pay for the workdays missed, 
firing teachers, or responding to labor actions using violence. Such resistance 
and violence are indicative of authoritarian regimes, as in the case of Moroccan 
leaders’ choice to violently quell teacher-led protests during the 2010 Arab upris-
ings.20 During the month-long strike in 2019, Moroccan officials announced they 
would fire teachers on grounds of “leaving a job without notice” and directed se-
curity forces to use water cannons to disperse teachers’ demonstrations.21 Kurd-
ish authorities in Iraqi Kurdistan offered a monthly incentive of USD 115 to teach-
ers in rural areas and USD 76 to teachers in urban areas to return to school during 
their protests in 2017; however, the teachers responded by asserting they would 
maintain the strikes until salary payments were made.22 Similarly, in Lebanon, by 
the third week of school closures in January 2023, a MEHE official reported that 
teachers were offered a “productivity allowance” of USD 100 a month for Octo-
ber, November, and December, and then USD 90 a month starting in February, but 
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the teachers rejected the proposal. As protests stretched school closures into a sec-
ond month through February 2023, MEHE announced it developed a dashboard 
for public school administrators to systematically track which teachers come to 
school. Such a response from the ministry was more a demonstration of authority 
over teachers than a negotiation with them.  

The mismanagement of resource distribution, including timely salary pay-
ments, is a manifestation of failed governance that subsequently has a causal in-
fluence on discontinued provisions of education for children. Teacher-led school 
closures disrupt the availability of education and increase risk factors of dropping 
out, lost learning, and lower levels of employability. Further, authoritarian gov-
ernance can directly marginalize children when weeks of teachers’ protests that 
close schools are confronted with punishment. Any initiatives or even intentions 
to review and reform the public administration of teachers’ compensations are 
overlooked or, arguably, avoided in national education strategies.   

Initiatives for reform and recovery are typically triggered by periods of tran-
sition out of armed conflict or crises or through funding agreements with in-
ternational agencies, such as the Global Partnership for Education and Offi-

cial Development Assistance development grants. As a result, such donor or as-
sistance agencies become influential actors in at least some of the government 
institutional mechanisms that develop and monitor initiatives for equitable edu-
cation. But such development and monitoring of national education strategies in 
Lebanon undermined educational equity by ignoring challenges in governance, 
privileging measurable short-term reporting metrics over sustained narratives of 
systemic changes, and through the absence of critical and reflexive evaluations 
that could have iteratively informed change strategies. 

Since the end of the 1975–1990 civil war, the Lebanese MEHE has produced sev-
eral national education reform strategies. Quality Education for Growth was a na-
tional strategy for education reform that included a five-year (2010–2015) educa-
tion sector development plan (ESDP). The ESDP expanded the five key priorities 
outlined in an evidence-informed national education strategy (NES) produced 
by the Lebanese Association of Educational Studies in 2007 (and funded by the 
World Bank) into ten priority areas, as seen in Table 1.23 The ten priorities identi-
fied and addressed the aims of education in Lebanon for social reconstruction and 
equitable participation. Under the ESDP, priority area two focused on the preven-
tion of dropping out of school, possibly the greatest risk of social marginalization 
to highly vulnerable children in low- and middle-income families in Lebanon. 
Component four aimed to establish a teacher-salary scale and provide profes-
sional development and incentives. Priority area six included unlocking the stale-
mate of producing a revised history education curriculum that was last updated 
in 1970. The tenth component, on governance, aimed to improve the archiving 
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Table 1
Process of Specifying Priorities for the Lebanon Education Sector  
Development Plan (ESDP) 

National Education Strategy (2007) ESDP (2010–2015)

Education available on the basis of equal 
opportunity

• Early childhood education

• Improving retention and  
achievement

• Development of infrastructure

Quality education that contributes to 
building a knowledge society

• Professionalization of the teaching 
workforce

• Modernization of school  
management

• Achievement assessment and  
curriculum development

Education that contributes to social 
integration

• Citizenship education

Education that contributes to economic 
development

• Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) degree in  
education

• National qualification framework

Governance of education • Institutional development

Source: Lebanese Association for Educational Studies, National Education Strategy in Lebanon: 
 Vision Document (Lebanese Association for Educational Studies, 2007), https://search.shamaa 
.org/PDF/Reports/LEa14850NESLY2007.pdf; and Ministry of Education and Higher Education,  
Quality Education for Growth (Beirut: Ministry of Education and Higher Education, 2010), 
https://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ressources/lebanon_edsp_2010-2015.pdf.

of documents, establish a MEHE helpdesk, develop accountability and incentives 
measures for staff, provide training to all administrative personnel, and produce 
periodic reports on monitoring and evaluation. The ten priorities received grants 
from donor agencies, including UNICEF (USD 0.66 million per annum), UNDP 
(USD 2.4 million), UNESCO (USD 3 million), European Union (EUR 13.7 million), 
and the World Bank (USD 40 million).24 

https://search.shamaa.org/PDF/Reports/LEa14850NESLY2007.pdf
https://search.shamaa.org/PDF/Reports/LEa14850NESLY2007.pdf
https://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ressources/lebanon_esdp_2010-2015.pdf
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Hardly any information is publicly accessible (or maybe even in existence) 
about the processes and outcomes of implementing these ten priorities. Primary  
knowledge of the ESDP currently exists as anecdotal evidence from consultants 
and schoolteachers who participated in its implementation. Their testimonials de-
scribed the mismanagement and termination of activities for retention and drop-
out. Education practitioners within my network shared their experiences in the cit-
izenship education component. A veiled teacher was subjected to verbal abuse by a 
representative from the Center for Educational Research and Development (CERD) 
during a recruitment interview for the citizenship education curricular reform; 
she was excluded based on religious expression rather than qualification. Also, the 
teachers and experts who were recruited reported that they were assigned to merely 
reproduce information. They were neither engaged nor empowered to creatively in-
form the production of new curricular textbooks. The absence of public reports on 
the experiences and outcomes of carrying out the priorities’ activities undermines 
and prevents the progress of approaches and policies for inclusive, available, and ac-
cessible education. A well-documented and transparently monitored process is an 
essential component of good governance and accountability. It would also provide 
essential information to guide subsequent education reform plans. By 2014, how- 
ever, the five-year ESDP was overtaken by donor- and government-driven emergen-
cy responses to the complex politics of the war in Syria that erupted in 2011. 

