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Learning and collaborative learning happens beyond the university, planned study 

courses and teacher-led sessions. This journal demonstrates the high motivation, interest 

in knowledge use in education and critical reflection skills of our Education and 

Globalisation degree programme students. Students decided on what they wanted to 

reflect on and came up with the theme ‘Privilege in the educational context’. The authors 

of this thematic issue are students who study in the context of Finnish higher education 

which is characterised as being egalitarian in international comparative research of 

education systems. Education is a universally agreed fundamental human right and 

education contributes to well-being, yet inequalities are still evident. The authors’ choice 

of ‘privilege’ suggests that we need to critically look at our positions as (future) educators 

in diverse learning contexts, work and in the wider world; and recognise our values, 

beliefs, identities and world views, and the lenses we use in our work that aims at creating 

spaces for meaningful learning, sustainable lifestyles and constructive dialogue. The 

journal articles offer some insights and thoughts of the ethical dilemmas in education 

which are core contents of the study programme.  

 

- Professor Elina Lehtomäki 
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Audrey Paradis 

 

The Education and Globalisation 

master’s programme at the University of 

Oulu (nicknamed EdGlo) is a special 

space in which to think and be. Reflecting 

upon my own EdGlo experience as a 

student and as a lecturer, reflecting 

together with past and current students, 

past and current faculty members, I 

found it easy to realise that by evolving as 

and with EdGlos, we are privileged.  

We are privileged in the colloquial sense 

of the word; we have the opportunity to 

do something special together. We can 

easily recognise that we are privileged in 

that sense. We come from different 

places and walks of lives, and we have the 

chance to come together and cogitate at 

length over issues pertaining to social 

justice and education. Yet, even if we 

compose great diversity in where we are 

from or where we land on the socio-

economic spectrum, even if we have 

different mother tongues, skin colours, 

cultures, religious affiliations, abilities, 

or gender identities, we are all privileged 

to different extents, also, in another 

sense of the word, a more substantial or 

political sense. We benefit from special 

unearned advantages over others, and 

that kind of privilege is considerably 

more difficult to recognise (Coston & 

Kimmel, 2012, Johnson, 2006). As this 

privilege sense is complex, we consider it 

necessary to indulge in this conversation 

and thus, we have the privilege to 

examine our own privilege.  

By evolving and spending much time 

thinking together, our awareness is 

consistently growing and shifting, yet 

often aligning in many ways, enclosing us 

in the so-called EdGlo bubble. Our 

invisible walls can at times give us the 

impression that since we think alike, 

those similarities are probably to be 

found also outside the bubble. Therefore, 

we must remain vigilant about echo 

chambers dangers and should welcome 

the frequent and important reminders of 

such pitfall. As such, in a recent class 

discussion involving students from 

inside and outside the bubble, one 

student witnessing the lengthy 

consideration of an ethical issue from 

different angles came to an outburst. 

That student said something 

paraphrased as follows: “we cannot just 

think about the same issues or things 

over and over, relentlessly, we also need 

to move on”. This comment served 

important reminders to us all. First, it is 

important to remember that the way we 

think is the product of the time spent 

together and that we should strive to 

strategically empathise (Zembylas, 

2012), strive to include more people in 

our conversations for everyone to gain 

more perspectives and avenues for 

critical thinking. Second, the instinct to 

https://www.oulu.fi/university/masters/education-and-globalisation
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get out of spaces of discomfort, or the 

tendency to rush away from difficult 

issues is natural but often at the centre of 

problems. It is important to realise that 

addressing injustice and oppression is 

painful, inconvenient, and time-

consuming. By ‘just moving on’ we are 

complicit in perpetuating parts of the 

history that led us there (Huegel, 2020). 

Disruption and change happen only if 

and when we make them, and the first 

step to change is awareness, preceded by 

conversation (Oluo, 2019). With this 

journal, we hope to burst the EdGlo 

bubble (at least a little) and spark larger 

conversations about the political sense of 

privilege, then perhaps raise awareness 

about one’s own privilege, then hopefully 

entice action in addressing privilege.  

Stemming from our class engagement, 

interesting ideas, questions and 

connections emerge in various forms: in 

discussions, workshops, presentations, 

essays etc. I have felt that it is a shame to 

encase all this meaningful work within 

our invisible walls and thought this 

journal would be an excellent 

opportunity to make insightful student 

work more public. While this journal idea 

originated in a specific course, we 

decided as a group that the construction 

of this particular journal would be a 

collective effort with the students, and 

that it would be targeted first to 

educators but also to anyone involved in 

education. In a will to contribute to 

alternative thoughts dissemination and 

to ease the engagement of young scholars 

in academic discussions and knowledge 

production, we wanted students to 

engage in scholarly supported papers, 

while speaking from their own 

experiences. We feel our collectively 

constructed knowledge and voice are 

important and valuable within academic 

and practical discussions. Finally, we 

decided together that the very first issue 

of our journal would pertain to Privilege 

in the educational context, and that all 

papers would relate to this thematic.  

This journal issue is organised under 

three themes: Privilege and work, 

Uneven starting points for students in 

class, and Systemic privilege. For each of 

the themes, students worked together on 

video introductions to bring about the 

relations among their papers, and with 

the theme. Because we thought that those 

videos could also be used as a timestamp 

of the pandemic present, those are 

recorded in the Zoom environment 

rendered so familiar to all of us during 

the last 12 months. Each of the journal’s 

themes includes a number of papers 

written by the students, either in groups 

or individually. Moreover, students wore 

different hats aside from the author one; 

students were in turns journal editors, 

proofreaders, web designers, 

photographers, social media experts and 

more. Needless to say, students worked 

tenaciously on this project; launching a 

new journal and it's very first issue is 

tedious work but an exciting endeavour. 

On a final note and as a group, we want 

to outline that we do not mean with our 

texts to tell ‘what is right or wrong’, 

rather, to give an opportunity to gain 

awareness in a space that is meant to be 

non-shaming and constructive. We want 

to open up the discussions we have in 

class and hope to (re)open conversations 

that might have been deemed concluded, 

akin to post-feminists arguing that 

gender equality has been achieved and 

https://www.oulu.fi/university/masters/education-and-globalisation
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we can therefore move on (Mirza & 

Meetoo, 2018). Privilege is certainly 

something that concerns all of us, now, 

and we hope to convey that reflecting on 

our own privilege does not have to be 

negative or shameful. It can be a 

peacebuilding tool to help us all in 

locating and better understanding 

ourselves and others. 
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Examining Privilege in  

The Context of Job Opportunities 

Kira Otremba 

 

What comes to our mind when we hear 

“privilege”? Wealth? Gender? 

Socioeconomic status? Whiteness? 

Access to health care? Social welfare? 

Privilege is often used to describe an 

unequal situation with a person being in 

a better position than others, usually not 

actively creating this. Privilege is mostly 

attributed with a negative connotation. 

Being born into a wealthy family, having 

access to high-quality education and 

good job opportunities in a future career 

are mutually regarded as privileges. 

Being labelled as privileged often evokes 

justification and rejection due to an 

unbalanced setting and the privileged 

person seen as the delinquent.  

While privilege has a negative 

connotation, other perspectives such as 

life circumstances must be carefully 

examined. Circumstances in life can 

make one privileged. It is important to 

recognise that privilege is a part of the 

reality that helps some while impeding 

others (Vaughan, 2019). Besides an 

advantage, privilege can also be the 

access to enjoy a right or by being a 

member of a group or identity. “Privilege 

exists when one group has something of 

value that is denied to others simply 

because of group membership and not 

based on what a person or group has 

done or failed to do” (Vaughan, 2019, 1). 

Privilege includes unearned advantages 

that are highly valued but are confined to 

certain groups. These benefits are on a 

personal, cultural, or institutional level 

received by identifying as a member of a 

specific group or being born into it.  

In light of the above, can we then 

consider the country of our origin or the 

country we live in as a privilege? Where 

do we draw the line between a 

community, a group, or a nation 

according to the definitions above? For 

example, is it a privilege growing up and 

living in Germany compared to Spain? 

Writing this article confronted me with 

my perspective on privilege deeply. From 

my job experience of coordinating 

European projects in the field of early 

childhood services in Munich, and 

examining the topic of access to the job 

market in the field of educators and 

teachers, challenged my understanding 

of privilege.  

There is a high demand for educators or 

teachers. Working with young children 

requires good social skills, great 

engagement, and a lot of responsibility. 

