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Foreword for the
EdGlo JMEG journal 2022
Imagining differently is not an easy task.
All contributors to this journal issue are related to the master’s degree of Education and
Globalisation, in the University of Oulu. The journal produced within this degree was first imagined
to disseminate better the discussions and ideas we have/debate/share as a diverse group. We feel
that such productive multifaceted conversations and co-constructed knowledge should be spread
beyond course essays, beyond university classrooms. For the second issue of our journal, we
decided as a group to imagine and reflect upon education beyond hegemonic structures.
The world in which we evolve is normative and urges us to accept, even to bolster hegemonies resulting often in violence and oppression which we might not even realise. Within this hegemonic
frame, it is easy to accept consumerism and neoliberalism as the only alternatives, and to accept that
young people of the world ‘have to be subjected’ to standardised testing, to be compared and
examined by multilateral institutions such as OECD or PISA. In our trained imaginaries, it is easy
to accept one ‘best language’, one ‘best definition’, one ‘best’ way of thinking, of educating, of
learning, of being. It is easy to take standards for granted and strive to make changes relying on a
shared reality we accept. It is certainly easier to be a spectator and follow the mainstream while also
perpetuating it, rather than be an actor for change. In this issue of our journal, we strive to question
our imaginaries and the motives behind commonly legitimated institutions, processes and actions.
We imagine how to school, study and be a student differently. We question the place of English as a
lingua franca along with what ‘native English speaker’ means, and we highlight indigenous ways of
knowing and learning, in an effort to decolonise our ways of knowing/doing/being and gain agency
the local and global levels.
Imagining differently is certainly not easy, but important. To consider a future that is more just,
sustainable and equitable, we must make the effort to imagine how education could be, if socially
constructed norms were altered or shattered. We therefore invite you to join our reflection and
conversation to also imagine what could be, in your own context, beyond hegemonic structures.
iv

Audrey Paradis

Editorial
This issue of the Education and Globalisation Journal is a collaborative effort by the 2021
cohort of Education and Globalisation programme. The articles in this journal are a collection
of works submitted by past and present Education and Globalisation Master’s students. Given
the international backgrounds of the team, we aimed to choose a unifying theme, attempting
to give a voice to the plurality of narratives, highlighting the diversity of the authors.
Consequently, the team settled on the theme of ‘Moving Beyond Hegemonic Structures.’ As
hegemonic structures can have varied interpretations, each author challenged themselves to
present their own understanding of these structures. By focusing on how we can move
beyond these structures, our diverse group worked towards a unified purpose of reimagining
educational systems in a globalised context.
This journal attempts to challenge the normative manner by which we see and organize
education. Some authors chose to address this through discussing different learning
approaches, whether through alternative learning methods for traditional schooling, or
through critical pedagogy addressing social problems. Ideological influences intertwining
with educational efforts are brought up through different topics, such as examining Islamic
pedagogies, or looking at the implication of standardized testing as a global phenomenon.
Some articles challenge hierarchical structures by highlighting the need to promote social
justice for marginalized groups. With a reflective approach, we can see how education can
perpetuate social injustices but also work towards finding solutions. Language arises as
another focal point consisting of and reproducing hegemonies. Language can, however, also
be used to unbundle oppressive structures.
We, the editorial team, invite you to deep dive to these topics. We hope to create a space for
new discourses on moving beyond hegemonies in education.
Editorial team
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Structures
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The construction of
the ideal student
and its socio-political
implications
Anaïs Georges
and
Núria Torras Negredo

1

In

the wake of education expansion in

most western societies in the 1960s, the
Coleman report (1966) was commissioned
in order to monitor the progress in terms of
social mobility. Its intention was to shed
light into the still pressing question of how
much, and in what ways, educational
institutions are able to overcome the
inequalities with which children come to
school. The report concluded that socio
economic factors, such as the social origin
of the students and the social composition
of educational institutions had greater
impact on explaining educational outcomes
than the curricular organization or the
pedagogical models of the education
systems (Coleman and Hopkins, 1966).
In line with these findings, Bourdieu and
Passeron (1977) developed on the concept
of educational inequalities, pointing out
that social and economic factors largely
disclose the differences in student’s
academic
achievement.
However,
Bourdieu’s work focuses on the cultural
capital, and how the school, far from being
a neutral institution, transmits the culture of
the middle class, thus causing lower-class
students to be at disadvantage. The concept
of cultural capital (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1977) is multifaceted, and refers to the
person’s cultural traits, such as education,
intellect, abilities, taste, hobbies, and so on.
Closely related to this idea, the concept of
habitus is understood as the pillar that
sustains our lifestyle, our modus operandi,
values, expectations, etc. These two
concepts are essential to understand the root
of educational inequalities, in the sense that
students from a middle or wealthy social
class are more familiar with the culture of
the school. Therefore, their way of acting
and their attitudes towards school and
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education are in line to what the school
values and expects of students (Bourdieu &
Passeron, 1977). This idea corresponds to
the concept of ideal student (Becker, 1952),
which alludes to the fact that teacher’s
expectations vary according to the
socioeconomic profile of the students.
Thus, middle-class students are conceived
as those who present the appropriate
dispositions for learning, and are the ones
who mark the pattern of normality, to which
other students must adapt (Demarrais &
LeCompte, 1999).
Similarly, Bernstein (1990) introduced the
role of the language in explaining
educational inequalities. The author
acknowledged the link between language
and social class, and consequently, in social
reproduction. Bernstein (1990) defines two
types of codes, the elaborated code characteristic of the middle and higher
socioeconomic stratus- and the restricted
code -characteristic of the working classesand argued that this differentiation is a
result of the context and social position of
each socioeconomic class, which in turn
generate disparate experiences, needs, and
relationships between these classes. Thus,
cultural and social reproduction go hand in
hand. As long as the school operates using
the elaborated code, working class students
will face difficulties navigating and
succeeding in the school environment. This
can be understood as the elaborate code is
characterized by dialogue and rational
explanation, while restricted code is more
direct and relies on authority. Therefore,
middle class children, who are familiar with
the elaborated code, are able to participate
in their own education and socialization
processes in educational institutions.

Willis (1977) conducted an ethnographic
study aiming to uncover how and why
“working class kids get working class
jobs”. His main finding was that the culture
of the working class is opposed to that
which is valued and reproduced within
school institutions. This manifests as school
resistance, which entails that working class
students feel disconnected towards
schooling, as a reaction to a sociocultural
system which stigmatizes and oppresses
them. Similarly, Fordham and Ogbu (1968)
agreed that this experience is shared too by
migrant students, who are not familiar with
the cultural capital valued at school. In
addition, the education experience of
migrant students is shaped by their cultural
perception of whether integration into the
majority culture has the potential to lead
them to further social advancement. In
other words, if these students perceive that
their community is excluded from the
dominant society, they have no incentive to
succeed in school, as that will not
necessarily
guarantee
them
better
opportunities. Ultimately, as Demarrais and
LeCompte (1999) note, “schools serve to
reinforce the knowledge and competences
already acquired by middle class children.
Since academic success tends to be
associated with later success in the job
market, the patterns of reinforcement act to
reinforce the existing class structure”
(p.18).
Western education systems’ ideal student
appears to be one that is able to adapt to a
specific type of teaching, learning, and
assessment that allows perpetuating social
hierarchies and societal power structures as
they are. Indeed, it can be argued that
Western education systems aim at creating
docile citizens who will maintain society as
it is, as opposed to critical citizens who

would contribute to transforming it. Freire
(1970) illustrates this idea by explaining
that these education systems follow a
banking approach in which the student is
considered as an empty vessel that must be
filled by the teacher with a specific type of
knowledge, which Heany (1995, as cited by
Ruiz Bybee, 2020) describes as “approved
knowledge” (p.2). This knowledge includes
what was described by Freire (1970) as a
hidden curriculum that conveys a set of
values, perspectives, and expectations
determined by the dominant power and that
schools transmit to students without them
being aware of it, therefore reproducing the
dominant ideological hegemony (Eisner,
1994; Hammer & Kellner, 2009, as cited by
Nouri & Sajjadi, 2014). Thus, this type of
education contributes to maintaining social
inequities in several ways. First, it
reinforces social hierarchies by giving
primary importance to the opposition
between the teacher who knows and has the
power, and the students who don’t know
anything and are passive (Ruiz Bybee,
2020). Moreover, Freire (1970) argued that
the banking model of education aims at
“changing the consciousness of the
oppressed, not the situation which
oppresses them; for the more the oppressed
can be led to adapt to that situation, the
more easily they can be dominated” (p.72).
Instead of giving students the keys to
transforming society towards a more
equitable one, this approach of education,
encourages them to adapt to the current one
without questioning it.
Standardized tests are widely used by
Western education systems to assess
students’ acquisition of the knowledge
transmitted by the teacher (Ruiz Bybee,
2020). Drawing on Foucault’s work on
governmentality, Graham and Neu (2004)
3

argue that standardized testing “functions
as a mode of government control by helping
to construct governable subjects” (p. 1). In
fact, the authors explain that, according to
Foucault, standardized tests are part of the
new techniques used by modern
governments to control the population.
Indeed, test results are used to compare
students, reward those who achieve a
socially acceptable result and punish those
whose results don’t fit the norm.
Standardized tests, therefore, force students
to conform to a specific type of behavior
that will allow them to produce results that
will be regarded positively by society in
order to be accepted by it and avoid
exclusion.
As a consequence, Western education
systems tend to value only specific types of
learning and skills, labelling those who
have different abilities as underachieving or
learning disabled. Only subjects and skills
that are measurable through standardized
tests are valued (Graham & Neu, 2004),
that is to say, those that require linguistic
and logico-mathematical intelligence
(Hearne & Stone, 1995). Even subjects
such as arts that involve different abilities
are taught and evaluated in ways that
require linguistic intelligence from the
student. Schools devalue or ignore students
who don’t possess these types of
intelligence, focusing only on their deficits
in these areas instead of trying to uncover
the other talents and intelligence that they
have and allowing them to develop them
(Hearne & Stone, 1995). In fact, Hearne
and Stone (1995) argue that research has
shown that students labelled as learning
disabled could perform better than others in
tasks requiring skills such as divergent
thinking or creativity that are usually
ignored or even disregarded by schools.
4

According to them, learning disabilities are
therefore a social construction and those
who are labelled as underachieving or
learning disabled are only students whose
abilities don’t match those that are valued
and expected by school systems because
they are not measurable.
In order for education systems to become
more equal and allow each student to
succeed, teaching, learning, and assessment
must be rethought. According to Freire
(1970), the banking model of education
should be replaced by a problem-posing
education system. Nouri and Sajjadi (2014)
explain that, in this type of education
system education, learning happens
through an active dialogue to which both
teachers and students contribute equally
with their perspectives and knowledge.
Through that dialogue, they become
conscious of their own socio-political
position and are given the opportunity to
think about it critically. That way,
education becomes an empowering process
that allows students to emancipate
themselves from oppression and to
challenge and transform the society within
which they exist to make it become fairer
and more democratic.
In addition, Nouri and Sajjadi (2014) also
suggest that within a problem-posing
education system, standardized testing
should be replaced by other assessment
methods such as “self-assessment and peer
assessment” that allow students to
“critically analyze and reflect on their
knowledge and their experience” (p.83),
therefore making the assessment process
contribute to the student’s emancipation.
Moreover, Hearn and Stone (1995)
recommend that the hegemony of linguistic
and logico-mathematical intelligence

within the school system should be put to
an end, leaving room for all types of
intelligence. For example, they claim that
students would benefit from having the
possibility to express themselves and learn
through different verbal and non-verbal
languages such as art, music, or drama and
various teaching methods, for instance
interdisciplinary curricula or cooperative
learning. This way, each of them would be
given the opportunity to build their
understanding of the world they live in
through the means that are the most helpful
and relevant for them. Furthermore, Hearn
and Stone (1995) also argue that it is
necessary to end the predominance of
assessment through standardized tests and
give the possibility to students to show the
knowledge and skills they have acquired
through other assessment methods such as
“demonstrations,
performances,
oral
reports, and projects” (p.446) in order to
allow students with diverse types of
intelligence to succeed at school.
In conclusion, Western education systems
seem to function as hegemonic systems that
allow the reproduction of hierarchical
societal structures that favor middle and

higher social classes. Indeed, the attitudes,
knowledge, and abilities of the middle-class
students are considered by Western
education systems as those to be expected
from the ideal student, disadvantaging
students from lower socio-economic
backgrounds as well as migrant students.
Moreover, schools in this setting follow a
banking approach that only values skills
and knowledge that can be measured
through standardized tests. This allows
governments to control the students and
make sure that they become citizens that
will ensure the stability of the societal
structure, excluding those with different
abilities and intelligence from attaining this
very narrowly defined concept of academic
achievement. Therefore, to move towards a
more equal and inclusive education system,
it appears fundamental to imagine and
implement curriculums as well as teaching
and assessment methods that value all types
of knowledge and abilities and that
encourage critical thinking. Only that way
can education become a means of liberation
for the oppressed and foster change towards
a more equal and inclusive society.
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Introduction

Globalisation

is

seen

as

the

increasing
interdependence
between
nations, cultures and economies in which
multilateralism is often regarded as the
driving force behind it (O’Sullivan, 2019).
Multifarious institutions such as the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), World Bank,
the United Nations etc., have often been
seen as the main contributors behind
international cooperation. With their
powerful influence, they are able to change
the
nation's
policies
with
their
recommendations (Bonal & Tarabini,
2013). The OECD’s Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA)
has been implemented since 2000 and has
involved more than 90 countries (Zhou &
Jong, 2020). According to Schleicher
(2018), PISA is “not only the world’s most
comprehensive and reliable indicator of
students’ capabilities, it is also a powerful
tool that countries and economies can use
to fine-tune their education policies” (p.2).
With this magnitude of assessing students,
we set out to examine the possible
hegemonic power structures of PISA in the
global world order and its influence.
The concept of Hegemony
A structure of power is omnipresent.
However, despite the pervasiveness of its
impacts, power structures are rarely
examined (Duenkel, Pratt, & Sullivan,
2014). If left unaddressed, the status quo
keeps getting augmented, based on to
whom power belongs and what it represents
(Duenkel et al., 2014). Gramsci (1971, as
cited in Fenton, 2018) defined this as
hegemony, through which a group with
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power upholds it over those with less
power, and runs the system in their way
(Fenton, 2018). Through this structure,
dominant groups put the concepts which
they hold as preferred and familiar into the
dominant understandings (Takayama,
2012). A key factor in this method is that
the dominant group does not impose the
system against the will of the societal
stakeholders, but rather operates having
gained their consent (Fenton, 2018).
Hegemonised groups thus take part in their
own subordination on account of their own
consent (Fenton, 2018). Consequently, this
enables the perpetuation of the ruling
hegemonic
structure.
Without
investigations, these subtle structures may
keep perpetuated unknowingly while their
influences are not fully understood
(Duenkel et al., 2014). Gramsci (1971)
viewed education and media as the major
instillers of cultural practices and beliefs,
stating that “every relationship of
hegemony is necessarily an educational
relationship” (350, as cited in Duenkel et
al., 2014, 268). Power and authority are also
underlying in education; educators and
researchers need to consider the
educational
power
dynamics,
to
discontinue
perpetuating
them
unconsciously (Duenkel et al., 2014).
Therefore, a starting point is to identify and
become aware of the hegemonic structures
and its implications. In light of the above, it
is crucial to bring the existing power
structures into discussions in education, to
become aware of how they impact
education and how education impacts them.
The Hegemony of PISA
A prominent example of hegemonic
structure in education is seen in PISA, the
standardised testing project by OECD.