The unprecedented and sudden influx of refugees from Syria into Lebanon 
quickly positioned Lebanon as having the highest number of refugees per capita in 
the world.25 As local and international nongovernmental organizations rushed to 
provide education and health services to the refugees, international donor agen-
cies worked closely with MEHE to produce an education strategy framework that 
would allow the Lebanese national education system to benefit from humanitari-
an funds for Syrian refugee children. As a result, MEHE and its international part-
ners published the education strategies Reaching All Children with Education (RACE I)  
for 2014–2016, followed by RACE II for 2017–2021.26 The education reform and de-
velopment initiatives in the RACE I and II strategies emphasized the need to en-
sure quality schooling for the most vulnerable Lebanese and Syrian children. The 
reform areas in the RACE strategies were presented under three pillars: access 
to education, quality of education, and capacity of the education system. While 
RACE is overseen by the Project Management Unit at MEHE, the implementation 
of its activities is primarily spearheaded by the Inter-Agency Coordination group, 
an education-sector coalition that comprises members from UNESCO, UNICEF, 
and other local and international organizations. 

At this nexus of aid and development, however, political drivers overshadowed 
efforts to implement inclusive and sustainable reform in pedagogy and gover-
nance. For instance, as the population of Syrian refugee children rapidly grew in 
Lebanon, education policies focused more on ensuring access to schools while al-
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most downgrading policy initiatives to reform curricula and the quality of learning 
and teaching.27 The mission of ensuring that Syrian refugee children have access 
to public education resulted in a second-shift school schedule that segregated ref-
ugee Syrian children in afternoon classes. Moreover, indicators of success in RACE 
II are mostly, if not entirely, based on quantitative values. Measuring “quality ed-
ucation” includes tracking the percentage of children enrolled and who pass their 
grade level as well as assessing the provisions for “learner-centered pedagogy” by 
monitoring the percentage of teachers attending MEHE training workshops. For 
the third pillar on governance, yes/no statement indicators were designed to “sig-
nal the strengthened system capacity” of MEHE and CERD through the production 
of periodic reviews and reports, including those of the RACE indicators.28 Such 
narrow indicators and nondescriptive measures distract policymakers and educa-
tion practitioners from generating discourse and innovative approaches for inclu-
sive participation, enhanced accountability, and empowering pedagogies. Further, 
these indicators facilitate quick reporting to the constituencies of donor govern-
ments’ political parties who endorsed the large sums of aid to ensure that refugees 
are contained in Syria’s neighboring countries.29 As the RACE II period ended in 
2021, the public has yet to access information that reports on the processes, out-
comes, and challenges of the RACE reform strategies. 

The rapid inventory of numbers of teachers and children was maintained as the 
primary approach to measure success indicators for the current education reform 
strategy, the Lebanon Five-Year General Education Plan (2021–2025).30 This educa-
tion reform strategy was produced as MEHE and the Government of Lebanon strug-
gled through COVID-19 school closures, a collapse of the local currency, an economic  
depression, and the Beirut port explosion on August 4, 2020. Although dated to in-
clude 2021, the strategy policy was released in December 2021. This five-year plan 
maintains the three pillars of the RACE strategies but with further developed pro-
gram areas informed by a strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats anal-
ysis. While some aims of the Five-Year General Education Plan target contractual 
teachers, its reform activities focus more on provisions of professional training than 
on addressing the long-standing issues related to the financial and contractual mod-
els at MEHE. As the MEHE education strategies continue to focus on the growing 
and unresolved marginalization of children who can neither access nor find quality 
education, the education system gradually deteriorates: the governance of teacher 
contracts remains unresolved, the national curriculum reform remains in-progress 
since 1997, and the years of lost learning are ignored.31

Institutional politics of the knowledge economy determine the knowledge 
production necessary for progress in the education sector, and the education-
al knowledge for learning and teaching in schools. In this third feature of ed-

ucation governance, examining the politics of the knowledge economy identifies 
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a) who makes decisions and how these decisions are made, b) who gets to par-
ticipate and how, and c) to what extent the needs of various actors and the wider 
community (demand) are aligned with what knowledge is available and how it is 
produced (supply). Under Fraser’s dimension of representation, degrees of exclu-
sive processes of participating in the knowledge economy threaten the social jus-
tice of equitable participation. The analyses below on knowledge production and 
pedagogical knowledge for equitable education are also contextualized within the 
compounded crises in Lebanon of COVID-19 and the arrival of refugees escaping 
the Syrian Civil War. 

In Lebanon, governing institutions’ responses demonstrated political dynam-
ics that threaten the resilience of the education sector. When schools first closed 
in March 2020 as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, a network of aid agen-
cies that had previously focused on efforts to support out-of-school Syrian refugee 
children–the Inter-Agency Coordination Lebanon–mobilized their resources to 
publish a learning readiness in April 2020. MEHE, however, took a different direc-
tion and much longer to respond. MEHE focused more on producing decrees to 
guide schools on managing attendance and registration than actively managing 
and overseeing distance learning. According to a study on the resilience of Leb-
anon’s education system when responding to compounded crises, its governing 
institutions demonstrated capacities that, to a concerning degree, contributed to 
weakening the resilience of its education system.32 

One and a half years after schools first closed, MEHE responded with a draft 
strategy on distance education and its five-year general education plan. Not only did 
MEHE seldomly refer to existing research to support the proposed reform program 
areas, but the strategies were developed by a small group of individuals and primar-
ily targeted donor agencies for funding support.33 Furthermore, with the support 
of teachers, CERD produced lessons on YouTube, which were inaccessible to most 
people who did not have stable access to electricity, internet, or digital hardware. 
MEHE also collaborated with agencies such as the Red Cross and UNICEF to prepare 
information videos and pamphlets on COVID-19 health and safety measures. Again, 
however, access to this information was limited to those with electricity, internet, 
digital hardware, and the knowledge that such information was available. As a result 
of the economic collapse, virtually all universities in Lebanon could no longer afford 
subscriptions to online databases, salary values in U.S. dollars, or conference travel, 
with exception to those with established endowments.34 