According to Cavazos (2017), the desire 

of becoming an educator or teacher often 

lays back in young years; “the childcare 

teachers described their inspiration for 

teaching as something they always 

wanted to do” (95). For example, love for 

children, feelings of being needed and 

doing something meaningful are 

https://www.oulu.fi/university/masters/education-and-globalisation
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motivations in choosing to work with 

children. Knauf (2009) mentioned four 

main motives for this career choice, such 

as relationship (joy of working with 

children), working conditions and 

perspectives, support for minorities/ 

disadvantaged, and self-exploration. The 

positiveness and motivation of 

professionals in this field are impressive. 

Nevertheless, the job opportunities differ 

significantly according to the country one 

lives in.  

For example, in Germany, access to 

employment in the field of education is 

enormous. There is an immense need of 

qualified educators and teachers. The 

early childhood sector has grown as the 

demand for families became higher. The 

state is investing a lot of money to 

provide high-quality education for the 

majority of children. There are several 

job offers to find work. However, another 

European country, Spain, has a quite 

different situation. The unemployment 

rate for educators and teachers in Spain 

is rather high (EU Commission, 2020). 

Network partners from Barcelona that I 

worked with, emphasised that there are 

long waiting lists for vacant positions in 

the public sector as well as for the tests to 

enter the application process. They also 

mentioned, in the private sector the 

income for professionals is low and the 

working conditions are bad. According to 

their reports, Spain does not invest in 

early childhood education to that extent 

as in Germany, thus the staff-to-child 

ratio is low, and requirements for 

teachers including responsibility and 

workload are high. 

Given the above, a Spanish teacher might 

see a German teacher as privileged. Both 

having studied hard and being extremely 

motivated to perform in their job, but 

due to their country of origin, Spanish 

teachers are in an unequal position 

regarding access to the job market. 

Examining the definition of privilege, the 

unearned advantage relates to belonging 

to a certain group of people. From my 

perspective, it is very complex to 

compare a citizenship, a place of 

residence, and a geographic location with 

being a member of a certain group of 

people, and comparisons on those bases 

should be done delicately. In the example 

at hand, while the benefit of having 

access to the job market is not exclusive 

to the group of people from Germany, the 

privilege of not having to migrate in 

order to find work as an educator is 

indeed exclusive to the German people of 

this example.  

While the European Union with the 27-

member states enables every citizen to 

live, work and travel within the continent 

freely and unlimitedly, policies on papers 

are not necessarily easily lived in 

practice. In the EU, every person must be 

treated in the same way in any country as 

in their own country for employment, 

social security, and tax purposes. It is 

then possible for Spanish educators and 

teachers to take the opportunity and 

work in another European country. 

While this opportunity is clearly an 

advantage compared to other people of 

the world who do not have it, and 

pertains to the privilege of being an EU 

citizen, having to move to another 

country to find work is definitely a 

challenge that other EU citizens do not 

have to suffer. The crucial decision to 

leave your home country and family, 

learn a new language and integrate in a 

different culture and society is arduous, 

https://www.oulu.fi/university/masters/education-and-globalisation
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even for EU citizens. Nevertheless, a 

large number of educators make the 

difficult decision to migrate to a different 

EU country, for example from Spain to 

Germany, due to their wish of working as 

an educator. 

European citizens share the advantage of 

being allowed to migrate for work, 

studies, or other personal interests, and 

this is a privilege. The community of 

Europeans earning benefits in 

comparison to non-European citizens 

clearly relates to access to jobs and status 

of residence. An educator or teacher from 

outside the European Union with no job 

perspective in their country would face 

barriers seeking a job in Europe. There 

are strict restrictions for applying for a 

residence permit and work permit, and 

these make it rather difficult for non-

European citizens to get a job in the field 

of education. Where it becomes 

particularly clear is within the big move 

of refugees towards Europe. “In 2015, 

more than 1.25 million refugees arrived 

at the borders of the European Union, 

many of which being in need of 

international protection from war, 

violence, and persecution in their home 

countries” (Greussing and 

Boomgaarden, 2017, 1749). Several 

among them are well educated and highly 

qualified people. They are professionals, 

wishing to settle in a new country and 

having the perspective of finding work 

that matches their level of qualification. 

Evidently, the process for asylum seekers 

to get recognised and fulfil the 

requirements of working in daycare 

centres or schools is enormously long 

and straining. Being a European citizen is 

a privilege in comparison to a non-

European citizen when it comes to job 

opportunities within the European 

Union. The benefit the group of 

European educators and teachers have, 

compared to the group of non-

Europeans, is clearly related to being 

members of the EU.  

The question asked in the beginning: can 

we consider the country of our origin, the 

country we live in as a privilege? 

Concluding, privilege cannot be 

exclusively related to where you grow up 

and live in general, but it rather needs to 

be examined in connection to the benefit 

or advantage earned for the members of 

the group. The example of a German 

teacher in comparison to a Spanish or 

non-EU teacher illustrated that what can 

seem to be a privilege to some can be 

considered a great challenge for others. 

Since privilege can be characterised 

when there is a value that is denied to a 

certain group of people, perceptions of 

privilege are in the eyes of the value 

beholders. This became obvious 

exploring access to job opportunities 

among EU-citizens and non-EU-citizens. 

Talks of privilege are often taken as black 

and white matters, when in fact, they 

should always be carefully investigated, 

having different perspectives in mind. 
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Freedom of Choice of Work 

Sandra Osei-Boateng 

 

No human being is an oasis. We all need 

someone to communicate, whether 

internally or externally, to provide the 

companionship we all need to ensure our 

continued existence (Connell 1940, 

p.186). As we grow up, society influences 

us in diverse ways. From childhood, as 

we grow up, go to school, interact with 

our friends, and family, and decide on 

what career paths to take, society shapes 

how we view things.  

Though research into the influence of 

society in career choice may be little 

(Savickas, 2000; Brown et al, 2005), one 

thing that is obvious is that society has 

some influence on people’s choices of 

work, whether directly or indirectly. 

Society’s influence in this case is 

dependent on whether it teaches people 

individualism or collectivism.  

Hotstede(1986) describes individualism 

as pertaining to societies in which 

kinship bonds are almost non-existent 

and everyone simply provides care and 

support for him or herself and closest 

relations. Nevertheless, collectivism 

suggests that the existence of group or 

individuals’ solidarity in the society from 

the time they are brought forth through 

to adulthood.  

The type of society you grow up in 

influences your view towards work, how 

you do it, and what choices you will make 

when deciding your career path. 

“Collectivists are often socialized to enjoy 

doing their duty, even if that requires 

some sacrifices. Individualists do their 

duty only when their computations of the 

advantages and disadvantages suggest 

they would derive a clear benefit,” 

Triandis (1995).  

Before most Africans were acculturated 

by the West, they were mostly socialized 

towards collectivism. As time went on, 

and people got closer to other people 

from other places, and everyone started 

striving towards white-collar jobs and 

the things that the west offered, 

individualism started to take the lead in 

many lives. As a result of this, parents 

started socializing their children to work 

towards making sure that they got jobs 

that would benefit them, and get them 

positioned just well enough to take good 

care of their immediate families. In this 

regard, individuals who come from 

affluent backgrounds were often 

privileged to have relatives or parents 

connect them to 'dream' jobs and 

permanent work positions in society.  

Formal education also started this same 

trend, as Africans were being trained to 

be the clerks of the white man. The 

common trend was to make sure that the 

black man made just enough to take care 

of their immediate family, and not to 

spread across the community.  

Backing individualism and collectivism, 

are the environmental factors that 

influence the direction people will take 

https://www.oulu.fi/university/masters/education-and-globalisation
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after self-assessment. At times, young 

adults may not have the privilege of 

career choices and often give up on their 

dreams and aspirations when they 

become almost impossible to achieve. 

Out of desperation, some rely on family 

and friendship connections to secure a 

job that meets their financial demands. 

Individuals without this “whom you 

know” factor tend to have struggles with 

finding a solid footing in the job market.  