PISA is an assessment of the abilities of 15year old students in secondary schools
(OECD, 2007). It enabled international
comparison of different systems in
education, identifying the problems to
suggest reforms with the aim of reaching
the global standards of results (Bonal &
Tarabini, 2013). Since its establishment,
PISA has had a larger influence on the
public than any other international
standardised tests, framing educational
policies and practices on a national and
global scale (Bonal & Tarabini, 2013). In
2006, PISA already had 57 countries and
economies participating, which covered
90% of the global economy (OECD, 2007),
introducing its hegemonic operation
(Dahlstrom, 2009). The increase in
participation for every edition demonstrates
PISA’s hegemonic character, holding the
role of determining educational trends
globally; while participation is voluntary,
more countries wish to be included in this
assessment (Bonal & Tarabini, 2013). This
exhibits the uniformity of educational
systems
deriving
from
voluntary
participation of nations, but not from
enforcement
from
international
organisations (Bonal & Tarabini, 2013). As
a result, this continues to support the
hegemony of PISA.

fields, providing the growing convergence
in education policy worldwide (Grek,
2009). OECD (2007) itself views PISA as
“a tool to assist governments in their policy
choices on education” (para. 4), and in
effect, PISA elicits national concerns and is
used to gain support to change educational
agendas (Dahlstrom, 2009). OECD (2003)
asserted that PISA would publicise the
results displaying “which countries are
progressing in the right direction and which
are falling further behind” in regards to the
achievement of students (p. 25). According
to Grek (2009), using these results, PISA
leads countries and economies to a certain
model of educational reform and
curriculum that the OECD favours.
Takayama (2012) added that PISA delivers
a certain set of concepts that forms a certain
idea of what education should look like in a
“knowledge economy” (p. 151). However,
while such a critical and broad perspective
enables questioning PISA’s hegemony and
certain educational reform that PISA and
OECD encourage, it is also important to
consider various meanings and impacts that
they can have (Takayama, 2012). In order
to do so, different examples of influences of
PISA are explored below.

Accordingly, PISA has become an
important event for the media in numerous
countries (Takayama, 2012), and it has kept
its global presence via its strategy of public
relations to establish a great media
influence (Kallo, 2009, as cited in
Takayama, 2012). Correspondingly, as
Grek (2009) asserted, OECD has risen as
“one of the most powerful agents of
transnational education” (p. 24). With
PISA’s presence, OECD maintains its
global occupancy in education policy

The effects of PISA on national education
policies can be classified as direct and
indirect according to Bonal and Tarabini
(2013). They looked specifically in the
context of Spanish educational policies to
see how PISA could have influenced the
country’s performance. The explanation of
direct effects is straightforward, meaning
that it can be immediately visible in the
country's policies that are derived from the
advice given linked with PISA. In the other
case, indirect effects can be interpreted as

The influences of PISA
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implicitly veiled where the newly invoked
policies or programmes do not directly
mention the results of PISA and aim to
present it more in a generic form. In the
case of Spain, the implementation of
educational programs that target reading
skills in Catalonia can be seen as a direct
consequence of the PISA numbers where
the evaluation test showed that one in four
students who completed primary school
does not possess adequate reading skills
(Bonal & Tarabini, 2013). The indirect
effect is mostly utilised in the political
context of self-promotion as seen in the
case of the Catalan election where the
nationalist conservative party (CIU)
augmented the need for extended
educational evaluation with the intention of
increased performance regarding quality
assessment (Bonal & Tarabini, 2013).
In general, there has been selectivity
regarding the use of PISA’s data to further
certain agendas of governments. Research
has shown that factors such as teacher
selection, equity in access, individuality
and the relationship between performance
and equity have not been addressed in the
context of a well-performing education
system as seen in the case of Finland (Bonal
& Tarabini, 2013). Bolivar (2010) further
argued that in the case of Spain there has
been a significant politicisation of the data
provided by PISA as seen by the national
conservative party of Catalonia (CIU) (as
cited in Bonal & Tarabini, 2013).
Another example is brought by Takayama
(2016) and it is about a highly controversial
policy that was introduced after the release
of PISA in 2003 in Japan. As a result of low
reading scores, students were asked to
come earlier at school in order to spend
some extra time on reading. The issue here
10

is that this policy was not aligned with the
curricular guidelines introduced by PISA,
but the domestic actors used the ‘crisis
atmosphere’ to put into action their
desirable agenda. In other words,
Takayama (2016) supports that the data that
OECD and PISA engender are repeatedly
mediated by national agents to bring about
aftermath that are not automatically aligned
with what is proposed by these international
organisations.
On the other side, Rautalin, Alasuutari and
Vento (2019) diminished the effect of PISA
in the educational context but emphasised
the influence of OECD and its dominance
in the international debate. Regarding
parliamentary discussions concerning
education policy, 20% of them have
included references to the OECD (Rautalin
et al., 2019, p.513). The study also showed
that references only increased in
combination with knowledge production
and policy advice together with the use of
PISA, whereas the references in
educational policy debate in the global
community decreased with PISA.
Steiner-Khamsi (2004) highlighted the use
of international organisations’ data to
legitimise educational reforms (as cited in
Bonal & Tarabini, 2013). This is further
supported by Rautalin, Alasuutari and
Vento (2019) who argued that there is a
global trend regarding national policies that
involves the inclusion of policy advice,
recommendations and models given by
international organisations. They further
emphasise that these organisations are
perceived as an authority that further adds
credibility to the policy’s recommendations
offered,
even
though
these
recommendations might have already
existed in the domestic context.

According to Thomas (2021), “the OECD’s
PISA project is not an educational project.
It is a political project and has to be
understood as an instrument of power”
(p.7). Furthermore, OECD exercises
groundless domination over educational
practices in all member countries, and that
domination is raising questions for the
absence of democracy in education
(Thomas, 2021). To be more specific,
Thomas (2021) underlined the fact that it is
not democratic at all, when the supervision
of public education policies are in the hands
of private institutions run by society’s
wealthiest people. It is also worth
mentioning
that
while
OECD
administrators are focusing on educational
practices of the prosperous member
countries, the World Bank is doing its own
part towards developing countries in the
Global South (Thomas, 2021).
To add on, Nay (2014) argued that the
OECD is perpetuating its influence through
the ‘fragile state’ concept, which has been
used to further enhance legitimacy over
their foreign assistance programs in
developing countries in the Southern
hemisphere. This ‘fragile state’ concept has
been utilised to redefine policy agendas in
a way that is more in line with donor-led
reforms. Salzman and Terracino (2006)
further argued the regard of OECD’s
function as a public think-tank that aims to
address a variety of policy fields and to
exert influence through the advancement of
policy standards (as cited in Nay, 2014).
The asymmetrical power regarding
international organisations is highlighted
by Nay (2014): “the concept reflects the
interests of Western donor governments,
whose international hegemony is tied to
their capacity to maintain a Westphalian

order based on stable and predictable
transactions among central governments”
(p. 228). He further on addresses that the
OECD helps to shape international norms
regarding development as it has been
regarded as a transfer platform. Where
through the views of its powerful members
and diverse approaches it produces
transnational knowledge. Regarding the
contribution of OECD to the ‘fragile state’
concept, there has been a perpetuation of
international hegemony and a continuation
of the fragile state concept that showcases
asymmetrical power relations (Nay, 2014).
Conclusion
All in all, as it was written in OECD reports
in 2004, PISA is considered as “the most
effective way of influencing the behaviour
of sovereign states” (OECD, 2004, p. 23).
As it was mentioned above, the majority of
countries wish to be included in these
‘Olympics of Education’ as Volante (2016)
characterised them. Thus as a result the
hegemony of this international organisation
continues to spread increasingly. To be
more specific, the educational proposals of
PISA do not only have an impact on a
nation's policies but they could be used as
an apparatus for transforming the
educational systems to serve governmental
agendas. These direct and indirect
aftereffects on nations are created exactly
by the hegemonic composition of PISA in
the global world. PISA of course is only one
of the many multifarious institutions, like
the World Bank and the United Nations,
that might also have hegemonic roles in
education, and this is something that
researchers and educators need to examine
often and consistently.
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Standardized Testing:
A Blessing or a
Menace?
13

Standardized

tests are assessment

methods in which test-takers must answer
the same questions or groups of questions
and are marked in the same way. Due to a
great rise of the number of students at the
start of the 20th century, such tests were
introduced
(Linn,
2001).
Indeed,
standardized tests can be used on a large
scale to easily assess the levels of students’
knowledge and skills at a particular
moment in time and make comparisons
between them and between schools (Linn,
2001). They are used to determine a variety
of different capabilities of students from
readiness to move on from a stage of the
school system to future academic
achievement (Linn, 2001). Many of these
tests have an important impact on students’
schooling and opportunities and can thus be
considered high-stakes tests. Drawing on
that idea, it is, therefore, possible to wonder
whether the wide use of standardized tests
is a blessing or a menace.
Broadly, standardized tests are split into
achievement, aptitude and college
admissions tests. These are to determine a
student’s progress, predict their ability in a
specific mental or physical ability and to
decide admission usually to a higher
education program (and thus is a
combination of the two previous),
respectively. There are also psychological
tests (e.g. Intelligence Quotient (IQ) tests)
to identify students with learning
disabilities and special needs, and
international examination tests (e.g. PISA)
to monitor and compare achievement trends
in countries. Each category of tests may be
taken at different points in a student’s
academic career since there are specific
reasons for the test-taking process. Some of
these are highly personal, such as IQ tests
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or aptitude tests, and some are done for
more big-picture purposes, like the
Program
for
International
Student
Assessment (PISA), which is designed to
provide results for schools and to even
compare countries.
Theoretically, the overarching goal for each
school and country is to improve the
standards of education that are provided to
their students. Firstly, understanding the
state in which any given school is by
correctly placing tests in the academic year
is important. Such a process can help
educators understand where changes need
to be made in policies or the school system
itself. In addition, it has been proven to be
beneficial when usual test-taking process is
imbued in the learning process of an
individual (Paul, 2015). Research on
cognition by Benjamin and Pashler (2015)
shows that correct use of tests has been
found to improve memory, the ability to
infer and generalize, reveal weaknesses,
and increase retention of material learned.
Apart from all the previous points,
standardized tests can uncover underlying
flaws and problems of a system. For
example, the identification of achievement
gaps between certain groups of the
population could ideally help in addressing
hidden obstacles and limitations. Lastly,
many countries around the world have
centralized public exams, which have an
important impact on various aspects of
students’ lives from their future academic
pathway to their higher education
placements. Tests with the correct
adjustments can become a tool for students
to use to develop themselves further and
hone their skills to the best of their
capabilities.

On the other hand, the domination of
standardized tests in students’ assessment
also raises issues. Indeed, while each
specific type of test mentioned above has its
own negative aspects, standardized tests as
a whole can be detrimental to students’
learning.
A major problem with standardized tests is
that they are used to assess all students
without considering their specific social
backgrounds and learning patterns. Indeed,
these tests tend to favor white middle- and
upper-class students that are more familiar
with the practices, context, type of language
and knowledge on which standardized tests
are based. Moreover, students who have
learning and thinking patterns that do not fit
with this type of evaluation are also put at a
disadvantage. For example, Boaler’s (2003)
study of students’ achievement in
mathematics at a California high school in
an underprivileged area showed that
although
these
students
usually
outperformed those from wealthier schools
in examinations conducted by the
researcher and tests organized by the school
district, they were labeled underperforming
by the state because of their low scores at
the SAT-9. Indeed, the SAT-9 used context
and vocabulary that was not familiar to
those students from low socio-economic
backgrounds and diverse ethnicities, which
prevented them from using their skills to
achieve a high score. When designed
poorly, standardized tests can therefore
reproduce inequalities instead of truly
assessing students’ learning. Moreover,
Boaler (2003) also explains that the labels
that these standardized tests assign to the
students and their schools can have a
detrimental impact on students’ learning.