In nonformal and formal education, educational knowledge is designed, devel-
oped, and engaged within the national curriculum framework. The Lebanese na-
tional curriculum was last revised in 1997 as an outcome of the post–civil war reform 
initiatives. While this curriculum placed new emphasis on a dual Lebanese-Arab  
national identity for social cohesion, it was still designed for children to repro-
duce the information provided.35 The reform process excluded input from school-
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based stakeholders such as teachers, students, and principals.36 Since then, efforts 
to revise the knowledge fields in the national curriculum have largely focused on 
the reduction of curricular content.37 Moreover, curriculum reform initiatives tak-
ing place at CERD and MEHE after 2020 have relied on the participation of select-
ed individuals and reports produced by organizations. Indeed, a departure from 
2013, when policymakers at MEHE resisted qualitative findings of teachers’ and 
learners’ experiences and visions of a new citizenship education curriculum.38 

Pedagogical knowledge–the understandings and approaches of learning and 
teaching–in the Lebanese public education sector lies within the jurisdiction of 
MEHE, which provides coaching after classroom observations, and the training 
bureau at CERD. Teachers have described these provisions of continuous profes-
sional learning as spaces to listen to what MEHE and CERD envision as best prac-
tices, with no intention to draw on the teachers’ approaches, professional knowl-
edge, or reflections. Without opportunities for teachers to feed into discourses on 
innovative pedagogy, they are structurally positioned as passive recipients of di-
rectives that only prepare them to act as transmitters of knowledge that, drawing 
on Freire’s banking metaphor, deposit information into children as receptacles.39  

The interplay between governing institutions and school-based users of knowl-
edge demonstrates a “disequilibrium in the supply and demand of knowledge.”40 
This imbalance results from key actors at institutional levels working without the 
input of stakeholders, selecting what pedagogical and content knowledge is es-
sential (or what knowledge is in demand). The same actors then design and dis-
tribute the resources that determine children’s learning experiences (supply). At 
the same time, school-based practitioners and learners would have identified their 
actual needs (demands), which are not only different from but also sometimes 
in conflict with the knowledge economy curated by governing institutions. As a 
result, the supplies received from governing institutions create an incongruity  
when education practitioners draw on existing resources to ensure that vulnera-
ble children have available and accessible provisions of education.

Governance structures and mechanisms have direct and indirect effects on 
how children and teachers represent their experiences to improve class-
room pedagogies. Governing institutions also determine how school-

based practitioners receive and access resources not only for learning and teaching, 
but also for basic living needs vital to providing education services to children. Ini-
tiatives to reform governance have focused more on building capacities of human 
resources to carry out administrative and operational activities more efficiently, 
such as organizing archives of information, professional development, and creating 
policies that institutionalize planned initiatives. Rarely do such initiatives address 
governance processes that have struggled in response to crises that threaten educa-
tion equity, including fair distribution of resources and ensuring the availability of 
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education. Under weak governance, new crises not only amplify existing barriers 
to parity of participation and children’s rights to education, but also generate dif-
ferent forms of marginalization. Institutions managing education when driven by 
authoritarian political philosophy and exclusionary governance can shape policies 
and practices that undermine equity in education in LMIC affected by conflict.  

Innovative approaches to governance reform would require a conflict analysis 
that maps the relations and responses among governing actors, donor agencies, 
school-based practitioners, and learners. The analysis should consider changes 
or stagnation over time and responses to crises that threaten educational equi-
ties, such as school closures, structural exclusion of people with disabilities, poor 
emergency response plans, unsustainable financial models, policy stalemates 
between political actors and education practitioners, the unavailability of strat-
egy reports, and the exclusive participation of education strategy development. 
Transforming institutional governance also requires a shift in the power relations 
between the authorities and the public service providers from one that ensures 
workers follow all regulations to one that negotiates to secure fair distribution of 
resources to public workers and the availability of and access to quality education 
for children. 

Other pathways for reform and recovery exist but are also often ignored or, 
arguably, structurally marginalized. One option is built through the empower-
ment and innovations of school-based practitioners, such as teachers. Innovation 
is a critical variable not only for economic growth and participation but also when 
advancing the knowledge fields of pedagogy and disciplines. Despite the signifi-
cance of innovation, political actors in education governance within these contexts 
maintain their positional power as they discourage and prevent the empowerment 
of teachers as innovators and researchers. Nevertheless, niche networks of teach-
ers and researchers have transpired through inspiration, risk-taking, humility, and 
organized planning. Testimonials from Lebanon and other conflict-affected areas 
reveal previously neglected and marginalized pathways that nonetheless can still 
be influential through integrity and empowerment.

Changes to approaches to learning and teaching have largely been facilitated 
by teacher-driven organizations in civil society. The Lebanese Centre for Civic Ed-
ucation and the Lebanese Association for History (LAH) are two NGOs that have 
supported teachers in pioneering pedagogies that engage children in collabora-
tive, deliberative, and dialogic learning activities. The LAH, for example, has also 
invested in transforming the learning of history from the dominant practice of 
reciting text into a disciplinary approach that requires learners to critically exam-
ine multiple and even conflicting narratives to write conclusions about the past. 
However, the opportunity to empower teachers to develop pedagogical knowl-
edge is limited to unpublished program evaluation reports or the exceptionally 
low number of academic studies.
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School-level pathways allow practitioners to innovate and exercise agency to 
ensure equitable opportunities for their students to learn both during crises and 
more stable times.41 However, in conflict-affected LMIC, such pathways are typ-
ically perceived by governing institutions as commendable but still subject to 
compliance. Governance practices simultaneously disempower local actors while 
burdening them with increasing levels of bureaucratic and managerial responsi-
bilities. Sustainable transformations, therefore, require actors in governing in-
stitutions–donor agencies, ministries of education–to pioneer accountability 
measures and a democratized knowledge economy.
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Primary and secondary education is essential because it not only provides students 
with critical literacy and numeracy skills, but also, for many students, it begins their 
civic education. The goals of civic education vary by country, but a consistent goal is 
to provide students with the knowledge and skills necessary to be productive members 
of society. Globally, approximately thirty-six million children are living outside of 
their country of nationality. With the growing number of migrant children, states 
are facing two challenges to effective civic education. The first is access to schools, and 
the second is creating a civic education curriculum that effectively prepares all stu-
dents to participate in society in ways that align with democratic principles and goals. 
This essay focuses on unauthorized migrant children’s access to public schools and 
argues for civic education to incorporate the exploration of membership boundaries 
so that students, citizen and noncitizen alike, can study unauthorized migrants’ par-
ticipation in society within the context of membership status. This exploration offers 
students the opportunity to consider how to better align unauthorized migrants’ lived 
realities with their legal status–and to better realize democracy’s promise. 