Whatever traits and attitudes that the 

society highlights and reinforces will go a 

long way to influence the way people will 

view themselves, and the paths that they 

will take. These traits will also determine 

whether the people in the community 

will choose career paths that have high 

risk factors, but high rewards, or will just 

choose safe paths, that will have rewards 

and will be ‘just enough’. 
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The basic step for equal 

opportunities in Schools:  

Better Infrastructure 

Ilianna Kriezi & Vanessa Phekani  

 

It is 5:30 am on a cold foggy morning; 

you wake up and have breakfast, get 

ready for school, get into your car and 

your mother drives you to school, which 

is a 10-minute drive away from your 

home. On your way to school, you notice 

crowds of other students wearing 

uniforms and no shoes, some your age, 

some younger walking in groups – 

without adult supervision. The school 

they are rushing to is a 30-minute walk 

from where they live. They get into 

classrooms that are overcrowded, to the 

point of sharing a desk or not having one 

at all. Waking up early in the morning, 

walking many kilometres to get to school, 

most likely on an empty stomach, to sit 

on a classroom floor for hours, this is the 

reality for many students in many 

countries today. However, there are the 

few fortunate who are able to attend 

private schools, and there it is seen that, 

even though access is limited to the few 

who are able to afford to pay school fees, 

the education quality is good and of a 

great standard. This scenario is an 

evident illustration of privilege. 

According to UNICEF (2020) “on any 

given school day, over 1 billion children 

around the world head to class, but yet 

there is a large number of untrained 

teachers, inadequate learning materials, 

makeshift classes, and poor sanitation 

facilities which all make it difficult for 

many children to learn”. Hunger, 

sickness, and exhaustion (after walking 

long distances to get to school) are some 

of the obstacles that pupils have to 

overcome on their journey to learning. 

When we are referring to privilege, we 

need to understand that the term itself 

has many dimensions. The one that we 

are going to talk about here, has to do 

with infrastructures. School 

infrastructures have to do with the 

physical teaching and learning 

environment. There are many 

fundamental provisions and some others 

that definitely enhance the development 

of the students. To be more specific, 

infrastructures include the provision of 

water, sanitation, suitable classrooms, 

and essential specialist rooms, such as 

libraries and laboratories (Marishane, 

2013). Some of these examples may 

sound expected, but there are regions in 

our world that even water is not 

guaranteed to be provided. That is why 

school infrastructures according to 

UNICEF (2002, 2005) too, are one of the 

most important dimensions that 

contribute to quality education. 
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In 2015, Hopkins and Woulfin argued 

that infrastructures are a suitable tool for 

school systems to build fundamental 

conditions for educational change. This 

change is possible when school systems 

use their infrastructures in order to reach 

equity. “Given the changing nature of 

our population both locally and 

globally, it behoves us to understand 

when and how—and across what 

boundaries—infrastructures that 

support educational equity emerge, and 

how we can build capacity to support its 

growth and change over the long term” 

(Hopkins &Woulfin, 2015, 376). To be 

more specific, matters of race, ethnicity, 

language, immigration, and 

socioeconomic status can be very 

divergent among students and that is 

something that curriculum designers 

need to factor in from the beginning 

(Hopkins &Woulfin, 2015).  

 Apart from the fundamental provisions 

that we have mentioned above, there are 

some more that need to be provided too, 

like textbooks, security, school 

stationery, playgrounds, laboratory 

equipment, and sports facilities. 

Students regardless of their 

socioeconomic background should have 

the opportunity of these infrastructures 

towards quality education. According to 

Marishane (2013), good school 

infrastructures enhance access to quality 

education, while poorly maintained 

infrastructures exclude learners. This 

means that many scholars are unable to 

receive adequate learning because of 

insufficient resources. According to 

UNICEF (2020) education, “an 

estimated 617 million children and 

adolescents around the world do not 

have the opportunity to reach minimum 

proficiency levels in reading and 

mathematics even though many of them 

are enrolled in schools”. Having good 

school infrastructure and access to 

different support systems plays a pivotal 

role in one’s overall academic 

performance. The mere access to a well-

furnished library, science, and computer 

laboratories means that a student can 

pursue subjects in that area – these are 

considered basics in any first-world 

academic institution (Murillo & Roman, 

2001). The former is unfortunately not 

the case in many developing nations – 

many schools cannot house a substantial 

library, what more a computer, or science 

laboratory. School achievement is very 

much connected, according to Murillo 

and Roman (2011), to libraries and 

computer rooms (we can only imagine 

now the repercussion of computer access 

during the Covid-19). When we are 

talking about students who do not have 

access to the adequate infrastructures 

that we have mentioned above, the 

amount of information that is possible to 

be received through textbooks and the 

internet could be vital to their academic 

performance (Murillo & Roman, 2011). 

Furthermore, “infrastructure can be a 

useful conceptual tool for examining 

cross-sector collaborations in education, 

as well as community-based education 

reform efforts” (Hopkins & Woulfin, 

2015, p. 376). When governments and 

schools work together, there is a lasting 

process that fosters development and 

growth. 

 The world and society at large expect all 

students to perform exceptionally in 

their subjects. This could happen more 

easily if the students attend schools that 

have good infrastructure and access to 
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other different support systems. A well-

equipped school, usually, has access to 

curricular and extracurricular activities; 

career guidance, parental and 

community support. The goal is that all 

students have the necessary resources 

and materials that “enrich, encourage, 

and improve the quality of their learning 

experience” (Murillo & Roman, 2011, 

46). To have good infrastructures would 

mean that it is possible to improve the 

quality of education through high-quality 

physical conditions and educational 

resources, leading to efficient teaching 

and learning processes (Murillo & 

Roman, 2011). 

 In contrast with the image that we built 

in the very beginning, now imagine 

students walking to school wearing 

uniforms and shoes, conversing with 

their peers, and adults walking them to 

school. The school they are walking 

towards is within their neighbourhood. 

As they approach the school gates, they 

are greeted by their teacher and they 

know that they will receive a hot meal 

later on. Some walk into their classroom 

and sit at their desk, some go to the 

library and computer labs whilst others 

walk into the science labs. Imagine the 

children that will come out of this 

educational facility, with much better 

chances at being well-rounded 

individuals and having a different 

outlook on life. The question of having 

good school infrastructure and access to 

support systems is not something that 

should be debated. A good education that 

offers basic amenities and updated 

curricula should not be a privilege only 

offered to some but not others. It is high 

time we prioritize education and make it 

fair and equitable to give each and every 

pupil a fighting chance to achieve their 

goals and aspirations. 
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Imbalances in the Classroom 

Mustapha Abdul-Aziz 

 

Imbalance in a classroom often results in 

an uneven playing field for students. This 

makes it harder for a section of the 

students, especially those in the lower 

end of the field, to succeed in their 

educational or even their life endeavours. 

Teachers, administrators, and education 

policymakers often struggle with this 

challenge. The agreed solution to this 

perplexing challenge is to level the 

playing field (Esping-Andersen, 2005) 

for the purpose of giving everybody an 

opportunity to succeed in their quest for 

an education. Some educationalists 

believe that providing students equal 

access to resources will help balance the 

playing field. They believe that students 

should be able to take advantage of the 

resources by just its mere availability. 

Bell (1976), for example, believes that 

merit and ability are what people need to 

succeed in a knowledge economy. 

Although this is true to some extent, is it 

enough to provide equal access and 

expect equal results from students? 

Perhaps equal access in a school where 

the students are presumably 

homogenous can and will yield the 

expected results. Studies have shown 

that the achievement gap between low-

income students and high-income 

students is, unfortunately, widening 

(Jacob & Ludwig 2008), even though 

efforts ranging from more funding, 

longer school days are adopted to 

improve the situation. For instance, if an 

administration decides to introduce a 

computer-aided program in a school 

where a substantive number of the 

students come from middle income or 

high-income families, a great majority of 

them will benefit from the resources 

equivalently. 

Few students will be left behind. On the 

other hand, if the same resource is given 

to a school that has students from diverse 

backgrounds, not everybody is going to 

benefit from it the same way. To students 

who are from middle-class families and 

have personal computers with internet in 

their homes, they are likely to gain from 

it.  I will go ahead and say that even if 

they gain from the resource, it might not 

have a significant change in their 

development. In this sense, it would 

seem like pouring a cup of water into the 

mighty ocean and expecting to see the 

ocean rise. Conversely, to the students 

who are from low-income families and 

hardly have electricity on, let alone a 

computer and internet, these resources 

might be as alien to them as giving a fish 

lessons on how to climb trees.  

As I stated earlier, countless measures 

are taken to ameliorate the situation, but 

they have not been able to successfully 

ease the process of educational 

breakthrough for low-income children. 

This, by all means, does not mean that 

the educational system is not fixable. It is 

when you adopt the best strategy. And 

one of the ways of making sure every 
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student utilizes the opportunity given to 

them is to distribute those resources 

equitably rather than equally. Professor 

Sean Reardon also thinks that school 

problems should not be seen as just 

school problems, rather there should be 

some sort of collaboration with the 

household (Reardon, 2013). 