Indeed, those who are labeled negatively
are likely to lose confidence in their
abilities, therefore further aggravating
inequalities.
Another issue with standardized testing is
that it only assesses and encourages the
development of specific types of abilities.
For example, in Malaysia, as in many
countries around the world, standardized
tests determine students’ future educational
and employment opportunities (Lan Ong,
2010). Teaching and students’ learning,
therefore, tend to be focused on acquiring
skills that are necessary to succeed at those
tests, such as memorization. On the other
hand, emotional intelligence, critical
thinking, and physical and mental health,
which are not part of what is assessed in
those tests, are completely put aside (Lan
Ong, 2010). High-stakes standardized
testing can therefore lead to centering
education around learning and teaching to
the test, neglecting the development of
skills and abilities that are essential to
students’ development and lives.
Standardized testing has many advantages
and disadvantages. As seen, many
problems but also a lot of the benefits of
tests are with the way we use them.
Obviously, their use is influenced by the
way we think about education. In many
cases, they are used as a Hail Mary without
being well thought out or even closely
examined. They end up as the goal instead
of the means. Tests like these should be
used exactly as they are meant to, as tools
to further a student’s education instead of
being limited to being a metric of a student
or a school.
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Introduction

International

and national Non-

Governmental Organizations (NGOs)
involved in the provision and supervision of
human rights have historical roots in the
post-Second World War (WWII) period
with the reconstruction of Europe and the
spread of neo-liberalism worldwide.
During the interwar era, the League of
Nations was set-up as the first ‘worldwide’
intergovernmental organization, with the
goal of keeping the peace. After WWII, the
League of Nations failed to prevent war,
which prompted the development of the
United Nations (UN). In the UN charter,
NGOs are mentioned explicitly only in
relation to their ability to offer counsel to
the UN in their specific areas of expertise.
Article 71 states that:
The Economic and Social Council
may make suitable arrangements for
consultation
with
nongovernmental organizations which
are concerned with matters within
its competence. Such arrangements
may be made with international
organizations
and,
where
appropriate,
with
national
organizations after consultation
with the Member of the United
Nations
concerned.
(United
Nations, 1945)
The wording of the UN charter implies that
NGOs have only a peripheral, advisory role
in the new global structures growing around
the UN. However, as is evidenced by the
proliferation of NGOs, their member states
and the influence many of these
organizations exert, it is clear that NGOs
play a larger role on the international scene
than simply what is laid out in the UN
charter.
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This article is a critical analysis of the
function of NGOs, including the history
and motivation behind the creation of such
organizations and a look at the mechanisms
over the last century that allowed NGOs to
gain and maintain power. We are driven by
the hope that NGOs can help to imagine
multiple futures, since “[p]luriversality, and
not universality, is the horizon of decolonial thinking” (Mignolo, 2009 p. 171).
Our goal here is not to consider in detail the
histories or concrete possibilities of NGOs,
but rather to add to the scope through
context to how conceptions of education as
a human right fit into the reality of NGOs
as institutions. Through the rise of global
education and developmental education in
Western nations, we will demonstrate that
NGOs both aid and hinder non-hegemonic
educational structures.
Part 1: Histories
European humanists invented the concept
of man during the Renaissance (15th-16th
century) to sever themselves from the
church and the Christian identity. This also
created a distinction between themselves
(the humanists) and other communities that
were perceived as threats, in particular nonChristian religions and ‘the orient’
(Mignolo, 2009). A historical category of
difference based solely on religion
expanded to secular hierarchies during the
enlightenment through the creation of the
idea of humanists, a secular but hierarchical
form of power (ibid.). This represents a
secular form of othering that continued in
categorizing and giving power to people
over centuries and ultimately expanded to
the axes of race and class (Quijano, 2000).

Though ideas of man, humanist, and
intellect continued to develop during the
Renaissance, ‘human rights’ was invented
as a tool of colonialism. The idea of rights
developed in relation to imperial expansion
as a way to create and maintain hierarchies
of labor and race (Mignolo, 2009). At the
same time, in the European imperial core,
nationalities were being constructed
through these colonial tools:
Rights were linked to the
construction of nation-states and the
coming into being and the
stabilization of an ethno-class
commonly known as the European
bourgeoisie. Being human meant to
be rational, and rationality was
limited to what philosophers and
political
theorists
of
the
Enlightenment said it was.
(Mignolo, 2009, p. 164)
The ideas of human, rights, and human
rights, are based therefore on a Western
standard of knowledge and power. Thus,
there is a paradox inherent in the idea of
human rights, as it argues for equality and
meeting basic needs for all but the original
definition is developed from an imperialist
and colonialist perspective.
Part
II:
Organizations
Promoters

Non-Governmental
as Human Rights

In order to understand the birth of the NGO
in the post-WWII period, we consider the
values they follow in constructing their
many missions, visions, and actions. Nongovernmental organizations and, at local,
regional, and national levels, non-profit
organizations work in the framework of
service and no profit for employees,
stakeholders, or leaders. Their goals grew
directly from ideas of service and

philanthropy, framed in the context of
human rights (Mignolo, 2009).
The
bourgeoise ideas of charity and
philanthropy in European and American
societies of the 19th and 20th centuries
became more structured and covertly
included in the ideology of the
international,
non-governmental
organization during the creation of the
NGO. In the 1930s, the fear of fascism and
anti-democratic states prompted an interest
in world citizenship and global education,
which was another factor that shaped the
missions of multiple NGOs even up to the
present (Bourn, 2020). In this section we
will examine how many international
NGOs have developed due to a philosophy
of global education (GE), how GE became
developmental education (DE), and how
these motives justify the control of
developing countries by the western
international powers.
Parallel to the creation of the United
Nations and the increase in popularity of
neoliberal doctrines, there has been an
implementation of NGOs to solve global
developmental needs. In the aftermath of
the Cold War, the Global North has
attempted to industrialize and modernize
the Global South through the work of
NGOS (Mignolo, 2009). At the same time,
they promoted an idea of global citizenship
and global education within Western
countries (Bourn, 2020),
and global
education became another justification for
the creation of more NGOs. The goals of
development and global education come
together in many NGOs, for example
UNICEF. The proliferation of NGOs in the
second half of the 19th century took the
form of a wave of market-oriented
development strategies, primarily the
Washington Consensus (1989). Funded by
19

the International Monetary Fund and World
Bank, international money and aid focused
on development and modernization
projects,
normalizing
neoliberalism
globally. NGOs, through many methods
and routes, became the new form of
economic coloniality. They replaced
missionaries with modern human rights and
democratic rhetoric (Mignolo, 2009).
However, it is hard to untangle Western
savior impulses of charity from valuable
economic development efforts (Mignolo,
2009).
Understanding the complexities of NGOs
developmental efforts is vital in order to
promote true altruistic efforts. The creation
of the UN, the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), and others, were initiatives in
response to WWII. This type of large,
international, development-oriented NGO
grew from an international policy desire to
promote global education, peace education
and human rights education. The idea of
global
education
and
intercultural
understanding
transformed
into
development education, in response to the
decolonization processes of the 1960-70s.
Development education came from a desire
by policy makers and NGOs to gain public
support for international development aid
proposals and projects (Bourn, 2020). In
order to support decolonization, NGOs
began to focus on aid assistance programs.
Developmental education legitimized the
western interest, engagement, and funding
of international aid assistance projects.
Today, efforts such as the UN Sustainable
Development Goals are an example of
economic support for international
development from the Western policies of
the UN.
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Fundamentally, the problem with letting
NGO’s lead global development efforts is
that
the dominant perspectives and
influence in such organizations and projects
is influenced by the funding power of
policymakers. Even where support for
development projects comes from an urge
to promote a common understanding of
humanity and human rights, the effect is
more often an emphasis on economic
growth (Bourn, 2020). Efforts ultimately
focusing on economic growth, rather than
humanistic, altruistic efforts, inherently
include the ideology behind the motive. For
example: focusing on poverty, rather than
injustice, or focusing on interconnectedness
rather than power imbalances. While global
education and development education are
counter-hegemonic
pedagogies,
the
policymakers, NGOs, and educational
ministries that spring from them are not. As
they are reliant on funding that follows
policy trends, in a neoliberal international
climate they tend to strengthen the
dominant orthodox.
In an analysis of NGO workings, Wright
(2012) questions the non-profit status of
NGOs, showing that a lack of monetary
profit does not equate to no benefits. In
many developing countries, Wright argues
that NGOs provide some of the best
salaries, social status, and quality of living
available on the job market. As Bourn
(2020) demonstrates, donors, from
governments to individuals, have a say in
the type of work NGOs can carry out and
put pressure on organizations to conform to
their agendas. Wright illustrates the myriad
of ways in which NGOs are subject to
hegemonic structures and tend to fill,
strengthen, or create colonial power
structures. Castell (2000) describes this
conflict in functions of modern NGOs,

saying he provocatively refers to these
organization
as
neo-governmental
organizations because they are subsidized
by a government in every instance of
import (Castell, 2000, p. 51).
As Bourn (2020) emphasizes, “[w]hile
strategic initiatives can help to maximize
impact, they can all too often result in the

domination of one viewpoint. NGO
initiatives, … while encouraging differing
voices, can result in the domination of
agendas of the organization rather than
education priorities” (p. 18). Thus, presentday operations and effects of NGOs play
out the tensions between the historical
realities of human rights and the idealistic
goals represented by human rights.
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It is often the case that we do not know our
own thoughts until we give voice to them.
That is, in order to understand what we are
thinking we must express our thoughts to
others. This action elicits feedback which,
when taken into account, can be used to
develop our original ideas in a collaborative
process of knowledge creation called
dialogue. Though they certainly did not
invent the art of dialogue, the ancient
Greeks recognised that two minds working
together to solve a question is better than
one. The term itself combines dia, meaning
“through”, and logos, which refers to “the
word” or “thought” (Jenlink & Banathy,
2005, p. 5). Dialogue enables us to question
and expand our understanding of objects of
thought, thus becoming a means of inquiry
“with emphasis on the subject of
discussion” (Jazdzewska, 2013, p. 23). The
nature, then, of dialogue is constructive, as
it aims to come to a common
understanding. However, it is important to
note that for dialogue to take place, each
participant must be willing to deviate from
their initial point of view, hence the
emphasis on common. Engaging in
dialogue means having your ideas tested by
others. Leaving unilaterally constructed
ideas unchecked or suppressing or ignoring
other perspectives while elevating a single
one to higher status paves the way for
hegemonic discourses. As a counterbalance
to hegemonic structures, be they
institutions, people, or policies, dialogue
offers space for multiple voices to be heard
in the pursuit of a shared purpose. Learning
collaboratively together, building meaning
as a group, and mapping this meaning for
the future is a clear example of how
concepts can be expanded, beyond already
established,
and
perhaps
outdated
institutional definitions.
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It is in a similar spirit that, starting on the
ninth of December 2021, researchers from
across Finland met during a three-day
scholarly retreat in Konnevesi. This was
organised by the Global Education
Research in Finland group (GERIF). As an
emerging theme in Finland, global
education research benefits from being laid
bare, discussed, and shared. Just as a single
mind struggles to solve a problem, research
benefits from being reviewed and amended
by peers. Consisting of five workshops, the
retreat at Konnevesi provided the
opportunity for emerging scholars to
engage in dialogue with the aim of building
a better understanding of global education
and how to teach in schools. The theme of
collaboration and participation was central
to the participants’ own research and the
presentations thereof, thus embodying the
principles of constructive dialogue. With
the
subject
of
discussion
being
globalisation in the context of education,
and perhaps vice versa, a brief exploration
of the topic of globalisation and its relation
to education is in order. I do this by framing
global education as the result of the
consideration of both globalisation in the
context of education and education in the
context of globalisation. In general terms,
the former considers how globalisation can
be
integrated
within
educational
approaches aimed at creating ‘global
citizens’. Acting as a response to the latter,
this dimension presupposes that education
also exists within a global context and as
such, is affected by global forces. This
relationship between education and
globalisation highlights two interrelated
issues that advance the need to shape a
common understanding of global education
and what it means to be(come) a global
citizen.