Globally, thirty-six million children were living outside of their country of 
nationality in 2020.1 These children have a variety of immigration status-
es, which impact their access to primary and secondary education.2 Pri-

mary and secondary education is critical not only because it provides students 
with essential literacy and numeracy skills, but also because it serves as a key en-
vironment for civic education. The goals of civic education vary by society, but a 
consistent goal is to provide students with the knowledge and skills necessary to 
be productive members of society. With the growing number of migrant children, 
states are facing two challenges to effective civic education. The first is access to 
primary and secondary schools, and the second is creating a civic education cur-
riculum that effectively prepares all students to participate in society in ways that 
align with democratic principles and goals. This essay explores one of the most 
vulnerable populations among migrant children: unauthorized migrants.3 

To begin, I examine the legal aspects of unauthorized migrant children’s ac-
cess to public primary and secondary schools in Malaysia and the United States. 
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Both countries have similar challenges related to unauthorized migration yet have 
different approaches to public primary and secondary school access. I explore 
what might account for those differences. I also examine the goals of civic edu-
cation in Malaysia and the United States, as well as strategies for implementing 
those goals, and discuss the limitations of the current approaches for achieving 
them. I maintain that effective civic education needs to incorporate exploring the 
boundaries of membership. This entails providing students with the knowledge 
and skills needed to identify the existing boundaries of membership, determine 
how the current boundaries fit with the normative goals of society, and think cre-
atively about alternative membership regimes when a mismatch is identified.4

Within international law, free public education is considered a funda-
mental right. The Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Inter- 
national Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights require 

state parties to “make primary education compulsory and available free to all.”5 The 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights states that the pur-
pose of this right is to “enable all persons to participate effectively in a free society, 
promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations and all racial, 
ethnic or religious groups and further the activities of the United Nations for the 
maintenance of peace.”6 The Convention on the Rights of the Child identifies “the 
preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of under-
standing, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, eth-
nic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin,” along with “re-
spect for the natural environment” as goals for education.7 The United States signed 
this treaty in 1995 but has not ratified it. Malaysia ratified the treaty in 1995 with res-
ervations. In particular, Malaysia stated that the provision governing compulsory 
free education would only be applicable in Malaysia if it was “in conformity with 
the Constitution, national laws and national policies of the Government of Malay-
sia.”8 Malaysia has neither signed nor ratified the International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights, while the United States signed this agreement in 
1977 but has yet to ratify it.9 Therefore, the international right to a free public prima-
ry education for all is not recognized in Malaysia or in the United States.

Domestic law within the United States and Malaysia differentially recognizes 
noncitizens’ right to a free primary education. In the United States, the Supreme 
Court held that the Constitution does not include a fundamental right to educa-
tion.10 But it also held that unauthorized migrant children cannot be denied a free 
primary and secondary public school education.11 

In 1973, in San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez, concerned parents 
challenged the use of property taxes to fund public primary and secondary schools 
in Texas, arguing that it was a violation of the Equal Protection Clause of the Unit-
ed States Constitution. This provision of the Constitution states that no state shall 
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“deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”12 The 
Alamo Heights Independent School District received $26 per student in funding 
based on property tax revenue while the Englewood Independent School District 
received $333 per student based on property tax revenue.13 The Alamo Heights dis-
trict residents were predominantly Mexican American while the residents of the 
Englewood district were predominately “Anglo.”14 The Court concluded that ed-
ucation is not a fundamental right “in the sense that it is among the rights and lib-
erties protected by the Constitution.”15 

Despite finding that there is no constitutional right to education, just nine years 
later, in Plyler v. Doe, the Court held that when education is offered by the state, it 
must conform to the Equal Protection Clause of the United States Constitution. In 
1977, a school district in the state of Texas refused to enroll unauthorized migrant 
schoolchildren unless they paid a $1,000 tuition fee annually.16 The Texas Educa-
tion Code at the time “authorized local school districts to deny enrollment to chil-
dren not legally admitted to the United States or to charge such children tuition.”17 
The Texas school district’s policy was challenged as a violation of the Equal Pro-
tection Clause, and the Court agreed: “If the State is to deny a discrete group of 
innocent children the free public education that it offers to other children residing 
within its borders, that denial must be justified by a showing that it furthers some 
substantial state interest. No such showing was made here.”18 Therefore, school 
districts within the United States must provide free primary and secondary educa-
tion to students without regard to immigration or citizenship status. 