What is equity then? According to the 

World Health Organization it “is the 

absence of avoidable or remediable 

differences among groups of people, 

whether those groups are defined 

socially, economically, demographically, 

or geographically” In other words, 

students should be able to benefit from 

resources regardless of the social, 

economic, or cultural circumstances. 

Treating students equitably is not an easy 

task. That is why most schools just resort 

to distributing resources equally, as it is 

easier to execute. Take a school that has 

a substantial number of refugee children. 

These students, by virtue of their status, 

find themselves in the lower-income 

bracket. As such their parents are not 

able to provide them with the extra 

support they might need. The task then 

falls upon the schools to provide the 

refugee children with some form of help 

for the purpose of easier integration. An 

average public school, to deal with this 

situation, would encourage the student to 

make use of the resources that are 

available in the school, or perhaps they 

would be taught using the same 

curriculum and even assessed and 

evaluated using the same criterion. This 

usually does not help the student. 

However, if the equity is chosen, students 

from the lower end of the field are 

understood to need more assistance than 

the other mates. This benefits everyone, 

especially struggling students.  

 To accomplish the feat of equity, the first 

point of inquiry is to understand the 

difference between equality and equity. 

From all that has been said about them, 

equality is lumping up all the student 

body into one and treating them as a unit, 

while equity focuses on the individual 

student and supplying them with 

resources tailored to their needs. The 

next action to take is to put measures in 

place to get to know your students 

individually. Getting to know students 

beyond the borders of the classroom will 

aid in the provision of resources and how 

they can be of specific advantage. 

Oftentimes a child’s mood in school is a 

result of the mood back home. When 

children come to school to meet an 

environment that will listen to them and 

help them through their domestic issues 

like feeding, health, or even socialization, 

their chances of flourishing in this 

environment is drastically increased.  
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The Heavy Knapsack of Vulnerable 

Children in Disadvantaged Contexts  

Giacomo Serra 

 

All children should be able to enter their 

classroom and focus on what they are 

going to see, hear and do, at least for the 

time they are in school. It should be a 

child’s basic right, but in fact, not all 

students have the chance to focus on 

their learning experience. Indeed, this is 

a privilege available for some children 

only, while in many disadvantaged 

contexts a child’s ability to concentrate, 

or simply enjoy being in class, may have 

been undermined even before they say 

“Good morning” to the teacher 

(Campbell & al., 2016; Skovdal, 2016; 

Skovdal & Evans, 2017).  

We will here consider the context of 

marginalised areas where various forms 

of physical and mental distress and 

hardships can be extremely severe, 

particularly for children who have to 

worry about duties and responsibilities 

within their household. We will then 

highlight the need for teachers to be 

aware of such circumstances, as the 

whole classroom experience may be 

altered and hindered by external factors 

that remain unknown to the teacher, with 

disheartening repercussions for the 

child.  

Our main references will be three rural, 

underserved areas located in eastern and 

southern Africa: Mpumalanga province 

in South Africa (Maila & Ross, 2018), 

Siaya County in Western Kenya (Skovdal 

& Evans, 2017), and an unspecified 

province in Zimbabwe (Campbell & al., 

2016). The physical and social 

environments of such remote areas, as 

described in the aforementioned studies, 

show similar characteristics. They lack 

adequate infrastructure and health 

services. People endure impoverished 

living conditions, precariousness, and 

anxiety due to insufficient income, which 

is often earned through farming or low-

wage casual work. Unemployment is 

high, training and job opportunities very 

limited. Moreover, these communities 

are disproportionately affected by 

malaria, HIV, or water-borne diseases. 

Many vulnerable children living there 

must face the deprivation and suffering 

caused by poverty, undernourishment, 

psychosocial distress, and either their 

own or their relatives’ temporary or 

chronic health issues (Campbell & al., 

2016; du Plessis & Mestry, 2019; Maila & 

Ross, 2018; Skovdal & Evans, 2017). As 

research urges us to address, similar 

hindering factors also occur in various 

resource-constrained regions around the 

globe (Maila & Ross, 2018), to which we 

may extend the concerns of this article.  

Let’s then put ourselves in a teacher’s 

shoes, get into the class, and look at our 

pupils’ faces. This might take a while, 

considering that in a primary school in 
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western Kenya, a teacher has an average 

of forty-nine faces to look at (Skovdal & 

Evans, 2017). Does each one of them look 

fine?   

Most of the children participating in the 

cited research studies (Campbell & al., 

2016; Maila & Ross, 2018; Skovdal & 

Evans, 2017) reported that they had too 

many duties at home, particularly 

children from lower-income households, 

and girls more than boys as they were 

usually given more caregiving 

responsibilities. Those pupils were often 

asked to provide care for younger siblings 

or sick or elderly relatives. Some of the 

persons they cared for had been victims 

of accidents at work, or living with 

chronic health conditions as HIV or 

AIDS, which need a daily and committed 

caregiver. They contributed to their 

family income through farming or other 

casual work. They also fetched water, 

cleaned, cooked, collected firewood, or 

did other chores.  

In fact, such pupils are student workers 

who may be forced to drop out 

temporarily, skip school or arrive late 

when they are overwhelmed by their 

duties. When the lesson starts, they may 

feel already tired, sleepy, distressed, and 

unable to concentrate, being too worried 

about the people they care for and their 

extra school tasks. Their families may be 

unable to meet the costs of education or 

provide them with resources and 

support. They are burdened by an 

invisible but sizable pressure and may 

lack the energy to apply themselves to the 

class.  

Significantly, “an invisible knapsack” of 

unearned assets and advantages has been 

the metaphor imagined by Peggy 

McIntosh (1989) to materialize white 

people’s privilege in social contexts. 

Being invisible, the knapsack of privilege 

is also “weightless”: their carriers may 

not even realise, or internalise, that they 

have been carrying one. However, they 

benefit from systemic facilitated access 

to a range of choices and opportunities. 

Can we imagine, in reverse, what kind of 

invisible knapsacks do children have to 

carry from home to school in 

disadvantaged contexts? Their knapsack 

is something weighty and mind-bending. 

They have to carry it every day, and while 

the teacher talks to them, they cannot 

just put the knapsack aside and forget 

about it. Can a teacher realise when their 

pupils’ behaviour is affected by hidden 

distress, which has perhaps nothing to do 

with their teaching time? For local 

teachers or intercultural teachers who 

work in marginalised areas, it is crucial to 

realise that their pupils are 

underprivileged in their chance to focus 

on their learning time. A teacher looks 

into the eyes of a young girl who would 

like to enjoy the class, she wants and tries 

to; but her mother is bedridden at home, 

she needs her for medicines and food, or 

her little siblings have nothing for dinner, 

and even if she finds some vegetables, 

what is she going to do the next day? 

Persistently, these thoughts take her 

mind out of the classroom, back home, to 

care for her parents or siblings or 

relatives, while her body is still at school 

(Skovdal, 2016). If teachers do not realise 

this, they easily risk misinterpreting 

children’s behaviour and think that some 

of them are unresponsive or lazy, while 

their lack of attention or apparent 

laziness are actually symptoms of much 

deeper distress (Skovdal & Evans, 2017).   
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This also implies that any teaching 

method or strategy is inevitably 

undermined, as pupils’ responsiveness, 

participation and commitment may not 

be primarily dependent on teachers’ 

creative ideas and lesson activities, but 

on destabilising factors coming from 

outside the classroom. Yet, teachers may 

have a key role for these vulnerable 

children. They can see their pupils 

coming to class with their heavy 

knapsack, inside which their worries and 

duties weigh like stones, and stretch out 

their hands to ease the pressure on their 

shoulders. When children perceive that 

their school and teachers care for them, 

and care about their learning, 

development, and well-being, they can 

feel their teacher's support and the bond 

of school connectedness. These are vital 

factors of resilience, which can help them 

cope with social-emotional distress, 

anxiety, and traumas (Penner & al., 

2018). By being that caring teacher, a 

teacher may embrace a more profound 

sense of both personal and professional 

commitment. In the Siaya County 

schools, Kenya, for instance, teachers 

were found to be aware of their pupils’ 

unmet needs and hardships, for which 

they not only cared about, but they were 

also willing to go beyond their ordinary 

duties. They felt the necessity to 

investigate the reasons for their pupils’ 

dropouts or difficulties in the classroom 

and take action to help them coming back 

to class or moderate their household 

problems. They also arranged afterschool 

clubs aiming to empower the skills of 

orphaned and vulnerable children. Some 

schools encouraged their pupils to talk 

with their counselling teachers about any 

problem, and pupils reported to have 

received social and emotional support 

from teachers who had shown them a 

great deal of empathy and compassion 

(Skovdal & Evans, 2017).  