The first issue touches upon the nature and
origin of globalisation and can be
considered in light of the dimension of
education in the context of globalisation.
Any effort to frame global education
requires an interpretation of what
‘globalisation’ means. Otherwise, global
education would simply be synonymous
with education and exist out of context.
However, defining globalisation and
identifying its effects has proven to be
elusive. Because of its scope and varying
impact in different places across the globe,
a consensus has yet to be reached.
Consequently, globalisation is subject to an
ongoing debate between sceptics, who
consider globalisation to be an “ideological
construction” and globalists, for whom
globalisation is a historical process of
structural change at the social, economic,
political, and cultural level (Held &
McGrew, 2000, p. 5). Furthermore, the
terms in which one interprets globalisation
will determine its cause and temporal point
of origin. Judging globalisation in
economic terms as “the integration of
international
commodity
markets”,
O’Rourke and Williamson (2002, p. 25)
argue that the world became globalised in
the nineteenth century. From a more social
perspective, globalisation as a process of
developing and intermingling cultural
beliefs, values and identities was facilitated
by the rise of the Roman Empire (Witcher,
2000). Alternatively, Conversi (2010, p.
49) identifies Americanisation as “the
broader historical context encompassing
various phases of military, cultural and
economic
expansion,
of
which
globalisation is the latest incarnation”,
situating its roots in the post-war period and
its definite rise in the 1980s. In short,
globalisation still remains clouded by
obscurity. It is by being aware of its various

interpretations that a more inclusive and
comprehensive approach to global
education can be achieved.
Conceptual ambiguity, while presenting an
opportunity to provide clarity and
identifying room for improvement, also
allows dominant discourses to manifest.
This brings us to the second issue regarding
globalisation in the context of education.
As globalisation is interpreted differently
by nation-states across the globe, the
purpose and implementation of global
education will also differ (Ho, 2018). This
can lead to divergent ways of organising
global education. On the other hand,
streamlining
approaches
to
global
education by accepting a single dominant
definition may overlook local contexts, thus
creating an imbalance in educational
provision and outcomes which can
exacerbate inequality. Connoly, Lehtomäki
and Scheunpflug (2019) identify different
approaches to global education and argue
that the ideological foundations of these
approaches must be clarified. In addition,
further research in combination with
cooperative knowledge creation fosters a
more comprehensive and inclusive
approach to global education. In this case,
globalisation, as experienced locally, is
given a meaningful place in education as
opposed to being the main force that
determines its purpose.
In light of these considerations, it is no
surprise that the first workshop of the
retreat broached the subject of defining
global education and did so specifically by
encouraging dialogue. The workshop’s
leaders assumed a critical approach and
provided the space for participants to reflect
on their own thoughts about global
education. Recognizing the ambiguity of
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the concept of globalisation and complexity
of the task of attempting to define it, the
workshop had as key principles that: (1)
everyone brings to the space valid and
legitimate knowledge constructed in their
own contexts, (2) all knowledge is partial
and incomplete, and (3) all knowledge can
be questioned. Established definitions such
as those of the Maastricht Global Education
Declaration, OECD, UNESCO, GTDF
(Gesturing Towards Decolonial Futures),
and Vanessa Andreotti (2006) were also
subject to these principles as their
underlying assumptions were questioned
and limitations discussed. Rather than
attempting to reach consensus, the
workshop acted as a platform from which
to reflect upon our presumptions and to try
to take into account multiple perspectives
while striving to come to a common
understanding of the state of global
education.
An alternative way to go about discussing
and defining global education is to
determine what it is not. Building on the
insights gained from the first workshop, the
second meeting prompted the participants
to probe at the limits of global education.
The workshop refrained from providing
any prescribed content and was a mainly
participant-driven process of inquiry
facilitated by Timeout dialogue. The
Timeout method is a way to organise and
structure dialogue on equal footing between
participants from various backgrounds
(Timeout Foundation, n.d.). Dialogue that
follows the Timeout method allows for
dealing with sensitive and potentially
polarising topics. Here, globalisation and
the challenges it brings is an ideal subject
of discussion. As a means of guidance,
participants of the workshop were asked to
reflect on the following questions: (1) What
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are the limits of global education? (2) What
are the limits of growth, the earth, human
rights? (3) Where do I set the limit? (4)
What limits am I willing to overstep? The
aim was not to set limits, i.e., what global
education should and should not be about,
but to understand issues, one’s own
perspective and others’ perceptions.
Listening to yourself and others fosters an
awareness of what people think and why
they think the way they do while also
avoiding polarisation. When multiple
voices are heard and recognised it becomes
more difficult to substantiate normative
classifications that, if left unchecked, can
become hegemonic.
Corresponding to the idea of dialogue as a
cooperative and constructive learning
process, the third workshop framed
knowledge creation in terms of divergence,
emergence,
and
convergence.
Collaborative learning spaces imply that
there exists among learners an awareness of
a connection through which co-creation and
collaboration can take place. This notion
also
applies
to
interculturality.
Globalisation necessitates communication
between people from different cultural
backgrounds. Yet, focussing on dynamic
interculturality, the fourth workshop
pointed out that there exist both a static and
a dynamic approach to interculturality and
intercultural education. The dynamic
approach is exemplified in the study by
Piipponen & Karlson (2021) where
schoolchildren from two different countries
engaged in intercultural exchange from
which emerged a “shared narrative
culture”. Thus, in the moment of
divergence,
people
from
various
backgrounds meet with the aim to come to
a common understanding. What emerged
was a shared narrative culture, at which

point both groups converged upon a
common understanding. It is important that
collaborative learning processes are
purposeful. In other words, that the process
is meaningful to the participants so that
they can recognise their contribution.
Furthermore, recognising connectivity,
diverse perspectives, and the relationship
between people who gather with a shared
purpose can be empowering. The process of
emergence coincides with a “groan phase”,
a moment of tension as the mind is trying to
transcend
its
understanding
and
accommodate new insights. It is precisely
in this moment that a perspective different
from our own can shed new light onto the
subject of discussion. Then, minds
converge, and a shared understanding is
created. Both intercultural dialogue and the
process of divergence, emergence, and
convergence incorporate the essential
elements of inquiry, reflection, listening,
and collaboration that were part of the first
two workshops.
Shifting focus to the more cognitive level,
the final workshop introduced the
dimension of critical thinking. Aside from
creating an environment where thinking
can take place, it is also necessary to
understand what kinds of thought processes
are active within the mind. In the context of
finding common ground on the purpose and
content of global education, critical
thinking becomes indispensable. Critical
thinking differs from reason and logic in
that it is tied to a specific purpose. The
ultimate aim of critical thinking is to spur
action whereas reason is a way of thinking
that involves drawing conclusions from
available information. Logic, subsequently,
can be considered the means by which one
comes to a rational decision. Another
important distinguishing factor between

critical thinking, and reason and logic, is
context. A rational thinking process that
applies logic is not necessarily contextual.
For critical thinking it is the context that
sets the standards by which its purpose is
achieved. In the context of education,
critical thinking is promoted in support of
teaching democratic values which underpin
citizenship education (Pettersson, 2020).
The question for global education then, is
which values it should be constituted upon.
With the aim of avoiding favouring one
formulation over another, critical thinking
has a gatekeeping role in questioning
whether certain beliefs are justified.
However, a critique of critical thinking is
that it only takes place within the individual
mind. Critical thinking as a Western model
lacks the element of interconnectivity
which, for example, most Indigenous
knowledges possess. The workshop,
therefore, proposed a shift to organic
thinking, involving moving away from
anthropocentrism and including a concern
for non-human life. The idea is that
thinking should be connected to others and
the environment as a whole. As such,
thinking becomes a collective activity that
converges to a common understanding.
Conclusion
The GERIF retreat allowed emerging
research on global education in Finland to
be shared and brought to light. It is
important that research is made visible so
that it can be questioned and used to further
enhance our understanding. Academic
research is also supposed to serve the
public, in which case it benefits from being
part of a cooperative system of inquiry,
review, and dissemination. Because global
education involves the elusive ‘global’
component, the need to include diverse
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viewpoints is essential. This need is further
intensified by the importance of context.
For global education to make sense in a
Finnish context it must overcome the
challenge of merging the local with the
global while avoiding ready-made
normative frameworks that are supposedly
flexible enough to incorporate local
demands. Bearing this in mind, through its
workshops, the retreat highlighted the
following key considerations: (1) all
knowledge is incomplete and can be
questioned, (2) acknowledging that diverse
perspectives can help overcome obstacles,
(3) knowledge and knowledge-creation is
contextual,
(4)
transcending
anthropocentric thinking by shifting to
organic thinking. This report set out by
introducing dialogue as the main concept
that encapsulates the constructive and
collaborative approach to reaching a
common
understanding
expressed
throughout the retreat. If dialogue provides
the means to develop our common
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understanding of global education, both
concepts share a common purpose. In
parallel to global education, dialogue
ultimately becomes “an invitation to test the
viability of traditional definitions of what it
means to be human, and collectively to
explore the prospect of an enhanced
humanity” (Bohm, 1996, p. viii). A
collective effort makes it more difficult for
certain philosophies to become dominant.
Moreover, with enough traction, diverse
ideas emerging from dialogue can even
challenge hegemonic structures and
ideologies. The combination of dialogue
and a shared purpose can help us question
established definitions of global education,
not to add to the list of definitions or dictate
the norms, but to encourage the
development of inclusive and contextuallyrelevant approaches to knowledge-creation
that ultimately contribute to a more just,
peaceful, and environmentally friendly
global society.

References
Andreotti, V. (2006). Soft versus critical global citizenship education. Policy & Practice: A
Development Education Review, 3, 40 – 51.
Bohm, D. (1996). On Dialogue (L. Nichol, Ed.) (1st ed.). Routledge.
Conolly, J., Lehtomäki, E., & Scheunpflug, A. (2019). Measuring global competencies: A
critical assessment. ANGEL Briefing Paper.
Conversi, D. (2010). The limits of cultural globalisation. Journal of Critical Globalisation
Studies, 3, 36 – 59.
Held, D., & McGrew, A. (2000). The global transformations reader (2nd ed.). Polity Press.
Ho, L. C. (2018). Conceptions of global citizenship education in East and Southeast Asia. In
I. Davies, L. C. Ho, D. Kiwan, C. L. Peck, A. Peterson, E. Sant, & Y. Waghid (Eds.),
The Palgrave handbook of global citizenship and education (pp. 83-95). Palgrave
Macmillan, London.
Jazdzewska, K. (2013). From dialogos to dialogue: The use of the term from plato to the
second century ce. Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies, 54(1), 17-36.
Jenlink, P. M. & Banathy, B. H. (2005). Dialogue: Conversation as culture building and
consciousness evolving. In B. H. Banathy & P. M. Jenlink (Eds.), Dialogue as a
means of collective communication (pp. 3-5). New York, NY: Kluwer
academic/plenum Publishers.
O’Rourke, K. H., & Williamson, J. G. (2002). When did globalisation begin? European
Review of Economic History, 6(1), 23-50.
Pettersson, H. (2020). The Conflicting Ideals of Democracy and Critical Thinking in
Citizenship Education. Philosophy of Education Archive, 355-368.
Piipponen, O., & Karlsson, L. (2021). 'Our stories were pretty weird too' - Children as
creators of a shared narrative culture in an intercultural story and drawing exchange.
International Journal of Educational Research, 106, [101720].
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2020.101720
Timeout Foundation. (n.d.). What's Timeout about? Timeout.
https://www.timeoutdialogue.fi/whats-timeout-about/
Witcher, R. E. (2000). Globalisation and Roman Imperialism : perspectives on identities in
Roman Italy. The emergence of state identities in Italy in the first millennium BC.
London: Accordia Research Institute, University of London, pp. 213-225.

29

Language

30

English Proficiency
Exams for Seeking
Opportunities
Sugandha Vats

31

If any language has defined the globalization
wave, it is English. In the contemporary world,
there are around 1.5 billion people around the
globe that speak English. Out of these
speakers, more than a billion people speak
English as their second or foreign language
(Guo & Beckett, 2007). English has become
the language of international studies. The 21st
century suffers from what Krashen (2003)
refers to as ‘English fever’ which he defines as
an overwhelming desire of the people across
the world to acquire English as well as ensure
that their children acquire English as an
additional language. Learning this language of
global value has been a priority for individuals
seeking jobs, academics, and even social
privileges (Al Hosni, 2015). The influence and
prevalence of English cut across the borders of
all nations as this language has gained
importance throughout the whole globe.
Scholars are of the opinion that is the result of
long lasting processes and vested political and
economic interests and actions of British and
Americans over the English language with the
support of the English Language teaching
industry (Ciprianová & Vančo, 2010). There is
a lot of debate around how English has become
the language of the world. Guo and Beckett
(2007) attribute this status of ‘language of all’
to English due to processes like colonialism,
neocolonialism, capitalism, migration, and
immigration (Centre for International
Education, n.d).
With the widespread influence of English for
international communication, there have
emerged certain elite institutions that demand
a test for the proficiency of the language by
relying only upon the national boundaries and
citizenship. One of the most popular exams for
1
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proving English proficiency is the
International English Language Testing
System (IELTS).This article will critically
examine the parameters of the IELTS exam
which is required for all nations except for a
handful to seek opportunities around the
world. It will also explore the case of the
popularity and craze of this exam in the Indian
state of Punjab.
The IELTS exam began in 1989 and since its
introduction, the exam has enjoyed a steady
growth of candidates from all over the world
(Pearson, 2021). In 2018, almost 3.5 million
people undertook this test 1. The purpose for
undertaking the exam is to prove proficiency
in order to migrate, work, or study in native
English-speaking countries such as the USA,
United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, and
Canada. The influence and power of this exam
can be observed through the recognition that it
enjoys from over 11,000 institutions around
the globe including many universities,
employers, and immigration bodies (ielts.org).
It is popularly conducted by the British
Council and IDP Australia. These institutions
demarcate which countries are non-native
English speakers and require them to take the
exam in order to seek international
opportunities. Kachru (1992 as cited in
Mitchell, 2021) provides for three distinct
spheres of the English language around the
globe. These are the inner circle (where
English is the primary mode of communication
such as in UK, USA, Australia, Ireland), outer
circle(where English was introduced as a result
of colonization such as in India, Pakistan,
Nigeria), and expanding circle (where English
is not an official language but is increasingly
becoming
popular
for
international
year#:~:text=The%20internationalisation%20
of%20higher%20education,international%20
migration%20and%20higher%20education.