In Malaysia, access to publicly funded primary and secondary schools is de-
pendent on one’s ability to produce identity documents.19 The United Nations 
special rapporteur on the right to education, Vernor Muñoz Villalobos, noted that 
“one of the most serious education-related problems in Malaysia is the lack of 
access to education, at all levels, for children lacking Malaysian citizenship sta-
tus, including refugee children, asylum-seekers, children of migrant workers, and 
stateless children, possibly as well street children.”20 The common problem for 
these children is that they lack identity documentation. Many of these children do 
not have birth certificates because they are born in “remote areas of the country” 
and are at risk of “not being registered at birth.”21

In the 1990s, policy changes regarding school enrollment introduced “more 
stringent identity document requirements for school entry, making it difficult for 
undocumented and noncitizen children to enter public schools.”22 Prior to this 
time, school heads had a significant amount of discretion and could enroll stu-
dents on a case-by-case basis.23 Children need a birth certificate to attend school, 
but birth registration is a significant impediment for the children of low-wage mi-
grant workers because these migrant workers are legally prohibited from bringing 
their families with them to Malaysia or from forming new families in Malaysia.24 
Migrant workers in low-wage jobs who attempt to register the birth of their chil-
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dren in Malaysia risk deportation and other legal penalties. Therefore, a significant 
number of low-wage migrant workers do not register the births of their children, 
which precludes the children from accessing public education. Yet even if the chil-
dren have birth certificates, free access to government-supported primary and sec-
ondary schools was limited to citizens in 1995. Noncitizen children could attend but 
were required to pay an annual fee. In 2019, Malaysia adopted the Zero Reject Policy 
to enable children lacking identity documents to access public primary and second-
ary schools, yet only certain children were eligible. 25 The policy limited access to 
noncitizens adopted by Malaysian citizens, children born out of wedlock to a Ma-
laysian citizen father and non-Malaysian citizen mother, and noncitizen children 
whose parents are noncitizens lawfully admitted to Malaysia for specific purposes.26

In 2002, the Education Act 1996 (Act 550) was amended to make primary edu-
cation compulsory for all Malaysian citizens between the ages of six and twelve.27 
Malaysia does not grant citizenship based on the jus soli principle (that is, people 
are not automatically granted citizenship because they were born in Malaysia). 
Instead, citizenship is granted to individuals born within Malaysia who have a 
parent who is a citizen or permanent resident.28 Therefore, the majority of the 
unauthorized migrant children born in Malaysia do not have access to Malaysian 
citizenship, and thus are not included in the group of children for whom primary 
education is compulsory. 

Due to the legal barriers unauthorized migrant children face in attending pub-
lic primary and secondary school, they are “reliant on informal education from al-
ternative or community learning centres supported by civil society organisations, 
faith-based organisations, private donors, and local communities.”29 However, 
because of financial restraints that limit access to trained teachers, these learning 
centers are not an adequate substitute for public schools.30 For example, a 2023 
study of educational opportunities for unauthorized migrant children found that 
many learning centers are not state-endorsed because they are unable to satisfy 
the licensing requirements.31 This exposes the learning centers to the risk of in-
curring significant fines or being shut down by the Ministry of Education. The 
learning centers generally rely on volunteer teachers and teachers from the com-
munity because of funding limitations.32 The volunteer teachers “were unpaid, 
unable to commit to regular teaching schedules, nor trained in teaching a fixed 
syllabus.”33 Additionally, there was a high turnover of the teachers at the learning 
centers.34 Because of these constraints, I will focus on the public school system 
and offer one approach for conceptualizing unauthorized migrants as members 
that could facilitate their access to public schools.

In Malaysia and in the United States, status as a member or nonmember plays 
an important role in determining access to education.35 In both societies, un-
authorized migrants are generally viewed as nonmembers, yet the willingness 
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of the law to recognize their long-term presence within society varies. These dif-
ferential acknowledgments help to explain the dissimilar access that unautho-
rized migrant children have to schools in Malaysia and the United States.

Malaysia and the United States face an immigrant labor paradox. Both coun-
tries have relied on foreign labor for their own economic growth, yet foreign labor 
has been viewed as an economic, social, and political threat to mainstream society. 
In Malaysia, this reliance began during Britain’s colonial rule, when labor was im-
ported from China and India for the coffee, coconut, and rubber plantations, the 
tin mines, and the construction of railways, roads, and buildings.36 Foreign labor 
has continued to be an important source of labor and economic growth. The United 
States has similarly relied on foreign labor in different forms, from “enslaved peo-
ple of African descent doing agricultural, domestic, and skilled labor in the Amer-
ican South to Chinese laborers building the transcontinental railroad to Southern 
and Eastern European workers in factories across the country during the second In-
dustrial Revolution to Mexican laborers staffing the agricultural expansion in the 
American Southwest.”37 In both countries, one of the reasons that foreign labor has 
been and remains desirable is because of the ability of employers to maximize prof-
its by offering substandard wages and working conditions. 

The latest estimates show that there are 11 million unauthorized migrants in the 
United States and approximately 1.2 million to 3.5 million in Malaysia.38 In the Unit-
ed States, approximately one million unauthorized migrants are under the age of 
eighteen, and in Malaysia, approximately 472,000 children are noncitizens.39 Un-
authorized migrants are the subject of several threat narratives that justify position-
ing them as nonmembers. These threat narratives typically portray unauthorized 
migrants as: unfair labor competition because of their willingness to work for low-
er wages and in less desirable working conditions, individuals who take more from 
society (in the form of social services) than they contribute through taxes, trans-
mitters of contagious diseases, and perpetrators of violent crime and other social 
harms.40 

Public opinion is often shaped by these threat narratives, and the United States 
and Malaysia have responded with legal measures to minimize the size of the un-
authorized migrant population. Historically in the United States, this has led to 
laws that prohibited the entry of certain migrants, like Chinese laborers and un-
skilled contract laborers, or laws that created more stringent admissions require-
ments such as literacy tests.41 During the Trump presidency (2017 to 2021), re-
sponding to public concerns that are rooted in the threat narratives, the United 
States banned migration from specific countries, limited access to asylum, con-
ducted raids, and separated migrant parents and children in ways that prevented 
reunification.42 Malaysia has similarly passed laws to increase fines and punish-
ment for unauthorized migration, conducted massive raids, deported unautho-
rized migrants, and entered into bilateral agreements to restructure the labor re-
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cruitment process. For example, the Immigration Act was amended in 2002, and 
the Malaysian government deported almost four hundred thousand Indonesian 
workers.43 This was not the first time the government used forceable repatriation 
to respond to unauthorized migration, but “it was the largest single repatriation 
ever undertaken.”44