As we have seen, socio-economic, health, 

and mental issues in disadvantaged 

contexts may affect underprivileged 

children, who cannot escape the burden 

of their psychological and emotional 

distress when they get into class and 

interact with their peers and teachers. 

The starting point of every single school 

day, as well as the path of their life’s 

journey throughout education, may be 

unevenly steep. Furthermore, having to 

carry a heavy load on their shoulders, 

children watch their steps amid everyday 

struggles, and may not be able to look at 

the horizon. They are stricken by the 

dimension of the present and their active 

role in contributing to social needs. 

Hence, it gets extremely hard for them to 

see themselves as learners in becoming 

and plan their future education (Skovdal 

& Evans, 2017).  

We know that education should 

constitute children’s pathway to escape 

poverty and gain everything they need to 

live healthy and fulfilling lives, as the 

United Nations’ (2020) Sustainable 

Development Goals 4 (Quality 

education) and 10 (Reduced inequalities) 

strongly advocate, but this cannot 

happen if children do not have the chance 

to embrace their learning experience. 

Only when they perceive themselves as 

active members of the school community 

(Penner & al., 2018), and their mental 

and physical energy can shine within the 

learning environment, they are given the 

real opportunity to walk along that 

pathway of hope. Looking at pupils’ 

faces, it is important to bear in mind that 
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multiple worries about the day before, 

the present day, or the next, might drag 

their thoughts away. This is particularly 

urgent in schools within marginalized 

areas, where systemic privation cause 

vulnerable pupils to see any chance of 

enjoying their learning time as an 

inaccessible privilege. Furthermore, 

while this article has focused on 

underprivileged contexts and vulnerable 

children, we actually believe this caring 

approach to be always vital, as in any 

contexts some pupils might be carrying 

the load of sorrows and worries that their 

teachers or educators are unaware of, but 

they can help to ease with their caring 

and supportive presence.  
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Access to Technology 

Majid Mulla 

 

An elite minority of the population has 

the privilege of access to digital tools and 

advanced technology in their socio-

cultural environments, giving them an 

unfair advantage. At the same time, a less 

privileged majority belongs to 

environments where digital technology is 

rare, socio-cultural backgrounds are 

under-resourced, and access is 

distributed unevenly. In the present 

world, attention has moved beyond the 

concern of basic access. The challenge we 

are facing is with what the youth needs to 

know about technology, and how the less 

privileged are deprived of this exposure 

and knowledge. When an individual has 

competence and understanding of how to 

use technology critically and effectively, 

s/he is considered to have “digital 

literacy” (Buckingham, 2010). However, 

many don’t even have access to or 

exposure to information or technology. 

Kajee & Balfour (Kajee & Balfour, 2011) 

highlight this disparity of access to 

technology in the context of privilege and 

marginalisation within South African 

educational institutions. They identify 

the teaching of this limited type of 

literacy as the culprit behind the 

disempowerment of individuals. 

Particularly because it facilitates 

privilege to a certain group of individuals 

who have exposure and access for 

learning the technical skills, all the while 

placing the ones without access in an 

unfavourable position. Simply due to the 

lack of opportunity in acquiring the 

dominating literacy. The underprivileged 

majority has consequently been excluded 

from society at large due to the lack of 

facilities that provide access to the 

dominant literacy, in this case, digital 

literacy. Hence, creating and expanding 

the digital divide and uneven access. 

Since literacy is a social practice, any 

demotivation, or hindrances in the 

instance of exposure and access to digital 

literacy can result in marginalisation. 

Eventually leading to isolation in society 

and perpetuating unequal opportunity. 

Gardiner (Gardiner, 2020) points out the 

apparent growth of global outreach by 

highlighting digital services and e-

commerce as the dominant factors in this 

period of production and refers to it as 

globalisation 4.0. in the sense that it is 

the fourth version or wave of 

globalisation. What needs to be 

understood is that our economy and its 

future depends on our digital capabilities 

and its strength. It becomes important to 

make links between the pieces of 

information from the past and the 

present and make predictions as to what 

the next wave of globalisation could be 

about/bring about as it springs off the 

board of technological advancements. 

The 21st-century era is often referred to 

as the era of technology due to numerous 

advancements and ever-growing 

dependency. In the present day, 

technology plays a very important role in 
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the growth of societies and individual 

development. Expanding reliance on 

technology is seen as a basis for the 

growth of an economy. As portrayed by 

R. Raja & P.C. Naga (Raja & 

Nagasubramani, 2018), it is widely 

believed that any economy that hasn’t 

developed in terms of technology will 

never be able to grow and reach its 

potential in today’s competitive global 

scenario. In their perspective, technology 

is what holds the key to making our work 

easier, efficient, and less time-

consuming. The point they made is 

convincing as the positive impact of 

technology has been felt in every industry 

and field out in the market. One of the 

concerning fields is Education. 

Participation in the digital age associates 

lifelong learning, affecting the use of 

technology in teaching & learning along 

with its access. It is evident as 

professional educators and educational 

theorists turn towards digital literacy 

practices when examining their 

contributions and influences respectively 

on learning. Kajee & Balfour, and 

Raffaghelli (Kajee & Balfour, 2011; 

Raffaghelli, 2019) have observed the 

indications in the emerging themes that 

both the educators and learners perceive 

to have symbolic value, and facilitate 

access to cultural capital. The symbolic 

value has been derived from the ability to 

perform tasks using digital tools and aids 

pertaining to the needs that extend 

beyond education and communication. 

In Bourdieu’s (Bourdieu, 1979) 

perspective, what carries significant 

weight is the symbolic value and power 

that attributes with the perception of 

having the privilege and accessibility that 

makes an individual ‘able’ to utilize the 

digital tools, devices, and the internet 

resources. For instance, timid learners in 

Kajee & Belfour’s (Kajee & Balfour, 2011) 

observations were found inactive at the 

digital tools as they were lacking 

confidence and knowledge of how to 

perform given tasks. Being classified as 

competent and ‘able’, grants an 

individual a particular advantage and 

status within the group, and the 

capability to perform on a task is 

apparently a symbolic gateway to 

contribution. Various literacies are 

associated with various domains of 

existence and literacy practices are 

modelled by social institutions and 

power relationships. Student 

participants in Kajee & Balfour’s research 

expressed feelings of obvious 

marginalisation from the discourse of 

digital literacy. The marginalisation that 

results is not because of a lack of 

intelligence or the question of cognitive 

ability, but simply due to the lack of 

access and privilege to develop skills. A 

lack of access and privilege to attain 

digital literacy at the same time, pace, 

and even starting point as of those in the 

advantaged elite minority.  

Many policymakers, corporate 

executives, administrations, and parents 

assume that wrapping schools in wires, 

purchasing hardware & software, and 

handing out devices to learners and 

educators will lead to abundant 

classroom use and enhance education. 

However, qualitative methodology 

including interviews with educators, 

learners, and administrations has shown 

this is not the case. Cuban, Kirkpatrick, & 

Peck (Cuban, Kirkpatrick, & Peck, 2001) 

conducted classroom observations, 

reviewed school documents, and 
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surveyed learners and educators in the 

two different high schools to confirm 

this. They concluded that access to 

technology rarely led to its widespread 

use among educational stakeholders. 

Most educators were occasional users or 

nonusers of technology, and when they 

used technology for classroom work, it 

only sustained rather than altered the 

educational practices and its existing 

patterns. Their research did not factor in 

the age group that the educators 

belonged to, and neither did it touch 

upon the vision of the local educational 

institutions. 

Technology is apparently the strongest 

factor shaping the educational landscape 

as Johnson et.al. (Johnson, Jacovina, 

Russell, & Soto, 2016) had predicted. The 

majority of the schools are in favour of 

technology in classrooms by facilitating 

portable and handheld devices and 

implementing programs for educational 

stakeholders designed to improve 

computer literacy. Although educators 

appreciated the benefits of technology, 

various factors made it challenging for 

new technology to be smoothly and 

effectively integrated. Despite the 

acquisition of technology, the adaptation 

of curricula, and technology integrated 

teaching techniques, educators continue 

to face various significant challenges. 

How is education integrated with 

technology comparable to education 

without technology? 