communications such as in China and Russia).
Mitchell (2021) uses this model and opines
that the inner circle countries and their English
occupy the center where they influence and
determine what is ‘correct’ in the language all
over the world. This hierarchy is visible in the
speaking task as accents and cultural
vocabulary play a big role in this component of
the exam. IELTS contains four different
components – reading, writing, speaking, and
listening (ielts.org). The English proficiency
tests with their parameters completely
overlook the context of nationality and overall
background of the candidate while conducting
the test. Such English proficiency tests are
biased as they do not take into account race.
People from all races as well as cultures can be
native or even advanced level speakers of the
English language (Guo & Beckett, 2007). Out
of these four components, most scholars have
found the speaking section to be the most
biased. They opine that the content and criteria
of the tests remain ignorant of the social,
cultural, political, and economic aspects of the
candidate while conducting the speaking test.
This blatant ignorance reinforces language
imperialism, as they promote only certain
forms of English language as acceptable and
ideal for the purpose of seeking opportunities
in life (Michell, 2021). Khan (2006) is
particularly critical about the speaking part of
the exam. While analyzing the situation in
Bangladesh, she found that there is a mismatch
in the cultural and educational backgrounds of
the test designers and the test takers. The issue
is the different education systems. In Asia,
education largely focuses on memorization
and repetitions in contrast to the western
systems where the learner is encouraged to
think critically and subjectively express their
thoughts. The prevalent education system
impacts the performance of the candidate in
the proficiency test, especially during speaking
tasks. The vocabulary and language of the test

do not pay adequate importance to the local
cultural contexts of the nation. For instance,
many candidates in Bangladesh could not even
understand the terms such as ‘souvenirs’ since
going on holidays is not common in the
country. Moreover, despite being native
speakers and extremely fluent in English, the
testing parameters remain biased and unfair to
certain candidates as they would be using local
or national speech patterns and lexical terms
which do not enjoy the same importance as
mainstream British or American ones
(Michell, 2021). The content of the test also
reinforces class barriers as many of the
questions and prompts remain something that
only the elite could have been able to
experience and express (Khan, 2006). What is
even more astounding is that with the presence
of these tests, the status quo is maintained in
linguistic imperialism. For even previous
education with English as the medium of
instruction is not enough to prove proficiency,
institutions demand that proficiency can only
be adequately proven if a candidate can afford
to sit for a certified exam. They reinforce that
certain education systems cannot be trusted to
provide a good level of language proficiency
to their students.
The English language has been commodified
to the extent that it has its own market with
consumers spread all across the world ( Al
Hosni , 2015). This can be seen in the various
fee models for taking the exams. In Nigeria,
the test cost 250 USD which is around three
times the minimum wage of the country
(Chin, 2021). The additional cost of sending
results to institutions for various purposes has
not been accounted for. Furthermore, the high
prices are not justified as the validity of the
results is only two years. This means that
candidates have to prove their proficiency
again and again by incurring heavy costs.
This makes international opportunities
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inaccessible to many people. The prestige and
high fee attached to the test feeds into the
‘coaching classes’ or ‘preparatory classes’
culture but only the elite who can afford good
instructors. The IELTS coaching industry in
India amounts to over 1000 crores INR ( over
130 million USD) with the majority of these
coaching individuals and institutes being
unregistered (Brar, 2019). This leads to the
exploitation of many students. Besides, the
commodification of the language can be
observed through the presence of agencies
and courses offering online along with in
person training and resources and the
prestigious private schools offering education
in English (Al Hosni, 2015).
The historic construction of nations and
languages is also ignored. Institutions in
positions of power determine who gets to
labelled as a native speaker despite the long
history of British Colonialism. Today Asia
makes up for the biggest market for the
IELTS English test. The candidates from
countries with history of Anglo-post colonial
past fare better in the IELTS test (Pearson,
2021) yet the question to ask is why the
candidates with a history of British
colonialism are required to take such
language exams in the first place.
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The case of Punjab
This crazy race for IELTS is visible in the case
of the Indian state of Punjab. This state is in the
northern region of India. This particular state
makes up for 10% of the workers who migrate
from India to other nations (Brar, 2019). It was
found that almost six lakh (600,000) students
underwent IELTS training every year in
Punjab (Desk, 2022). The craze to go abroad
can be seen in the movies produced by the
Punjabi cinema - ‘Jatta vs IELTS’ which goes
on to show the struggles of preparing and
giving exams in order to go abroad to other
nations (Times of India, 2018). Most of the
candidates who have Punjabi as their mother
tongue have low scores which are insufficient
for them to make use of the opportunities
(Brar, 2019). This exam has transformed into a
gendered angle. An emerging trend in the state
is the ‘spouse visa’ where boys from wealthy
families seek to find girls for marriage with a
good score in the IELTS exam in order to
immigrate to another nation. There is a clear
class dimension as it is only men from
economically well off families who are
encouraging this trend. Moreover, this poses
the question of the education and freedom of
the girl. This race to immigrate to a new nation
has made IELTS scores as the new form of
dowry in Punjab (Narwana & Gill, 2021). The
demand for this English proficiency exam has
risen so much that the State minister has
collaborated with Cambridge University Press
India to provide coaching classes to the
students of the state (Desk, 2022).

Towards a reform
In the last year, a young Nigerian student,
Wikina, highlighted the discriminatory
practice of English-speaking nations having to
undergo proficiency exams. His actions led to
the Australian university finding an alternative
to prove the efficiency of the Nigerian students
(Chin, 2021). This can be one possible solution
to redefine the parameters of global English
proficiencies and assign the role of conducting
the tests to other institutions in order to make
the exams more accessible and affordable
according to the needs of the candidates. In the

globalized world, English is also the common
medium of interaction and instruction, it
enables students to talk and work. It would be
wrong to commodify it while ignoring the
cultural, historic, and economic implications
in the world. The exam remains a “powerful
gatekeeper” (Michell, 2021, p.9) as the test
remains inaccessible and unaffordable for
many candidates. There is a need to reform the
tests criteria and content as well as the fee to
ensure that the global opportunities can be
enjoyed by all.
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“30 sets of eyes stared at me as I entered
the classroom with a copy of my math
lesson plan in hand. It was my first lesson
with the students, and I wanted it to go
smoothly. I had spent hours trying to
perfect this lesson plan, meticulously
accounting for all the possible breakdowns
or mishaps that could happen. I began with
a strong hook and lectured my way through
the basics of the number system. The lens of
a rookie teacher didn’t notice the vacant
look that engulfed more and more faces
across the classroom. It was finally time for
the students to voice their doubts. A
backbencher stood up and politely asked,
“दीदी, तुम्ही मराठीत िरपीट करू शकता का?”
Which translates to “teacher, can you
repeat the whole lesson in Marathi
please?” My heart sank as I noted besides
the column labelled possible breakdowns in
my lesson plan: LANGUAGE BARRIER.”
The situation I encountered is not
uncommon in many classrooms across
India, especially the classrooms of students
from underprivileged backgrounds. The
above incident took place when I was
teaching in a public school in India where
the medium of instruction was English.
Indeed, the textbooks the students referred
to and the examinations they answered
were in English. Yet, the reality was
different. The students were barely
proficient in the language, having been
minimally exposed to it. Most of my
students were first generation learners
whose parents had enrolled them in the
English-medium school over the choice of
vernacular-medium in hopes of acquiring a
better
future
for
their
children.
Bhattacharya (2013) observes that in India,
socio-economically
disadvantaged
communities
view
English-medium
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instruction as a steppingstone to higher
education and higher paying jobs.
However, the result of enrolling in Englishmedium schools is not always rewarding.
Students
from
underprivileged
backgrounds enrolled in English-medium
schools in India find themselves
disadvantaged in two ways - they find it
difficult to cope with the language and the
content
taught
in
the
language
(Bhattacharya, 2013; Annamalai, 2005).
Learning English takes precedence over
learning the subject matter. Foundational
concepts in Mathematics, Science and other
subjects are hard for such students to
comprehend because of the language
barrier caused by poor proficiency in
English. Why then would they choose
English over vernacular instruction?
There are multiple benefits of knowing
English in India. Firstly, English is of
immense importance as a lingua franca or a
bridge language in today's globalised
world. It is the language of international
trade and business; and it provides access to
opportunities on a global scale. Secondly, it
can prove highly lucrative having a basic
proficiency of the language in the country.
In the state of West Bengal in India, the
ruling communist party (looking to
prioritise the language of the proletariat)
implemented a policy change which
abolished English teaching in primary
public schools in 1983. Chakraborty and
Bakshi (2015) examined this policy
intervention and found that the lack of
English training in primary schooling led to
a 26% decline in the wages earned by the
cohort that was exposed to the policy.
Hence knowledge of English in India can
decide your turnover, employment
prospects and is attractive to the
economically challenged masses looking

for upward economic mobility. Lastly,
English continues to be the language of
higher education in the country. With the
medium of instruction at university level
near exclusively in English (Ravi, 2015),
students who complete their basic
schooling in English-medium have an
unfair advantage over the students who
study in the vernacular-medium of
instruction. The Wire (2017) reports the
grievances of university students educated
in vernacular-mediums in a YouTube short
film where students of Delhi University and
Ambedkar
University
explain
the
difficulties they face attending lectures that
are conducted in English.
However, the allure of the English language
is not solely created by the prospects it
promises. Part of the appeal is predicated on
the belief that it is the language of the elite.
During the colonial period, the British
exploited the prevalent Caste system in
India and only a small proportion of Indians
(usually the upper caste elite) had access to
learning the language. This newly created
class of English-speaking elite, who
became well versed in European values and
knowledge, served as mediators between
the colonial rulers and its subjects
(Annamalai, 2005). In today's post-colonial
India, access to learning the language is
unequally distributed across the population.
Access to quality English education has
long been the prerogative of the rich who
can afford to pay for it. A larger proportion
of private schools in the country offer
English-medium instruction compared to
government schools and it is found that
parent's preference for English-medium
instruction is a significant reason for the
growing enrolment numbers in the private
schools that are usually fee paying (Central
Square Foundation, 2021). Thus, unequal

access has contributed to social
stratification and elite formation, just as
colonial education did, with the difference
being that the elite are no longer mediators,
but rulers themselves who influence
policies and decision making. Finally, the
English-speaking
elite
have
long
propagated an orientalist rhetoric to affirm
their social superiority by looking down
upon non-English speakers (Rodrigues,
2021). English proficiency has thus become
synonymous with societal status and
fluency in the language is considered a sign
of competence and intelligence.
Today, the language faces hostility from
right leaning political parties in India that
consider it a threat to the nation's identity
and culture; and instead, lobby for an
indigenous lingua franca such as Hindi (the
second official language of India besides
English). Although Hindi is a prominent
choice, the linguistic diversity of the
country poses a problem, with the nonHindi speaking belts of India favouring
their regional languages over Hindi.
Besides, it would be naive to overlook the
prejudicial histories of the indigenous
languages of the country which are being
favoured over English. Some of these
native languages have perpetuated the evils
of the caste-based segregation and
privileging in the country for centuries. In
ancient India, the choice of whether to be
educated and what language it would be in,
was decided by the hierarchical nature in
which the society was organized.
Languages such as Sanskrit or Persian were
restricted to priests and princes, while the
common people were educated in the local
vernaculars (Daswani, 2001; Annamalai,
2005). Furthermore, Rodrigues (2021)
argues that certain Indian languages are
deeply interlaced with religion and caste,
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and English proves to be a neutral and
secular language compared to its local
counterparts. For instance, Dalit poet and
activist Chandramohan S. finds power in
writing poems in English as he feels it is not
tethered to any spiritual injunctions like
other Indian languages (Chandramohan,
2021). Hence, the task of decolonising the
language hegemony of English in India is
not as simple as replacing English with an
indigenous language.
The choice of English-medium over
vernacular can determine upward socioeconomic mobility for the disadvantaged
masses of India. This choice is evident as
seen in the rise of student enrolment figures
in English-medium schools (Sharma,
2020). However, not all schools that present
themselves as an English-medium school,
practice English instruction in actuality
(Bhattacharya, 2013). Such schools tend to
have poorer families in India as their target
market and usually employ teachers with
inadequate English proficiency. From my
experience as a teacher in an Englishmedium public school for a low-income
community in India, I observed that
teaching was rarely conducted at the school
in English. My own instruction was
bilingual; in the local language and English,
as I wanted to reduce the language barrier
which caused difficulty in knowledge
transfer and comprehension. Hence, such
schools fail to respond to the aspirations of
the parents that we discussed initially, but
instead present a greater threat to education
equity, as students here “become trapped in
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a perpetual cycle of textual translation and
rote-memorisation techniques, learning for
the test” (Bhattacharya, 2013, p.179). The
knowledge they gain is imitative and not
interpretive as Annamalai (2005) precisely
notes. Moreover, the lack of support these
students receive exacerbates the situation,
as access to the English language is limited
outside their classrooms.
The debate over the medium of instruction
has been long-standing and ongoing in
post-colonial India. The socio-cultural,
economic, and political considerations
influencing the debate are discussed in this
paper. These make the solution or choice
not so straightforward. However, there is an
urgent need to look beyond this language
debate and focus on improving the quality
of education, irrespective of the language it
is imparted in. Some of the ways it could be
done is by improving teachers’ proficiency
in English, increasing the number of higher
education institutes with regional language
instruction, and advising parents on the
benefits of home language instruction in
early childhood education. Going forward
our attempts to decolonise the education
system should not aim for abolishing the
colonial language, rather nativizing it taking ownership of it (Annamalai, 2005).
With the global recognition of Indian
English, nativizing the language can take
away the nationalistic antipathy and the
orientalist ideology associated with the
language. Ultimately the goal would be to
accept the language as an agent of progress
for the impoverished masses.