Both the United States and Malaysia have experienced significant inflection 
points in public concern about unauthorized migration. These inflection points 
have occurred in the midst of increased deportations, which signal an untenable 
number of unauthorized migrants. During one such pivotal moment in the Unit-
ed States, a period of increased deportations along the U.S. Southern border in 
the 1970s, the state of Texas attempted to limit unauthorized migrant children’s 
access to public primary and secondary schools. The action was challenged, and 
the United States Supreme Court concluded that unauthorized migrant children 
could not be denied a free primary and secondary education. Today, the United 
States is experiencing another significant inflection point, and the current Texas 
governor, Greg Abbott, has stated that he thinks Texas “will resurrect that case 
and challenge this issue again, because the expenses are extraordinary and the 
times are different.”45 Malaysia experienced a significant inflection point in the 
early 2000s, an increase in the number of deportations of unauthorized Indone-
sian workers, that led to the enactment of the 2002 Migration Act, which includes 
a zero-tolerance policy toward unauthorized migrants.46 This act provides that 
unauthorized migrants in Malaysia can be subject to up to five years of imprison-
ment, fines, or caning. Around the same time, the Education Act 1996 (Act 550) was 
amended to make primary education compulsory for children ages six to twelve, 
but only for the children of Malaysian citizens.47 Entities within the United States 
and Malaysia have responded to concerns about unauthorized migration by limit-
ing children’s access to school. Malaysia has been successful because of documen-
tation requirements for enrollment and a legal mandate for compulsory primary 
education that does not include noncitizen children. The United States prevented 
Texas from limiting unauthorized migrant children’s access to school. However, 
Governor Abbott’s willingness to test the Supreme Court’s decision and limit un-
authorized migrant children’s access to school presents an ongoing threat. 

The United States and Malaysia are both democracies with diverse racial, 
ethnic, and religious populations. While the United States is a represen-
tative democracy and Malaysia is a parliamentary democracy with a con-

stitutional monarchy, both countries contend with building a cohesive and uni-
fying national identity amid significant diversity. Both societies have historically 
defined national membership based on ethnocultural characteristics, including 
common racial, ethnic, or religious heritage and culture. Both societies are also 
formally striving to cement a national identity that is based on shared civic values 
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and beliefs.48 Civic education is one tool for socializing students around a specific 
national identity that entails values, norms, and practices. 

Civic education generally refers to educating students about the knowledge 
and skills needed for participation and engagement in a democratic society. This 
includes information about the people who make up society: who they are, what 
they do, why they do it, and how they do it. In a democratic society, participatory 
values, norms, and practices answer many of these questions. Yet local norms will 
also shape a society’s approach to national identity and what is deemed necessary 
for appropriate civic engagement. 

Education scholar James A. Banks defined four approaches to multicultural cur-
riculum reform, which seeks to prepare students to be responsible participants in 
a democratic society. The first approach is the contributions approach, which in-
corporates specific resources into a curriculum that celebrates the holidays, heroes, 
and significant events from different racial, ethnic, religious, gender identity, and 
other groups within the society. The second approach, the additive approach, in-
corporates cultural content, concepts, themes, and perspectives into the curriculum 
by and about people from diverse groups. For example, incorporating the Native 
American perspective about Columbus Day when it is studied in the United States. 
The transformation approach, the third approach, changes the structure of the cur-
riculum to encourage students to view concepts, issues, themes, and problems from 
multiple perspectives. For example, a unit on Thanksgiving in the United States 
would explore the events leading to the holiday from the perspective of the Pilgrims 
and Native Americans, and would include ideas of settler colonialism.49 Finally, the 
social action approach enables students to participate in projects and activities to 
“take personal, social, and civic actions related to the concepts, problems, and is-
sues they have studied.”50 This approach allows students “to know, to care, and to 
act.”51 The social action approach is the best approach for socializing students to 
become responsible participants within a democratic society; it is the best way for 
civic education to effectively achieve its goals. 

Democracy values liberty, justice, equality, and the fair treatment of all people, 
yet the realization of these values for all individuals within a society is often elu-
sive. If students are not given opportunities to explore the gaps between democra-
cy in theory and democracy in action, it will be challenging for them to be respon-
sible participants. Yet the social action approach to civic education is not univer-
sally appreciated. As James Baldwin explained in his 1963 essay A Talk to Teachers,

The purpose of education, finally, is to create in a person the ability to look at the world 
for himself, to make his own decisions, to say to himself this is black or this is white, 
to decide for himself whether there is a God in heaven or not. To ask questions of the 
universe, and then learn to live with those questions, is the way he achieves his own 
identity. But no society is really anxious to have that kind of person around. What so-
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cieties really, ideally, want is a citizenry which will simply obey the rules of society. If a 
society succeeds in this, that society is about to perish. The obligation of anyone who 
thinks of himself as responsible is to examine society, and try to change it and to fight 
it–at no matter what risk. This is the only hope society has. This is the only way soci-
eties change.52

The social action approach to civic education is an ongoing project in the United 
States and Malaysia. 

Civic education in the United States has significantly transformed since the 
1940s and 1950s. The country has striven for a cohesive and unifying national 
identity. This idea is often conveyed through the phrase e pluribus unum (out of 
many, one), which appears on the currency. Civic education has played a signifi-
cant role in operationalizing this goal. The earliest efforts, which dominated until 
the 1970s, used an assimilationist approach, trying to “ensure that one dominant 
mainstream culture was shared by all.”53 This approach views civic education as 
a tool for controlling ethnic, cultural, religious, or racial differences. People from 
minority groups were compelled to forsake their native cultures and languages 
to achieve complete assimilation. The objective was to foster a society compris-
ing uniform members, in which the presence of migrants and ethnic minorities 
would not substantially alter the existing cultural framework. During the 1970s, 
this method largely fell out of favor, primarily because of the ethnic revitalization 
movements that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s. These movements disputed the 
concept of a uniform national culture and the notion that it was essential for indi-
viduals to distance themselves from their ethnic, racial, or national backgrounds 
to foster deep national allegiances. To that end, multicultural civic education ac-
knowledged the detrimental effects of the assimilationist strategy and concen-
trated on assisting students from various groups to fully embrace their citizen-
ship without relinquishing significant elements of their ethnic culture. Through 
a transformative approach, multicultural civic education teaches students to be 
“social critics who can make thoughtful decisions and implement their decisions 
in effective personal, social, and civic actions.”54 The implementation of social ac-
tion and transformative approaches to civic education is a work in progress.