Perhaps a study similar to what Nicholas 

(Spaull, 2013) conducted can model 

learners’ performance separately for the 

privileged elite minority with access to 

technology on one hand, and the under-

resourced less privileged majority on the 

other. The differences in the factors 

influencing the performance of the 

learners are bound to be stark. What can 

be expected is certainly a bifurcated 

system where the process of acquiring 

literacy is fundamentally different for 

each of the sides. Policymakers and 

researchers would do well if they take 

note and pay attention to these unequal 

starting points and uneven privileges. 

They must put more effort in trying to 

comprehend the educational data, and 

reform policies to provide equal access & 

opportunities to the underprivileged 

majority. The disparity must be 

minimized, and marginalization 

eliminated. Everyone should have equal 

resources, access to infrastructure, and 

the right to acquire technical skills and 

digital literacy that can help them in 

finding their rightful place in society with 

equal power and opportunity. The 

current patterns of poverty and privilege 

can be significantly reduced by 

acknowledging, understanding, and 

fixing these uneven accesses to 

technology.  
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“The greatest enemy of 

knowledge is not ignorance; 

it is the illusion of 

knowledge.” 

― Daniel J. Boorstin 
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Reconsidering Privilege in Learning 

and Learning Processes Research: 

An EdGlo Perspective 

Leah Luedtke, Natsuha Kajita, Majid Mulla, & Sandra 

Osei-Boateng 

 

As first-year students in the Master’s 

programme of Education and 

Globalisation (EdGlo), one of our initial 

introductions to educational research 

came from the course “Orientation to 

Master’s Studies,” which outlined some 

of the significant research conducted 

within the University of Oulu. The intent 

was to familiarise new students with 

educational research groups and current 

research studies within the university. As 

EdGlo students, we then contemplate 

various perspectives of research in 

education, specifically with a mindset 

anchored in social justice. In this article, 

we focus our attention on the research 

group Learning and Learning Processes 

and consider three of their recent studies 

pertaining to technology in collaborative 

and self-regulated learning. These 

studies contribute to our understanding 

of pedagogical objectives relative to self-

regulation and motivation using 

technology as a medium or as a tool for 

data collection in collaborative learning 

environments. In so doing, educators 

within these three studies conducted 

plenary for learners to rate their 

motivational and emotional levels, in 

both middle school and university 

environments. The teaching methods 

recognised in these studies were learner-

centred; most of the learning was the 

learners’ own responsibility and 

educators acted as facilitators. This 

learner-centred approach allowed 

researchers to collect data by using 

technology in order to capture students’ 

self-regulation or collaborative learning 

processes. While these studies offer 

compelling and valuable insight into 

collaborative learning, we observed that 

these studies relied on a prerequisite of 

access to resources, making socio-

economic privilege inherent to the 

research design. Using this observation 

as an opening, we feel the need to 

acknowledge that other invisible 

components of privilege exist, and we 

would like to offer avenues of critical 

reflection when considering such 

promising educational innovations.  

In addition to socio-economic access as a 

prerequisite to collaborative learning, 

communication and social skills are also 

required. However, social skill level may 

be difficult to measure by using 

technology and quantitative data, which 

are commonly used in research. 

Negligence in considering the wide range 
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of learners’ communication skills, 

social/behavioural skills, and emotional 

intelligence could potentially create 

ethical dilemmas pertaining to students’ 

uneven starting points. For example, the 

subtle social cues required in verbal and 

non-verbal communication are valuable 

components in sharing meanings, 

perceptions, values and understanding. 

Communication may be further 

complicated based on an individual's 

cultural orientation. Thus, while 

diversity enriches students’ perceptions, 

it may also create certain challenges in 

collaborative learning. Similarly, 

disability diversity, such as learners with 

auditory processing disorders may have 

difficulty using alternative teaching 

methods and technology, as they may 

rely more heavily on other senses such as 

visual cues. Unaltered collaborative 

learning classrooms then run the risk to 

create imbalance and prejudice against 

certain learners, as not all can fully 

participate in these types of activities.  

In conclusion, it is necessary to 

contemplate an individual’s diverse 

background and circumstances in all 

educational endeavours.  By factoring in 

invisible and neglected inputs that are 

currently missing in new collaborative 

learning research, we could use 

technology to help us reach the full 

potential of collaborative learning. 

Moving forward and towards more 

equity, it is crucial for educators to be 

flexible with their teaching methods to 

accommodate diverse educational needs. 

Simultaneously, support systems to 

ensure an inclusive classroom 

environment must be analysed carefully. 

Finally, it may be beneficial to further 

investigate how social cues and 

psychological sensitivities affect 

learners. Collective effort amongst 

educational stakeholders can then foster 

support for all individual needs, 

especially learners’ well-being. Thus, it is 

essential to have an appreciation for and 

flexibility toward classroom diversity, to 

alter our standardised expectations and 

redefine better education for all. 
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“Privilege is not knowing that 

you're hurting others and not 

listening when they tell you.” 

― DaShanne Stokes 

https://youtu.be/u1UYvHTKa8M
https://www.oulu.fi/university/masters/education-and-globalisation
https://youtu.be/u1UYvHTKa8M
https://youtu.be/u1UYvHTKa8M
https://youtu.be/u1UYvHTKa8M
https://sites.google.com/view/edglo20-journal/themes/systemic-privilege?authuser=0
https://youtu.be/u1UYvHTKa8M
https://youtu.be/u1UYvHTKa8M


 36 

Social Class in the Online Classroom 
Salome Yoryoliami 

 

Social class has always been seen as a 

tool for stratifying people into different 

groups, in which one benefits more than 

the other in terms of access to healthcare, 

education, political participation, etc. 

This also translates to the educational 

world, where according to Diane Raey 

(2006) “we are still educating different 

social classes for different functions in 

society.” Through this, social mobility 

and meritocracy become harder-

achieving terms. This is also magnified in 

the times of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

where one’s social class plays a 

significant role in how ‘hard’ one will be 

affected by this pandemic. Where the 

privilege of the upper classes is shown 

during the struggles of adapting to the 

restrictions of lockdown. This paper will 

consider the often unearned privilege of 

social class, and its impacts on education, 

especially in Covid times.  

Social class refers to the stratification of 

social groups based on a similar position 

they hold in terms of the economic 

system of reproduction. Neo-Marxists 

literature would further regard social 

class in terms of its relation to profit and 

the means of production in which one 

differentiates between manual labour 

and non-manual. This of course 

reinforces the Marxist approach, 

established in the early 19th century, in 

which it mainly emphasizes on 

ownership of means of production as a 

pointer for a class-system. The Weberian 

approach, late 19th century, would 

regard social class in relation to one’s 

position in the market as well as their life 

chances, which can be explained as the 

attainment of education, wealth, and 

income.  

Neo-Weberians would add that one’s 

authority also signifies one’s social class. 

Weber and Marx both acknowledge that 

one’s social class is determined by their 

relationship to economic assets as well as 

the life chances that result from the 

exchange of relations in the labour 

market. However, Marx emphasizes the 

exploitation by the ruling class that is 

inherent to the structures that keep on 

reproducing subordination and 

dominance. Whereas Weber stresses the 

importance of status and prestige that 

define one’s social class, in other words, 

it is not your relation to the means of 

production but your situation in the 

market that also defines your class. 

According to Bourdieu, in the 20th 

century, social class is strongly 

determined by the reproduction of one’s 

familial privilege in which one can 

achieve further on better symbolic and 

cultural capital. He, in comparison to the 

others, also emphasizes the significance 

of cultural possessions which with 

economic possessions signify your social 

class. The significance of one’s family 

does not escape Bourdieu as he adds that 

your family background and their social 

class also influence your social class 
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greatly (Stubager, Tilley, Evans, Robison, 

& Harrits, 2018). 

Research by Diane Raey (2017), on 

working-class children’s experiences of 

education, indicates that it is the income 

and inclination of parents that have the 

greatest impact on the educational 

performance of a child today, rather than 

the potential and efforts of the child. This 

research shows that society has been 

more unfair, and there is a far larger 

divide between rich and poor than there 

was even 30 years before. As austerity is 

often the direction governments follow in 

which it continues to target the poor as 

the gap continues to widen (Ferguson, 

2017).  Arneses (2017) supports the 

argument that inequalities seem to be 

augmenting, especially in the context of 

Norway, where disparity seems to be 

rising, with studies finding that the major 

winners are high-achieving middle-class 

students, relative to lower-achieving 

working-class and underprivileged 

students with fewer cultural resources. In 

the dynamic interplay of economic and 

cultural configurations, social status is 

shown to work. Arneses’ research shows 

that in the organisation of schools and 

pupils, social status has become a major 

marker of who is considered the 'normal' 

member of the standard class, who must 

compromise, and who is moved to 

separate provision. When students come 

into contact with the classroom, the 

disproportionality of special ed and 

projects of unengaged working-class 

pupils, especially working-class boys 

(both ethnic Norwegians and minority 

groups), results in their stigmatization. 