Glossary
Dalit: the name given to group of people,
previously referred to as untouchables,
belonging to the lower strata of the Indian
Caste System.
Orientalism: Derived from the works of
Edward Said, Orientalism sees “the

European identity as a superior one in
comparison with all the non-European
peoples and cultures” (Rodrigues, 2021,
pp. 252-253).
Vernacular: “The term vernacular
education has been used to refer to mother
tongue-based education, particularly in the
Pacific” (Bühmann & Trudell, 2008, p. 6).
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Introduction

Language

carries within itself not

only the meanings of what one wants to say,
but also the worldview, beliefs, experiences
and power relations of the speaker. It is also
an important means through which cultural
practices are perpetuated as well as
understood in society. Fennes and Hapgood
(1997) consider language as being a crucial
tool for people belonging to a culture,
playing an important role in many spheres,
such as relationships, in the negotiation of
norms,
spreading
ideologies
and
worldviews, interpreting experiences,
transmitting values and wisdom, and
reflecting a culture’s history.
According to Baugh and Cable (2002),
what defines the significance of a language
are the circumstances that impact the
hierarchical power among nations.
Therefore, the language of a dominant
nation will be more valued and will reflect
the countries’ influence in varied areas,
such as politics, economy, technology
and/or military. Considering that language
also contains the relations of power of a
globalised world, the study of an additional
or foreign language should also include
critical reflections on social, cultural,
political and economic themes that
permeate its use. It is to say that language
teaching and learning should not be limited
to mere linguistic and functional structures,
and one should understand the history and
relations of power behind its development
and its dissemination to other territories.
For many years my references in studying
and teaching English were white and from
the Global North. Besides being an English
learner in a renowned British school in
Brazil, I have worked in some language

schools in which the standard teaching
approach was inspired by the United States
or United Kingdom models. It was only
when I took on the position as an English
pedagogical coordinator in a newly
established non-governmental organisation
that aims to support the socio-economic
integration of refugees and migrants
through language and culture courses that
my perspective on English language
teaching began to expand and become
critical. As hooks (1994) declares, "the
change in the way we think about language
and how we use it necessarily changes the
way we know what we know" (p. 231).
This paper aims at reflecting how English
language teaching and learning can
promote a decolonial approach, by
fostering recognition of non-hegemonic
cultures for teachers and learners from the
Global South. In order to analyse a possible
praxis with a decolonial approach in
English language teaching, a nongovernmental organisation setting in Brazil
will be used as an example. To carry out
this analysis, the discussions in this article
will be in dialogue with Aníbal Quijano's
theory of the coloniality of power, and
Paulo Freire and bell hooks' critical
pedagogy.
English language and colonial roots
According to Crystal (2003), the foreign
language most widely learnt in the world is
English, being taught in more than 100
nations. The author explains that for a
language to achieve importance and
recognition globally it has to develop a
“special role” in every nation. It can be
considered as an official language of a
country or used as a communication tool in
different spheres, such as in law, media,
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government, and education. It can also be
chosen as the main foreign language
education in a country, being or not the
official language (pp.3-5).
There are many events that have influenced
the spread of the English language across
the globe, such as "the development of
England as a maritime power, the
expansion of the British Empire, and the
growth of trade and industry" (Baugh &
Cable, 2002, p.2). In this article the focus
will be on colonisation as a key actor in the
process of English language dissemination
through the establishment of colonies by
the British Empire, and the use of the
coloniser's language for social, political and
economic purposes worldwide.
Pennycook (2007) analyses that the
connections between English Language
Teaching (ELT) and colonialism during
colonial times are crucial to understand the
teaching and learning of this language over
the years and its impact in present days. The
author reminds that this relationship
between ELT and colonialism happens
through the material and the cultural
aspects, particularly regarding the images
of the Self and the Other, the Occident and
the Orient. Through this lens, the English
learners are considered as the “other” and
from the “Orient” and the native speakers
as the “self” and from the “Occident”. This
idea of the Self and the Other is echoed in
the difference of discourses between
Western versus Non-Western views. The
Self, or Western, is seen as the mainstream
and superior over the latter - the Other or
Non-Western - and this is an effect of the
relations
during
colonisation
and
imperialism (Nair, 2017).

Indeed, through my experiences as a learner
and teacher of English, I have seen that
much of what is considered as a reference
in ELT, particularly textbooks and teaching
practices, often come from the United
Kingdom or from the United States - the
latter a former British colony that has
become a major power influence. However,
this is not surprising, as the top largest ELT
textbook publishing companies are based in
these two regions, the UK and the US
(Wischenbart and Fleischhacker, 2020).
Moreover, since its creation in 1934, the
British Council has played a vital role in
spreading ELT across the globe. As stated
in their mission, the British Council aims at
“promoting a wider knowledge of [the UK]
and the English language abroad and
developing closer cultural relations
between [the UK] and other countries.”
(Our History, n.d.). Currently, the
organisation is present in 118 countries
across the globe.
As Quijano (2000) advocates, the notion of
globalisation that still resonates in the
current world has a starting point with the
constitution of colonies in the new world.
Moreover, the power built in the global
scenario during colonial times can be
considered as the basis for the modern
hegemonic and eurocentered force in place
in today’s globalised world. Considering
that the major sources of the ELT area are
based in the UK and the US, it can be said
that the English learning and teaching have
been developed under this colonial notion
of globalisation and cultural relations with
colonies.
A decolonial approach
Drawing from Quijano’s (2000) thoughts,
in order to resist colonialism and its
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influence that can be seen in all spheres of
life, there must be a decolonial turn in
episteme coming from intellectuals from
former colonies that have been silenced
over the centuries. Along the same lines,
hooks (1994, p. 224) mentions a poem by
Adrienne Rich in which she says that "this
is the language of the oppressor, but I need
it to speak to you”. According to the author,
this phrase makes her reflect that the
English language is the "language of
conquest and domination" and that many
other languages were excluded and
forgotten so that English would prevail in
the British colonies. The issue is not the
English language itself, but the way it has
been used as a tool for domination,
exclusion and feeling of inferiority.
Therefore, a break and transformation
towards standard English allows room for a
"culture of resistance" where it is possible
to give voice to different non-hegemonic
epistemes.
Understanding that English language has
also been used as the language forced upon
the colonised, and that the ELT area tends
to follow a western and hegemonic
perspective, a decolonial approach in
English language teaching and learning is
thus crucial for a critical pedagogy in the
21st century. However, there is still room to
be discussed about foreign language
teaching with references to non-hegemonic
countries that have English as their official
language, such as South Africa, Nigeria,
Jamaica, India, Pakistan, among many
other places in America, Africa or Asia.
In this sense, there are some burning
questions to be addressed towards a
decolonial approach in ELT: How to
include a proposal for discussion on
decolonial education in the training of

English teachers? How to rethink the
English curriculum for students? How can
materials include Global South instead of
only Global North perspectives? As also
questioned by Pennycook (2007):
How can we teach English and
teach about English teaching in a
way that both acknowledges the
colonial
and
neo-colonial
implications of ELT yet also allows
for an understanding of the
possibilities of change, resistance,
and appropriation? Is it possible to
teach English in such a way that we
can emphasise its post-colonial
possibilities without ignoring its
neo-colonial limitations? (p.22)
All these questions are echoed in
Freire’s (2000) argument that education
itself is a political act. Resonating with the
Freirean discourse of political nonneutrality in education, hooks (1994, p.37)
exemplifies this idea by commenting that "a
white professor in an English department
who teaches only 'great white man's work is
making a political decision". This is a great
example that demonstrates that the
curricula, their goals, and the literature that
supports them cannot be considered neutral.
Thus, taking into consideration the
assumption of non-neutrality and the
decolonial discourse, ELT practices must
question their own teaching approaches and
lenses in order to discuss new perspectives
in English language teaching and learning.
“Imperialism, coloniality of power and
alternative epistemologies are not common
issues to be included in teaching textbooks
or the ELT classroom. Nevertheless, there
is a need for those topics to be included”
(Barrantes Montero, 2017, p.3)
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A decolonial language teaching setting
The locus as a point of reference for
discussing ways of thinking about English
language teaching and learning with a
decolonial approach will be Abraço
Cultural São Paulo, a Brazilian non-profit
organisation that offers language and
culture courses with migrant and refugee
teachers. With decolonial and intercultural
perspectives, this innovative language
course challenges the status quo of
Eurocentric language teaching and learning
and places non-hegemonic cultures and
interculturality as a central element in the
classroom.
First, the organisation only recruits people
of migrant or refugee background who are
willing to become language and culture
teachers or continue their teaching path in
Brazil. Offering the opportunity to migrants
and refugees to be part of a socio-economic
structure through language education is a
way to listen to the voice and give
protagonism to teachers to teach about their
countries and cultures in a "counterhegemonic act". (hooks, 1994, p.2).
Moreover, as Freire (2000) argued, it is an
intention to "transform this structure so that
they can become beings into themselves"
(p.74). For five years, I led a team of
teachers from 11 different nationalities
from the Global South in this NGO and
their teacher training included discussions
on hegemonic versus non-hegemonic
cultures,
cultural
diversity,
and
appreciation of cultures from the Global
South. The English classes in the NGO are
taught by people from Syria, Nigeria and
Egypt to a majority group of Brazilian
students.
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In addition, Abraço Cultural São Paulo
creates its own language course textbooks
which are written by Brazilian authors and
promote discussions about migration,
refuge, human rights, and interculturality.
The course books also intend to foster
critical language teaching and learning by
raising awareness about cultural diversity
and cultures from the Global South,
offering a non-western language education,
as well as stopping perpetuating
stereotypes. Furthermore, the themes,
images, text sources, and audios included in
the textbooks are carefully chosen to
respect and promote diversity and
inclusion. Thus, images and stories of
migrants, black, indigenous, and peoples of
colour, and LGBTQIA+ populations,
among other underrepresented groups are
present in each textbook unit.
The NGO teaching and learning approach
can be referred to what Walsh (2010)
discussed as it intends to be a critical,
intercultural, and decolonial pedagogical
practice that aims not only to think "from"
the struggle of historically subordinated
peoples, but also "with" diverse
individuals, knowledge, and ways of being
and living (p.15). The long lasting effects of
the colonial period and the relationship
between coloniser and colonised still
pervades ELT history and can also be seen
in current educational praxis. To look only
at two linguistic variants as possible (from
the UK or the US) is to overlook the
changes the English language has gone
through over the centuries. Therefore, by
offering protagonism for migrants and
refugees to work with English language
teaching and learning with a decolonial
approach is to “make our words a counterhegemonic speech, liberating ourselves
through language." (hooks, 1994, p. 233).
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The

Arts have a strong transformative

power. They can raise awareness of social
issues, propose solutions, provoke
reflection, and amplify the voices of those
who cannot find spaces to speak out
elsewhere. In the scenario discussed in this
article, there is a theatrical form thought
exclusively to think and promote change
through the Arts. Theatre of the Oppressed
(TO) was created by the Brazilian theatre
practitioner Augusto Boal, during the
Brazilian military dictatorship. He was sent
to exile in 1971 and continued his work in
many other parts of the world (Dwyer,
2005). One of his most important concepts
is what he calls spec-actors, which is
having the audience at the centre of the
performance, acting out the oppressions
they have lived or still live and the solutions
to them (Boal, 1979). Added to this is the
role of the Joker, who works as a mediator
between the stage and the spect-actors
(Boal, 1979). The main idea is that, by
acting out their own problems and
solutions, the spect-actors will acquire
tools to deal with them in their own lives
(Österlind, 2008). That comes from the fact
that TO has its roots in critical pedagogy
(Howard, 2004), a problem-solving and
student-centered philosophy that promotes
critical and political awareness (Nouri &
Seyed,
2014),
aiming
at
social
transformation (Schroeter, 2013). This
article will explain the role of TO as a
representative of critical pedagogy in the
field of theatre.
One of the aims of TO is to challenge
hegemonic theatre and propose a kind of
theatre that promotes liberation and
freedom (Österlind, 2008). In his book,
Theatre of the Oppressed, Boal (1979) uses
the first chapter to critique Aristotle’s
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Poetic and to propose an alternative to it
with his TO. Aristotle’s Poetic is a guide for
dramaturgs to write their plays for the
ancient Greek theatre contests, with rigid
rules of what the perfect tragedy would be
like. This work is the basis for all of western
theatre that followed (Dwyer, 2005). One of
its main concepts is the catharsis, a strong
empathy that the audience should have
towards the flaws of the tragic hero,
creating an identification with the aim of
teaching them lessons about the morals and
virtues of the time when the character went
through a tragic ending (Boal, 1979).
However, Boal believed that the audience
would be oppressed by traditional theatre.
In his opinion, those on stage are the only
ones who have a voice during the
performance. That voice was back then and
still is representative of a specific part of the
population, making theatre a tool for the
maintenance of hegemonic structures
(Snyder-Young, 2011), which t critical
pedagogy tries to dissolute (Nouri & Seyed,
2014).
Boal’s critique of the Poetic was not free
from being criticized. Dwyer (2005) agrees
with Boal’s critique and acknowledges that
the Poetic was used as a tool to perpetuate
the power of the elites in Ancient Greece.
However, he highlights the fact that Brecht
had said the same decades before. Brecht
proposes the opposite of catharsis, the
alienating effect, which aims at distancing
the characters and the story from the
audience to enable reflection about what is
being performed (Snyder-Young, 2011). As
a counterargument to this critique, the
influence of Brecht in Boal’s work is
evident (Snyder-Young, 2011). In Theatre
of the Oppressed, Boal (1979) claims that
the aesthetics of the Poetic should be
replaced by Brecht’s aesthetics, so Boal has

always credited Brecht in his critique.
Dwyer (2005) also says that Boal’s
practices would not make sense anymore,
once he was exiled and left the context of
the dictatorship and started working in,
what Dwyer (2005, p. 363) called, “FirstWorld settings”. He finds the Rainbow of
Desires, a branch of TO which aims at
giving the spect-actors the chance to act on
more individual problems, particularly
problematic in the context of having TO as
an alternative to the Poetic because of its
more individualistic, rather than social,
nature. Österlind (2008), on the other hand,
argues that developing the individual’s
response against oppression is paramount
for the development of a society. Therefore,
even when working on individual issues,
Boal is challenging hegemonic theatrical
structures.
Besides the aforementioned influence of
Brecht in Boal’s work, Paulo Freire, from
whom he borrows part of his main work’s
name, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire,
1970), is also crucial for developing his
work (Snyder-Young, 2011). When
analyzing his critique of the Poetic, it is
possible to realise the link between what he
proposes and what is proposed by critical
pedagogy, especially Freire’s (1970)
concept of praxis, which is the correlation
of action and reflection. One of the critiques
that critical pedagogy often receives is that
there are few indications of how it can be
used in practice (Nouri & Seyed, 2014).
Nonetheless, when analyzing TO through
the lenses of praxis, it is possible to bridge
this gap, as it invites the spect-actors to
reflect upon their reality and scenically
explore actions to change it (Schroeter,
2013). However, it is important to realise
that each educator will follow the
philosophies of critical pedagogy, and

hence TO too, in a different way. Howard
(2004) argues the dangers of following
Boal’s system by the book, as the context
where it happens plays such an important
role in the outcomes of the performance.
Aligned to this thought, Macedo (1970)
claims that, because of its dialogical nature,
critical pedagogy cannot be faced as a
method.
Another key point of critical pedagogy that
can be found in TO is the dissolution of
authority. When Boal shifts the focus of
hegemonic theatre, he is giving space for
the expression of those who were not
represented on stage (Howard, 2004).
Hence, it is important to be attentive to the
role of authority that teachers play as
Jokers, when TO is being applied at
schools. There are many layers of power
relationships
when
talking
about
children/teenagers and adults, teachers and
students and, at many times, social and
economic differences (Snyder-Young,
2011). When describing her experience in
the drama lessons she taught, SnyderYoung (2011) emphasises the fact that there
were moments when her group of students
reproduced oppressions instead of taking a
more progressive way to approach the
themes worked. However, it seems that she
is assuming her way of reducing oppression
is better than that of the students who live
those oppressions. Paulo Freire (1970)
believes that people should have the
autonomy to think for themselves and make
their own choices based on their life
experiences. Thus, the role of the Joker is
not to interfere in the spect-actors solutions
to their oppression, but to facilitate their
way into getting to their own conclusions
(Boal, 1979) to foster a critical and
emancipatory education.