In the 1960s, when the United States was experiencing significant social chang-
es related to race and gender, Malaysia was experiencing similar significant social 
changes. Malaysia gained independence from Britain in 1957 and faced the task of 
creating national unity in a country that had been under colonial rule and oper-
ated with a policy to divide and rule. This policy separated the territory and oc-
cupations along ethnic lines. Workers were imported from China and India. Chi-
nese workers were concentrated in urban areas while Indian workers were con-
centrated on plantations, and the native Malay population resided primarily in 
rural areas. This geographic divide also mapped onto an economic divide. Indi-
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viduals of Chinese descent were viewed as “controlling the economy,” leaving 
Malays with fewer opportunities for economic advancement. The immigration of 
significant numbers of foreign workers during colonialization “transformed the 
country from a relatively homogeneous society to a plural society with different 
religions and languages.”55 Post-independence Malaysia has utilized several dif-
ferent approaches to forge a national identity that respects the diverse languag-
es and cultures of the country’s long-term residents. For example, the Malaysian 
Federal Constitution of 1957 grants citizenship to non-Malays, and states that it is 
the king’s responsibility to “safeguard the special position of the Malays and the 
legitimate interests of other communities.”56 

But on May 13, 1969, it was unmistakable that the goal of national unity had 
yet to be achieved. After the Alliance Party, the ruling coalition, narrowly won the 
general election three days earlier, racial tensions exploded. Opposition parties 
supported by non-Malay communities had significant electoral success and vio-
lence ensued. Hundreds of people died, and the violence made national unity an 
urgent priority.57 The government responded by introducing a declaration of na-
tional unity on Merdeka Day (Independence Day) in 1970. Rukunegara, the name 
of the declaration and policy, expresses a commitment to “the achievement of a 
united nation in which loyalty and dedication to the nation shall over-ride all oth-
er loyalties.”58 It further states the objective as “achieving a greater unity of all 
Malaysians, maintaining a democratic way of life, creating a just society where the 
nation’s wealth could be equally shared, ensuring a liberal approach to Malaysia’s 
rich and diverse cultural traditions, and building a progressive society.”59 Three 
major principles guide the operationalization of these goals: 1) “the National Cul-
ture must be based on the indigenous culture of the region,” 2) “the suitable ele-
ments from other cultures can be accepted as part of the National Culture,” and 
3) “Islam is an important component in the moulding of the National Culture.”60

National plans introduced in 1971 to address economic development and na-
tional unity have described education policy as a strategy “to encourage common 
values and loyalties among all communities and in all regions.”61 The current ap-
proach to civic education was instituted in 2019, and it incorporates civics educa-
tion in multiple subjects such as English, Malay, moral education, Islamic studies, 
and history. Civic education has been a tool for achieving national unity through 
a shared national identity. However, scholars have critiqued the national identi-
ty pursued as one that marginalizes the Chinese and Indian communities within 
Malaysia.62 

Political scientist Helen Ting has analyzed lower-secondary history textbooks 
in Malaysia and found that there has been a significant shift in the coverage of 
“historical themes related to major ethnic groups.”63 There has been a decrease 
in the coverage of ethnic Chinese and Indians in textbooks.64 She found that be-
tween 1989 and 2020, “the greatly reduced number of pages relating to the histor-
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ical role of non-Malays in successive editions during this period means that they 
are rendered almost invisible and assigned to the margins of these narratives.”65 

Malaysia’s prior approach to civic education, “Civics and Citizenship Edu-
cation,” was introduced in 2005 as separate courses for primary and secondary 
students. The objective of this curriculum was for students to “develop an under-
standing on the diversity between races, fostering patriotism and national inte-
gration among the children.”66 This was done through content that enabled stu-
dents to learn their respective ethnic history and culture and that of the other ma-
jor groups in the country. Education scholar Sing Yee Tan’s examination of the 
textbooks used for the civic education curriculum has described them as “cele-
brat[ing] differences in a pluralistic society,” concluding that “students are en-
couraged to operate successfully in their racial culture and embrace the national 
identity. . . . The focus of the curriculum is to make students proud of their racial 
heritage and cultural differences.”67 Tan critiques this approach to civic education 
because students are not provided the opportunity to examine power and social 
structure, or gain other knowledge and skills necessary for participating in a plu-
ral society. Tan also explains that “students will only recognize the cultural orna-
ments and festivals of the other races,” and not gain a deep enough understand-
ing of various groups to understand concepts, issues, themes, and problems from 
their perspectives.68

The United States and Malaysia have used civic education as a tool for national 
identity socialization. While both societies are multiracial, multiethnic, and multi- 
religious, the states have taken different approaches to acknowledging that diver-
sity within civic education. Malaysia has focused on developing a cohesive nation-
al identity that increasingly prioritizes Malay cultural aspects in certain subjects, 
and the United States has emphasized civic engagement within democracy. Nei-
ther society has widely adopted a social action approach to civic education, which 
is a missed opportunity. 

Civic education plays an important role in socializing children to acquire 
the values, norms, and practices essential for participation in society. Chil-
dren without lawful immigration status do not have access to the civic ed-

ucation offered in public schools in Malaysia, but they do in the United States. 
The differential approaches to school access reflect different conceptions of un-
authorized migrants’ membership within society. In Malaysia, these children 
are viewed as nonmembers, and consequently are often legally invisible. In the 
United States, these children experience partial membership. Their long-term  
residence in the United States and their lack of culpability in arriving or remaining 
there without authorization are often pointed to as reasons why they should not 
be treated as total nonmembers. These reasons supported the Supreme Court’s 
decision in Plyler. Yet a federal court judge recently used the term “illegal alien” to 
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refer to young people in the United States without lawful immigration status and 
included a lengthy footnote defending his use of the term. The judge explained 
that alien is a term of art to refer to immigrants and that the young people at issue 
were not in lawful immigration status. He concluded that “illegal alien is not an op-
probrious epithet: it describes one who is present in a country in violation of the 
immigration laws (hence ‘illegal’).”69 Yet he failed to acknowledge that the term 
conveys the idea that certain noncitizens (people) are illegal, and people cannot 
be illegal. Actions can be illegal, but people cannot. His doubling down on calling 
people illegal dehumanizes the people he is describing and reinforces their status 
as nonmembers. 