The effect of this ranges in different 

aspects from their choices in a program 

to the treatment they receive from the 

teachers. Zarifa, Kim, Seward and 

Walters (2018) found that low-

socioeconomic status (SES) students 

have a higher chance of being affected by 

their social class in making direct and 

indirect decisions about their education. 

This also goes together if they receive any 

financial contribution from their 

families, which would result in having a 

higher chance to complete their degree at 

a faster pace. 

Covid-19 disproportionately affects those 

from a lower-class to the extent that it 

has been called a poor man’s disease 

according to Plumper and Neumayer 

(2020). This translates also to the 

classrooms where their social class is 

significant in their educational 

experience and further on augments the 

need for adequate cultural competencies 

for the teachers when dealing with these 

exceptional situations. Plumper and 

Neumayer (2020) stress the unequal 

impact of the pandemic in terms of 

mortality rates and infection rates. Not 

only are those with a lower 

socioeconomic status more likely to be 

infected, but they are also hit with a 

higher chance of unemployment. This in 

return also reflects in the educational 

sphere of life in those families, where the 

ones who are hit the most are more 

affected. Di Pietro, Biagi, Costa, 

Karpiński and Mazza (2020) emphasize 

the disproportionate inequities within 

the home of those who are less 

advantaged. Where the switch to an 

online-learning platform is more likely to 

affect the vulnerable in terms of access to 

digital resources, having a sufficient 

learning environment at home, parental 

support, being able to afford private 

online tutoring, and their pace of 
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adapting to this virtual learning 

environment. Whilst Reza (2020) also 

stresses the home environment of the 

pupil she also emphasizes the 

importance of the role of the teacher in 

these circumstances. She exemplifies this 

through the disparities of parental 

support at home in which children will 

further be more subjected to not having 

the same experiences as their peers from 

a different social class. This leads to a 

transition where there is more exposure 

to stressful home environments and less 

parental support. The need for cultural 

competence amongst educators is 

emphasized as parents from lower 

incomes are less likely to facilitate the 

same aid at home. This cultural 

competence is needed to have a better 

understanding of different home 

situations as well as a better transitional 

structure to distance learning platforms. 

The pandemic has only accelerated this 

movement further as socio-economic 

background can further encourage 

inequalities amongst pupils. The aspect 

for the needs of cultural competencies 

during these hard times is more than ever 

required as these circumstances 

influence home environments differently 

in their coping with the changes. 

The socio-economic position is still 

influential to what extent one 

experiences education and, in the case of 

the pandemic, to what extent one is able 

to adapt to the virtual learning platforms 

due to the pandemic. One’s position in 

society still influences one’s privilege in 

what way they will experience education 

and the abrupt transformation they have 

to go through.  
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Hidden Structures of Privilege in 

Racism and Ableism 

Leah Luedtke & Natsuha Kajita 

 

The social structures that sustain privilege reflect in school systems just as in society.  As 

educators, it is necessary to develop an awareness of privilege within ourselves, and 

within the institutions to which we belong. In order to dismantle privilege, the sources of 

power and oppression must be acknowledged and questioned. This article will relate how 

racism and ableism rely on social and group identity in order to absolve or justify power 

relations. Denying that belonging to a group, for example, based on race, disability, 

gender, or language can sustain privilege. This denial preserves privilege and replicates 

exclusion and inequality. Specifically, in this article we will discuss how the Discourse of 

Individualism can be used as a framework in understanding hidden privilege as it relates 

to race and disability.  

 

Fallacies of Individualism: 

Promoting Racism 

Racism is often understood as injustice 

and inequality that certain groups of 

people suffer because of “groundless 

misconceptions” based on physical 

attributes such as the colour of skin. 

Racism is often misconstrued as isolated 

acts of violence by vicious people. 

However, racism is grounded on the false 

concept of race which is not an accidental 

misconception, nor is it biological, but is 

instead socially and politically 

constructed (Kendi, 2017b). Racism is 

disguised as a biological division because 

it is more convenient for people to avoid 

confronting socio-political structures, 

thus camouflaging racist systems that 

privilege some (Kendi, 2017a). Racism is 

deliberately designed to leave people of 

colour out from opportunities by 

reserving benefits and comforts for 

“superior” people (Oluo, 2019). Given 

this, we can understand that racism is not 

just isolated acts of violence, but is 

structural, circulating and perpetuated 

within society to promote and maintain 

faulty ideology. Racism is replicated and 

reproduced to privilege the already 

privileged. Understanding racism as 

“individual acts of meanness” (McIntosh, 

2020, p.34) upholds this replicated 

structure. It is important to remember 

that racism is not about separate 

incidents, but also includes the 

continuous pain from the past and the 

repercussions for the future (Oluo, 

2019).  

The social construction and societal 

reproduction of racism can be 

understood through the “Discourse of 

Individualism” (DiAngelo, 2012, p.1). 

Individualism is a phenomenon 
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describing the misrepresentation of the 

self, as a separate and isolated entity 

from any group identity or other societal 

attachment. It crafts a narrative that 

humans are unique individuals and that 

“our group memberships, such as our 

race, class, or gender, are not important 

to our opportunities” (DiAngelo, 2012, 

p.5). This narrative creates an illusion 

that success or failure is resultative only 

of individual effort and merit, 

disregarding privilege and systematic 

advantages in society (DiAngelo, 2012). 

Thus, individualism ignores the 

privileges inherent in dominant group 

membership, explaining why individuals 

may not see themselves as participants or 

enablers of racist ideology.  

In view of the above, Individualism acts 

as one of the barriers that hinder people 

from recognising racism (DiAngelo, 

2010). However, race is one of the main 

indicators that determines life chances 

and success (DiAngelo, 2010; Oluo, 

2019). Individualism fails to 

acknowledge this reality; it functions to 

exempt oneself from the social structures 

that contribute to racism. On this 

account, Individualism maintains racial 

inequality and is closely connected to the 

arguments of All Lives Matter and I don’t 

see colour. While perhaps meaning well, 

using the moral position that all violence 

is wrong, these arguments naively miss 

the critical understandings of racial 

discourse. Colour-blindness alludes to an 

idea that race and skin colour have no 

impact on social structure, thus 

detracting from the urgency of social 

justice for black people within the Black 

Lives Matter movement. In light of this, 

the Discourse of Individualism provides 

clarity for why the All-Lives Matter 

argument (colour-blindness) is harmful. 

For example, Individualism may 

function out of colour-blindness in that it 

denies that group identity exists. Not 

acknowledging racial inequality results 

in a sentiment of absolved responsibility. 

While we strive for a society that does not 

limit access based on skin colour, 

individualist ideology does not accept 

one's own responsibility within racist 

structures (DiAngelo, 2010). It is 

important to be aware that one can take 

part in and perpetuate the racist system 

without being a racist (Oluo, 2019).  

In order to enact change, we must 

consider critically what protects and 

replicates racism. A starting point is 

becoming aware of our own privileges. 

Whether white people intend to be a part 

of the racist system or not, they still 

received benefits, therefore imparting 

them responsibility, intentionally or not, 

for the hardships and suffering of people 

of colour (Oluo, 2019). Instead of looking 

at racism from an outsider perspective, 

pretending that it is someone else’s 

problem, we must be aware of being part 

of the social structure in this world. 

Privileges based on race do exist and 

some take advantage of that structure. 

Accordingly, it is essential to constantly 

check one’s own position in this social 

structure and examine the privileges that 

one has. Ignoring one’s own privileges 

means continuing to participate in the 

injustice and hardships for other people 

(Oluo, 2019). Therefore, we need to ask 

ourselves: who does not have the 

opportunity that we have (Oluo, 2019)? 

By checking privileges, one becomes 

more aware of where they are in society 

and how they would like to participate in 
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it. This is a conscious and active pathway 

toward antiracism.  

Although recognising one’s own position 

and involvement is the first crucial step 

in antiracism, expressing regret does not 

help dismantle racism (Ahmed, 2006). 

Likewise, only agreeing that “black lives 

matter” does not fix racial inequality. 