51

There are many characteristics from critical
pedagogy that can be found in the core of
Boal’s work and those who use it
nowadays, making it an important
representative of critical pedagogy in the
field of theatre or an important
representative of theatre in the field of
critical pedagogy. Some of the main work
written about this practice focuses on the
theories behind TO or on the description of
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the workshops taught, but there is not much
literature about the long-term impacts TO
has on the communities where it was
taught.
Studies
about
how
the
conscientisation of the spect-actors and
real-life actions they take (praxis) based on
their experiences with TO could be
interesting to show the results of critical
pedagogy when put into practice.
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Introduction

The institutionalization of education has
two aspects- the secular education system
and the religious or faith-based education
system. Both systems coexist in several
countries. However, the impacts of the
latter in the Southeast Asian contexts are
noteworthy. The most prevalent religions in
Southeast Asia are Islam, Hinduism,
Christianity, Buddhism, Judaism, Sikhism
and Jainism. Each religion approaches the
matter of pedagogy in different ways due to
their varied cultural values and norms. In
the Southeast Asian context, educational
institutions
that
represent
Islamic
pedagogies are termed as ‘Madrasas’. The
principal aim of Madrasas is to make an
individual spiritually educated through the
course of religious norms and practices.
Some positive aspects of these institutions
are, educating the transgender communities
in Bangladesh, providing education to
children belonging to lower-income
families and creating opportunities for
students by giving them vocational training
(Mushtaq, Sadiq & Ijaz, 2014; Chowdhury,
2020). They offer these because Islamic
texts suggest creating opportunities for
people who fall behind due to social
stratification. However, there is also
research showing that Madrasas might
work as a focal point for the growth of
Islamic extremism (The impact of the
Islamic state in Asia, 2015).
This article will start with a background of
the Islamic pedagogical approach with a
specific focus on Madrasas. It will then
highlight the impacts of Madrasas that go
beyond the hegemonic characteristics of the
secular education system in countries of
Southeast Asia, precisely Bangladesh,
Pakistan and India.
Islamic Pedagogy: Background
The concept of Madrasa has been prevalent
for a number of centuries. Different parts of

the Muslim world had distinct curricula in
earlier periods (from 7th to 11th century).
However, there was only one fundamental
theme which bound them together and that
was to educate people in Islamic values so
that they can be future scholars in Islamic
fields (Mushtaq, Sadiq & Ijaz, 2014).
During the 12th century, Madrasas decided
to modify the curriculums through the
integration of academic subjects of rational
sciences. One example of such an event is
the Ottoman Empire. They instituted
curricula in their Madrasas which started to
teach
“subjects
including
logic,
mathematics,
astronomy,
chemistry,
medicine, poetry, history, geography,
Quranic studies, Jurisprudence (Fiqh), and
Islamic law” (Locating the Madrasa in
21st-Century India, 2021, p.5). Some other
Madrasas were specifically designed to
focus on various arts and crafts. In presentday Uzbekistan, there were two cities
famous for education during that time
period: Bukhara and Samarkand (Locating
the Madrasa in 21st-Century India, 2021).
At the time, prominent scholars along with
around half of the Asian Muslim population
of that time received education from the
institutions of these cities (Fry, 1966). The
quality of education was so eminent that
Europeans used to call some institutions
‘universities’ (Gervase & Smith, n.d.).
Therefore, the Asian Madrasas made the
Islamic educational approach more
universal than before.
However, during the subsequent British
colonial period, Madrasas in the Indian
subcontinent faced many challenges due to
the new rules introduced by the East India
Company. For instance, Persian, which was
the official language, was replaced by
English (Bano, 2010). In addition, the
Islamic judges and laws were replaced by
British judges and their laws. Madrasas, as
a result, started to lose their appeal and
relevance during that time. The remaining
Madrasas were considered to be the
protectors of Islamic cultures and values
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and therefore, elicited zero reforms. Some
Islamic scholars even started to question
‘science’ as an academic subject and
rejected it as a product of British culture
(Bano, 2010). Consequently, there
appeared a noticeable shift on the emphasis
of the Madrasa curriculum by turning their
focal point from worldly life to the afterlife
(Bano, 2010). The modernization of these
institutions came to a standstill after that.
After gaining their independence, three
Southeast Asian countries (Bangladesh,
India and Pakistan) tried to introduce
reforms to their Madrasas. Although
Pakistan was the first to voice its concerns,
it was the last to implement any reform
(University of Birmingham, 2007).
The Curricula
At present, Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan
have different curricula and infrastructures
in their Madrasas. In Bangladesh, there are
reformed and unreformed Madrasas which
are called Aliya and Qoumi respectively.
The state has authority over the former and
supports them financially while it neither
provides financial support nor authority
over the latter (Bano, 2010). On one hand,
Aliya Madrasas follow a curriculum that
includes secular subjects along with Islamic
subjects. On the other hand, Qoumi
Madrasas tend to follow a curriculum
which is based on religion only. In
Pakistan, a few Madrasas teach additional
subjects such as English, General Science
and Urdu, along with the religious ones.
The rest of the Pakistani Madrasas adhere
to the ways of the unreformed Qoumi
Madrasas. This addition of secular subjects
was made possible due to the support from
the U.S. in 2002 (Bano, 2010). However,
most of the Madrasas there do not have any
state authority which means they operate
independently
without
being
held
accountable to the state (Bano, 2010). The
characteristics of the Madrasas can differ
according to the nature of the state
government in India. For instance, the
Madrasas belonging to Bihar or Uttar
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Pradesh do not accept any modern
curricula, while Madrasas from Kerala do
not distinguish between secular and
religious education (Locating the Madrasa
in 21st-Century India, 2021). However,
situated in West Bengal, there exists one of
the most renowned Madrasa education
systems; the ‘West Bengal Board of
Madrasa Education’ (Bano, 2010).
Furthermore, Madrasas from these
countries do not arrange or encourage any
extracurricular activities. For instance,
singing, dancing, drama, painting, etc. are
not allowed within the premises of the
Madrasas. Nevertheless, the main objective
for most families is to ensure a source of
food and shelter for their children and to
ensure that their children can read the
Quran (the religious textbook of Islam).
Impacts of Madrasa Education in
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan
Several groups of people have an
underprivileged status in terms of economy
in the community of Southeast Asia. The
Muslim underprivileged groups of
Southeast Asian nations, particularly from
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan, do not
have enough financial capability to send
their children to formal education as it is
costly. This is where Madrasas stepped in
to offer low cost, accessible education to
these communities. It is even possible for
economically disadvantaged children to get
free education in these Madrasas.
Sometimes, students get free food and
accommodation in exchange for being
educated in the Islamic way. Some
Madrasas create opportunities to educate
the transgender community too. For
example, Dawatul Koran Third Sex
Madrasa in Bangladesh has been recently
established with a view to providing
education to the transgender communities
free of charge (Chowdhury, 2020). This is
the first educational institution in
Bangladesh that targets transgender
communities. There is no age limit for the
transgender community to get enrolled into

this Madrasa, and they have access to
vocational training which improves their
chances of getting employed (Chowdhury,
2020). The secular education system could
not provide this kind of opportunity to
transgender people due to the lack of
resources and funding.
On the contrary, Madrasas have a vast
political impact on Muslim nations. The
Islamic pedagogy of Madrasas preaches
Islam, but misinterpretations of Islamic
texts are often seen to be used as a weapon
by some radical or extremist groups. The
connection between Madrasa and Islamic
fundamentalism was a topic of debate after
the 9/11 terrorist attack (Bhattacharya,
2006). Some Madrasas teach the students to
carry out ‘Jihad’ against the non-Muslim
people. Jihad is the religious war to protect
Islam and Muslims. However, radical
groups generally utilize these kinds of
misinterpretations of the religion to
indoctrinate the students of Madrasas

(ibid.). For instance, Jeemah Islamiyah, an
Islamic militant group, recruits from
Madrasas that are situated across Southeast
Asia (The impact of the Islamic state in
Asia, 2015). For local recruitment, these
groups even use local gestures and
languages in order to attract people (The
impact of the Islamic state in Asia, 2015).
Despite the actions of fringe extremist
groups, Madrasas have historically been
centers for education and collaboration.
Conclusion
Madrasas have a long history in the context
of Southeast Asian education system. They
tend to go beyond the hegemonic structures
of the secular education system which, at
times, lacks appreciation. However, policy
reformation, such as accountability,
adequate funding, and special curricula can
make Madrasas a preferable choice.
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The

field of education has historically

been understood from the lens of schooling
in
classrooms.
Prior
to
modern
developments in the field of education,
children were predominantly educated by
their parents. The industrial revolution at
the turn of the 19th century led to the
creation of public schools. United States of
America was among the first countries to
draft and implement legislation to mandate
attendance to these schools (Cook et al.,
2013). Over the last 120 years, as theory
and pedagogy in education evolved over
time, the phenomenon of schooling
developed into the fundamental system of
education that is visible across the world
today.
However, as deeper analysis and
understanding towards education systems
developed, a new pedagogy towards
schooling began to take root in the West.
Stakeholders across educational institutions
began to question the purpose, outcomes
and structure of the now traditional
schooling system. At the forefront of this
fledgling education revolution was John
Holt, an American educator, who published
a number of books about the failures of the
public schooling system in the early 1960s.
John Holt argued that schools were doing
more harm than good to children’s learning,
particularly in terms of how schools would
classify and segregate students in
classrooms (Davis, 2011). Holt’s views on
education outside of schools would lay the
foundation for homeschooling and
unschooling pedagogies for the following
decades (Davis, 2011). This article focuses
specifically on homeschooling and a
growing sense of positivity towards this
form of alternative education, including a
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brief overview of its growing acceptance in
developing countries like India.
Homeschooling exists as an alternative
approach to education in contrast to
traditional
schooling
systems.
“Homeschooling can be defined as the
elective practice whereby children are
educated directly under the personal
oversight of their parents, often, though not
exclusively, by their parents and usually in
a home setting” (Donnelly, 2012). While
homeschooling is by no means a Western
phenomenon or invention, the dominance
of Western education systems across the
world creates a hegemonic discourse
around the growth and development of
homeschooling. However, it must be noted
that the Western countries were among the
first to formulate education policies with
respect to homeschooling as an alternative
to public education (Donnelly, 2012).
The motivations of parents to adopt this
style of education are varied and cannot be
simplified in generic terms due to the nonstructured approach of homeschooling
itself. However, considering the context of
homeschooling in the United States of
America, there are some key factors that
have influenced parents into opting for
homeschooling. One of the major issues
with public schooling was the ‘one size fits
all’ approach that propagated across the
system, an approach that made it difficult
for special needs students to integrate into
schooling systems (Cook et al., 2013). This
forced parents of children with special
needs to opt more into homeschooling to
accommodate for the needs of their child,
something which public schooling is unable
to provide for (Cook et al., 2013). Other
motivating factors can be related to a
child’s mental/physical health, a desire to
provide religious education that may not be

in the curriculum of public schools, concern
about the quality of the schooling
environment or general dissatisfaction with
traditional approaches to education
(Donnelly, 2012). These perspectives and
attitudes are predominantly focused on the
Western notion of homeschooling. NonWestern approaches to homeschooling,
such as the Indian context, present a
different contextual background through
which the phenomenon can be observed.
In India, homeschooling has seen a rise in
recent years despite the lack of explicit
education laws or regulations regarding it
as an alternative form of education. This
complementary legal freedom towards this
type of schooling has been received rather
unquestioningly thus far. Homeschooling
as a concept has been neither specifically
addressed nor dismissed under the various
laws regarding Indian education, which
leaves it in a cloud of uncertainty but at the
same time gives it a certain freedom, as it is
not restricted by legal limitations (de Beer
et al., 2020). The limited scientific data
available on this topic, specific to the Indian
context, is a reflection of its structural
deficiency, which has not necessarily been
considered problematic by those that have
chosen to adopt this alternative form of
education. While the reasons for parents
choosing to homeschool their children may
range from financial inability to
geographical instability, in India, one of the
primary reasons remains to be the general
dissatisfaction with the present education
system in the country (Sinha, 2016). It is in
response to this idea that parents have
approached homeschooling for the freedom
it permits regarding content and pace of
learning for children.