When children without lawful immigration status are denied access to civic 
education in free public primary and secondary schools, they miss out on impor- 
tant socialization opportunities. Even if civic education is not consistently taught 
from a social action approach, it provides important knowledge about the values, 
skills, and practices deemed valuable within society. Lack of access to civic educa-
tion may cause children to incompletely internalize the values, norms, and prac-
tices necessary for civic engagement. This may not be problematic if the children 
deemed nonmembers are transient or remain in the society for short periods of 
time. Yet, in the United States and Malaysia, individuals deemed nonmembers 
based on their immigration status are often long-term residents. 

In the United States, the unauthorized migrant population is estimated at 
eleven million individuals.70 Sixty-two percent of this population have lived in 
the United States for at least ten years.71 Twenty-one percent have lived in the 
United States for at least twenty years.72 In Malaysia, it is estimated that there are 
somewhere between 1.2 million and 3.5 million unauthorized migrants.73 As in 
the United States, a significant portion of the unauthorized migrants in Malaysia 
are unauthorized due to overstaying a visitor visa. Many of these individuals are 
also long-term residents. A report from the International Labour Organization 
explains that “more than 70 percent of the undocumented workers are from In-
donesia” and approximately “half of the Indonesians who entered Sabah [a state 
within Malaysia] under a tourist visa between 1996 and February 2003 failed to 
return home upon the expiry of their visa.”74 In both the United States and Ma-
laysia, unauthorized migrants are long-term residents who develop significant fa-
milial, community, and economic ties to their country of residence. Children in 
this category will generally spend the remainder of their lives in their country of 
residence. Denying unauthorized migrant children access to public education de-
nies them an important source of civic education. When this happens, the state 
risks having a significant portion of the population lacking the values, norms, and 
practices required for responsible participation in a democratic society. The U.S. 
Supreme Court expressed this concern in Plyler, stating, “education has a funda-
mental role in maintaining the fabric of our society. We cannot ignore the signifi-
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cant social costs borne by our Nation when select groups are denied the means to 
absorb the values and skills upon which our social order rests.”75 This perspective 
was influential in the Court holding that denying unauthorized children free ac-
cess to primary and secondary public schools violated the Equal Protection Clause 
of the United States Constitution. 

Countries confronting the immigrant labor paradox often respond by con-
structing or reinforcing unauthorized migrant workers’ status as nonmembers 
without significantly limiting employers’ access to low-wage foreign workers. 
This approach is unjust and untenable. Denying long-term residents access to ba-
sic resources while depending upon their labor for economic prosperity under-
mines two fundamental democratic principles: equality and the fair treatment of 
all people. Shifting this approach to unauthorized migrants requires recognizing 
these individuals as members based on the jus nexi principle, which defines mem-
bership based on an individual’s connections to society. 76 The focus is on pres-
ence within a community and the personal relationships and participation that 
link a person to the wider society. The jus nexi principle provides a framework for 
recognizing unauthorized migrants as members of the communities in which 
they reside, and allows society to formally recognize the social fact of member-
ship that so many unauthorized migrants experience. For example, Uriel is one 
of “21 immigrant youth . . . [who held] sit-ins in congressional offices on Capitol 
Hill” in 2010 to support the Dream Act.77 He lacks lawful immigration status in 
the United States, yet identifies as an American. His American identity is based on 
his education and socialization in the United States. Access to primary and sec-
ondary schools fostered an identity as an American rooted in a commitment to 
democratic values. Uriel explained that “when we fail to speak up, when we fail to 
criticize, when we fail to stand up for our ideals, and when we fail to improve the 
lives of those around us; it is a far greater blow to the freedom, the decency, and to 
the justice which truly represents this nation we call home.”78 Uriel’s statement 
is the desired outcome of the social action approach to civic education. Unautho-
rized migrant children’s access to this education is necessary to realize the prom-
ise of democracy.

Civic education can address this challenge by allowing students to explore the 
boundaries of membership. Rather than simply presenting the requirements for 
citizenship, students should be provided with opportunities to “examine who is 
a citizen, who has access to citizenship, and whether those decisions accurately 
or fairly reflect the values and norms governing a democratic society.”79 Through 
such explorations, different approaches to membership can be explored, like the 
jus nexi principle. These types of discussions and activities are valuable (even if 
only citizens and lawfully present noncitizens are in the classroom) because they 
lay the foundation for citizens to reexamine who are members of the society and 
what rights, responsibilities, and benefits should extend to members and non-
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members. This approach to civic education also allows citizens to reconsider the 
rights, responsibilities, and benefits of current citizens and whether they “fairly 
reflect the values and norms governing a democratic society.”80

There are two critical components for civic education for noncitizens. The first 
is access to public schools, where students are exposed to civic education curricu-
la. The second is the content of civic education curricula. To best prepare students 
for participation within a democratic society, students must have the opportuni-
ty to experience transformation and social action approaches to civic education. 
Both the United States and Malaysia continue to struggle with enacting an inclu-
sive approach to membership. Long-term residents are framed as nonmembers 
based on their unauthorized immigration status. Legal rights, access to resources, 
and opportunities to participate in society are all shaped by immigration status. 
Instituting transformation and social action approaches to civic education would 
allow students to explore how member/nonmember boundaries are drawn, why 
they are drawn, and how they are justified. To solidify broader conceptions of 
membership within a society that actualizes the democratic principles of liber-
ty, justice, equality, and the fair treatment of all people, students need access to  
transformation- and social action-oriented civic education. This approach would 
support educators in having students explore issues related to who is in their class-
rooms and who is not, and would help them begin to uncover why and whether 
something should be done about it, and if so, what. It is these kinds of explora-
tions that best prepare students to participate in a democratic society in ways that 
enable that society to realize the promises of democracy more fully. 
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