Therefore, to surpass the frustration for 

injustice and to make a change towards a 

more just society, we need to consider 

what courses of action we can take. As 

educators, here are some ideas. First, one 

must consider one’s own privilege, by 

frequently checking in. Checking one’s 

own privileges is not necessarily a 

negative process. It is an exercise to give 

us perspective on our view of the world 

by asking ourselves, in which ways we are 

privileged or unprivileged based on our 

group memberships. It is also a way to 

recognise the systemic privileges within 

systems, organisations, or schools. This 

exercise also makes us more aware of our 

interpersonal relationships with others. 

Similarly, having dialogue with others 

about existing privilege in racial 

structures is crucial to make each other 

aware. The topic of racism and privilege 

is often avoided despite its importance 

and urgency, and that is exactly why it 

needs to be talked about. Just like Oluo 

(2019) encouraged, “it all starts with 

conversation” (p.5). Having dialogue 

about racism in schools makes a big 

difference in raising awareness, while 

encouraging the recognition of one’s own 

privilege. Otherwise, schools may end up 

inadvertently replicating racism. 

Similarly, making antiracist pedagogy a 

part of curriculum, as an 

interdisciplinary practice, can create 

opportunities to confront racist ideology. 

Education holds the potential to progress 

toward dismantling structures of 

inequality, by making antiracism a part 

of our daily consciousness.  

Fallacies of Individualism: 

Promoting Ableism  

As the Discourse of Individualism relates 

to the denial of racism, a corollary may be 

made to ableism and the hidden 

structures of privilege that benefit non-

disabled people. Ableism is defined as 

prejudice against disabled people, 

claiming that able-bodied-ness is 

normative (Campbell, 2008). It is an 

ideology which either explicitly or 

implicitly devalues and disregards 

disabled people (Hehir, 2002), therefore 

neglecting, or discriminating against 

physical, mental, emotional, or 

behavioural differences. Ableist beliefs 

stem from popularized ideals about 

“health, productivity, beauty, and the 

value of human life,” especially as 

exemplified in media (Hehir, 2002, 3). It 

includes biases, assumptions and 

attitudes of prejudice and acts of 

discrimination directed toward those 

with disabilities (Dunn, 2019). From a 

societal point of view, ableism is “deeply 

and subliminally embedded within 

culture” (Campbell, 2008, 153). The term 

disablism then refers to a “social 

constructionist understanding of 

disability,” referring to the “differential 

or unequal treatment of people because 

of actual or presumed disabilities” 

(Campbell, 2008, 152). Therefore, just as 

race is a social construction, disability 

can also be classified as “culturally and 

economically constructed” (Campbell, 

2008, 152). In this way, the preferential 
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treatment of able-bodied-ness, through 

disablism, is a construction of privilege. 

One of the challenges in identifying 

ableism is the outsider/insider 

dichotomy of group identity. 

Respectively, non-disabled people are 

referred to as outsiders, or those who 

observe disability from an outside 

perspective, whereas insiders are 

disabled people, or those who experience 

disability (Dunn, 2019). Ableism thus 

functions from a platform of the outsider 

perspective, meaning that outsider views 

are valued over insider knowledge. 

Similar to the Discourse of 

Individualism, outsiders may assume 

that group identity (as non-disabled) 

does not affect privilege, or ableist beliefs 

and actions. As a result, ableism is 

normalized and codified as natural or 

even noble behaviour. This may be seen 

in situations where unsolicited or 

unneeded help is offered to a disabled 

person, as a “good deed” by outsiders 

(Dunn, 2019). Outsiders may also praise 

a disabled person for being a “hero” or a 

“role model” for “refusing to let their 

disability get in the way of living their 

lives” (Dunn, 2019, 672). This may be 

experienced as infantilizing, 

disregarding the individuality and 

personal autonomy of the disabled 

person. Further, ableism upholds 

paternalism, a concept that assumes that 

disabled people need “protectors, guides, 

leaders, role models, and intermediates” 

(Hahn as quoted in Campbell, 2008, 

153). It assumes an identity for insiders 

as helpless and dependent, giving voice 

and precedence to the outsider 

perspective. Ableism then, is a “form of 

outsider privilege, one that allows non-

disabled people to feel, think, and act in 

ways that promote their own 

interpersonal agendas over those of 

people with disabilities” (Dunn, 2019, 

667). Outsider privilege denies that able-

bodied identities benefit from unearned 

privilege, similar to how the Discourse of 

Individualism denies that white people 

benefit from racial identity.  

Another way that group identity 

corresponds with ableism is through 

deindividuation. Deindividuation is 

when a person “loses both a sense of 

individuality and personal 

responsibility” by following group and 

social norms (Dunn, 2019, 673). In terms 

of disability, deindividuation happens 

when a disabled person’s “individuality is 

ignored and she is viewed as being 

indistinguishable from some larger 

group” (Dunn, 2019, 673). For example, 

a disability label can create 

deindividuation if the label evolves into 

an overarching and generalized 

characterization of a person, assigning an 

identity based solely on the perceived 

meaning of that label. It assumes that all 

disability manifests in the same way for 

all disabled people, resulting in 

stereotyping (Dunn, 2019). Thus, 

deindividuation may be thought of as the 

opposite of individualism, in that group 

identity is perceived as a homogenous 

identity. While individualism attempts to 

retain individual identity as a convenient 

way to absolve responsibility for racism, 

deindividuation creates “ableist 

objectification” (Dunn, 2019, 673) of 

disabled people, leading to stigma and 

group stereotypes. Both individualism 

and deindividuation unfairly use group 

membership to perpetuate prejudice, 

albeit in different ways. It reveals how 

social constructions perpetually create 
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and maintain privilege for some, while 

oppressing the other. Privilege relies on 

“psychological distance” (Dunn, 2019, 

673) between us and the other, either by 

classifying people as distinct 

autonomous individuals unaffected by 

racial privilege or as members of 

ingroups (us) or outgroups (them). The 

hidden origins of privilege often rely on 

the justification of constructed social 

identity. It is interesting to see how 

privilege is replicated using two sides of 

the same coin.   

What are the implications of the 

insider/outsider dichotomy in terms of 

ableism in educational settings? What 

are the hidden group identities of 

ability/disability that create power and 

oppression within both macro and micro 

levels of schooling? Does ableism affect 

inclusive mainstream classrooms? What 

are the preconceived assumptions about 

special education needs, held by other 

students, teachers, and administration? 

Whose voices are heard in curriculum 

and policy? For whom do educational 

processes benefit, and for what reason? 

These questions relate to the 

marginalization of students who are 

under or misrepresented in terms of 

services and accommodations. Certainly, 

these questions are not simply answered, 

but require critical examination of both 

individual and institutional practices. 

Evidence of ableism is seen when 

students are devalued by their disability 

(Hehir, 2002). Ableist attitudes convey 

that it is better to “speak than sign, read 

print than read Braille, spell 

independently than use a spell-check, 

and hang out with nondisabled kids as 

opposed to other disabled kids” (Hehir, 

2002, 1). It is clear, educational effort is 

necessary to foster awareness of ableism 

in schools, by developing “cultural 

competence to know how, when, and 

whether to appropriately engage 

insiders” (Dunn, 2019, 676). While anti-

ableist or anti-discriminatory policy may 

attempt to alleviate ableism, it is 

commonplace, complex and difficult to 

deconstruct. Further, these issues are 

constantly evolving as processes within 

institutions, whereas regular checks and 

re-evaluations are imperative.  

Conclusion 

Privilege is about unearned advantages 

that are inherent in our systems and 

institutions. As educators, it is critical to 

notice, confront and dismantle these 

“relations of power” and “taken-for-

granted assumptions” within society 

(DiAngelo, 2012, 4). A framework of 

Individualism can help orient educators 

in how group identity affects privilege, 

for example in racial and disability 

prejudice. What are the assumed social 

relations and categorical groups that are 

hidden and considered normative? What 

is the perception of belonging/not 

belonging to a racial group, or 

insider/outsider identity within a 

disability group? How do assumptions of 

group identity affect education? While 

privilege is a social construction, based 

on power and unearned advantage, it is 

necessary to evaluate how teacher 

training and curricula incorporate 

studies pertaining to antiracism, 

disability studies, gender studies, and 

intercultural competencies. In this way, 

educators will have the opportunity to 

change the reproduction of faulty 

knowledge in favour of reconstructing 
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new knowledge based on critical thinking 

and social justice.  
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“It all starts with conversation." 

- Ijeoma Oluo 
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