In India, the Right to Education Act, 2009
(RTE) recognizes that parents have the
right to choose the kind of alternative form
of education for their children if they decide
against mainstream schooling (India,
2019). Providing additional support to the
cause, the National Institute of Open
Schooling (NIOS), India, initiated in 1989,
allows for homeschooled children to take
examinations that are recognized as
credible for further admission to
universities in India. Previously, the
reasons for children being homeschooled
were mostly attributed to behavioural or
learning incapacities and while the validity
of the NIOS certification was taken into
consideration
for
admission
into
universities, the preference was towards
students from mainstream schooling
experiences (Srinivas, 2021). The past few
years, however, have seen an increase in the
number of international examination boards
that
have
begun
to
recognize
homeschooling as a valid form of
education, where students are permitted to
register as private candidates to take the
examinations, although at an increased fee
(Desikan, 2013). This has broadened the
scope of opportunities for homeschoolers’
further education outside the country and
there has been a marginal increase in the
number of families from urban areas, who
have been exposed to these various options,
choosing homeschooling as an alternative
form of education (Kaushik, 2021). The
conscious preference of homeschooling by
a mixed social class of people has seen a
shift from it functioning as a necessity for a
reserved group of children to a favoured
form of education that can benefit any
child.
Donnelly (2012) stated that homeschooling
provides the flexibility that mainstream
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schooling cannot afford to, with parents
predominantly preferring child-centred
approaches to learning while at the same
time choosing what not to include in a
child’s learning. But while the lack of a
fixed curriculum is seen as an advantage, it
is also an area of concern for parents who
choose to homeschool their children. The
process of keeping up with the energy
levels, while choosing concepts that keep
up the motivation levels of homeschooled
children is an activity that influences
parents’ abilities to continue to provide the
support that the process of homeschooling
requires (de Beer et al., 2020). Parental fear
associated with the inability to provide the
intended educational standards to their
children has often been a reason in cases
where parents have chosen to shift back to
conventional systems of learning after
attempts at homeschooling (Zhao & Badzis,
2014). Another challenge that has been
attributed to homeschooling in the past has
been the concern over homeschooled
children’s lack of social interactions, a
process that is considered crucial of the
conventional schooling practice (Zhao &
Badzis, 2014). Although this view has been
widely implied, it has been refuted by both
parents and children that are involved in the
homeschooling process, who seem to rather
value the kind of inter-generational learning
that takes place through a variety of
interactions as a result of this unstructured
form of learning.
The Covid-19 pandemic shifted formal
education from schools to homes and thus
changed how parents were involved in the
learning process (Singh, 2021). It has
fundamentally altered the structure of
education around the world over the course
of the last two years. Children began to
attend lessons from the comfort of their
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own homes, with classes being conducted
through remote technological tools such as
Zoom. In a sense, the shift in learning styles
that occurred during pandemic can be
attributed to a form of homeschooling due
to the nature of where the learning was
occurring. However, by observing this
phenomenon through Donnelly’s (2012)
definition of homeschooling mentioned
above, it becomes apparent that while the
place of learning may have moved into the
homes of children, the actual process of
education was more traditional due to the
dependence on schooling curriculum and
pedagogies.
With schooling becoming predominantly
online, issues of technology, infrastructure
and economic divide have become even
more pronounced within the school
systems, which teachers have struggled to
address through remote teaching. Parents
have begun to take note of the lack of
pedagogical flexibility employed by
teachers in delivering content in an online
environment
(Fontenelle-Tereshchuk,
2021). This phenomenon has become even
more pronounced in online classrooms,
where teachers employ the aid of parents in
delivering content to students, with parents
becoming increasingly overburdened while
attempting to balance their professional
responsibilities with the academic and
emotional needs of their children
(Fontenelle-Tereshchuk, 2021). FontenelleTereshchuk (2021) highlighted the growing
responsibilities of parents involved in
education as a key factor in increased
criticism of modern schooling practices and
pedagogies. As parents have become
exposed to the limitations of mainstream
schooling, the pandemic has consequently
seen a larger proportion in the number of
families opting to move their children to

alternative forms of learning, such as
homeschooling
(Musaddiq,
Stange,
Bacher-Hicks, & Goodman, 2021).
While homeschooling has historically been
seen as an off-branch attempt to escape the
hegemonic structures of public schooling,
the COVID-19 pandemic has rapidly
changed this notion. Particularly in
countries where Western approaches
towards education have severely limited
student growth in classrooms (such as
India) homeschooling is now being seen as
an alternative to traditional schooling

paradigms. Parents’ increased engagement
in teaching, along with the awareness of
alternative forms of education as viable
options, have been responsible for the
changing attitudes towards homeschooling
in societies that otherwise did not consider
this form of education as an option. While
there still do remain risks attached to this
form of alternative education, parents are
becoming increasingly drawn to the
freedom and flexibility that homeschooling
can provide to the academic and emotional
wellbeing of their children.

63

References
Cook, K. B., Bennett, K. E., Lane, J. D., & Mataras, T. K. (2013). Beyond the brick walls:
Homeschooling students with special needs. Physical Disabilities: Education and
Related Services, 32(2), 98–111. https://doi.org/10.14434/pders.v32i2.12997
Davis, A. (2011). Evolution of Homeschooling. Distance Learning, 8(2), 29-35.
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/evolutionhomeschooling/docview/1014187289/se-2?accountid=13031
de Beer, Louw & Vos, Deon & Myburgh, Jeannine. (2020). Homeschooling in the BRICS
Members States: A Comparative Study.
Desikan, P. (2013, February 23). Boards and Homeschoolers. Swashikshan - Indian
Association
of
Homeschoolers.
http://swashikshan.org/2012/12/boards-andhomeschoolers/
Donnelly, M. P. (2012). Homeschooling. In C. L. Glenn & J. De Groof (Eds.), Balancing
freedom, autonomy and accountability in education. Volume 1 (199-220). Tilburg,
NL: Wolf Legal Publishers
Fontenelle-Tereshchuk, D. (2021). ‘Homeschooling’ and the COVID-19 Crisis: The Insights
of Parents on Curriculum and Remote Learning. Interchange, 52(2), 167–191.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10780-021-09420-w
India. (2019, October 7). HSLDA. https://hslda.org/post/india
Kaushik, M. (2021, April 22). Is India ready for home schooling? Forbes India.
https://www.forbesindia.com/article/edtech-special/is-india-ready-for-homeschooling/67571/1
Musaddiq, T., Stange, K., Bacher-Hicks, A., & Goodman, J. (2021). The Pandemic’s Effect on
Demand for Public Schools, Homeschooling, and Private Schools. The Pandemic’s
Effect on Demand for Public Schools, Homeschooling, and Private Schools.
https://doi.org/10.3386/w29262
Sinha, C. (2016, November 20). Class of their own. India Today.
https://www.indiatoday.in/magazine/society/story/20161128-homeschooling-in-indiaalternative-formal-schooling-education-igcse-nios-829901-2016-11-17
Srinivas, R. (2021, June 7). Open your mind to Open Schooling. Shri Harini Media Ltd.
https://www.parentcircle.com/what-is-open-schooling-system-in-india/article
Zhao, J., & Badzis, M. (2014). Parents’ Perspectives on Homeschooling in Chinese Mainland.
International Proceedings of Economics Development and Research.

64

Sámi Education in the
Nordic Countries
Maryam Scholz,
Veera Vainionperä-Torres Villa
and
Janine Knauerhase

65

Sámi

people are the only indigenous

people living in the area of the European
Union (Sámediggi, Saamelaiskäräjät,
2021). There are around 80,000-100,000
Sámi people altogether living in Norway,
Finland, Sweden, and Russia (Samiskt
informationscentrum, n.d.). In this article,
we wish to address the educational
opportunities of Sámi people in different
contexts. First, we outline the recent
developments concerning educational
challenges and opportunities for the Sámi
people in the three Nordic countries of
Finland, Sweden, and Norway. Second, we
take a more detailed look at government
actions that have affected the Sámi in
Finland, as an exemplary case, which has
been the main cause for many educational
disadvantages in the past and present. Some
of the core topics of the text include cultural
colonialism and the role that education has
played in national assimilation efforts. The
societal status of the Sámi people as a
minority group will be discussed mostly
from an educational perspective, some
more political aspects are also included as
these intertwine with the discussion about
the rights of the Sámi people. Language is
another emerging theme as it is tightly
embedded in the preservation of the
indigenous culture and in the definitions of
identities. Sámi languages are original
languages in Europe and today, there are 910 different Sámi languages (Sámediggi,
Saamelaiskäräjät, 2021). The challenges to
preserving the Sámi languages will be
discussed further in the article.
Challenges and opportunities in Sámi
education in Finland
Paksuniemi and Keskitalo (2019) are two
Sámi scholars with a deep background in
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Sámi education. The authors write about the
development challenges regarding the
educational opportunities for the Sámi
youth in Finland. It was not until 1970, that
the process of establishing Sámi education
in Finnish schools began, and the
perspectives of Sámi people were included
at some level in the education planning
(Paksuniemi & Keskitalo, 2019, p. 76,
referring to Aikio-Puoskari, 2005).
However, the literature shows several weak
points both in history and today in Sámi
peoples’ educational opportunities. While
the Nordic welfare states have offered Sámi
people a high level of education, at the same
time, education has functioned as an
assimilation tool, overshadowing their
cultures and, in some cases, bringing their
language into extinction (Paksuniemi &
Keskitalo, 2019, p. 68). Schooling has,
thus, endangered the connection of
generations of Sámi people with their world
views, traditional knowledge, and social
networks (Paksuniemi & Keskitalo, 2019,
p. 68). In Finland, the national collective
objectives to strengthen the national
identity and Finnish language led to abuse
of power and efforts to assimilate Sámi
people into the mainstream culture
(Keskitalo et al., 2016). This can be viewed
as cultural colonialism. While for the
majority, these aspirations of a strong
nation may appear as modernization, for
indigenous minorities, it shows as
colonization. (Keskitalo et al., 2016)
The Sámi people are native to the area that
is now Finland, with a number still residing
in Sápmi, which in Finland is known as the
Lapland. However, most are scattered
throughout the Nordic States (Keskitalo,
2012). The colonial practice of assimilation
through attempted Christianization in the
middle ages, which heightened in the 17th

century, resulted in the loss or deterioration
of many traditions, languages, and the
culture of Sámi people (Kallio & Länsman,
2018). With the occurrence of the Second
World War, the Sami were left without any
education for several years which affected
literacy rates and ability to pass down their
language (Keskitalo, 2012). At the
conclusion of the war, there was a push for
a homogenous national identity in Finland.
The developing Finnish education system
was used to implement this ideal,
classifying the Sámi as “other”,even
referring to them as a “disappearing
people” (Kallio & Länsman, 2018, p.4).
Sámi children were taken from their
communities to Finnish residential schools
through which they were forced to
assimilate and punished if they did not
conform. This resulted in the further loss of
language and cultural identity that newer
generations are still having difficulty
recovering (Kallio & Länsman, 2018).
Despite the long history of the Sámi people
in Finland, the forced assimilation policies
and colonial practices of the country are
hardly mentioned, if at all, in Finnish
schools (Kuokkanen, 2020). While some
schools have taught [in] the Sámi language,
switching between Finnish, since the late
18th century, the language was not
officially taught in comprehensive schools
until the end of the 20th century (Keskitalo
et al., 2012). Paksuniemi and Keskitalo
(2019, p. 76) state that the Finnish school
system and curriculum should be modified
to strengthen Sámi education. Related to
language, the authors argue that Sámi
language class teaching should be
implemented in the whole country, as many
pupils live outside the Sámi Homeland
Area (Paksuniemi & Keskitalo, 2019, pp.
75-76). The proportion of the Sámi people

in Finland living outside their homeland
area
is
over
60%
(Sámediggi,
Saamelaiskäräjät, 2021). In Finland, three
different Sámi languages are spoken, but all
of them are endangered (Sámediggi,
Saamelaiskäräjät, 2021). Even though the
language is not widely spoken, many of the
Sámi youth consider it an essential
advantage,
especially
concerning
employment opportunities (Paksuniemi &
Keskitalo, 2019, pp. 75-76).
Another challenge that many of the Sámi
youth encounter are long distances as some
leave their homes to continue their
schooling at the secondary level. The
distances in northern Finland are far, and
the educational opportunities after
completing primary school are fewer. There
is also a change of cultural environment
creating the need for more support, as these
young people are far away from their usual
surroundings, friends, and families.
Enhancing cultural understanding may
make these transitions more fluent
(Paksuniemi & Keskitalo, 2019). In a study
conducted in 2017 by Rahko-Ravantti, the
Sámi primary school pupils in the Sámi
Homeland area were generally happy with
their studies and teachers. However, some
Sámi students living in cities have been
bullied and discriminated against because
of their heritage, and the issues have not
been sufficiently addressed in the schools
(Paksuniemi & Keskitalo, 2019, p. 74,
referring to Rahko-Ravantti, 2017).
Moreover, due to their ethnicity, Sámi
teachers
have
reported
feelings
of otherness at schools. This is unfortunate,
especially while Sámi teachers have
additional pressure besides the standard
expectations to ensure the protection of
language and culture (Paksuniemi &
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Keskitalo, 2019, p. 74) . Looking at Sámi
education from the teachers’ perspectives
provides us with new aspects of what
should be considered in educational
development. Sámi teachers may have
alternative visions for their teaching which
the official structures in Finland may
constrain. The lack of opportunities for
Sámi teachers to influence the curriculum
planning creates barriers for implementing
Sámi education in the way the teachers
would wish (Paksuniemi & Keskitalo,
2019, p. 74). For example, experiential
learning would be an essential part of
teaching as it allows the involvement of
local indigenous knowledge as part of the
education (Paksuniemi & Keskitalo, 2019,
p. 73).
Challenges and opportunities in Sámi
Education in Sweden and Norway
The Sámi in Sweden and Norway today
face similar struggles as the Sámi in
Finland, trying to overcome the effects of
decades of oppression and separation.
Looking at the number of active speakers of
the Sámi language (~20,000) compared to
the Sámi population (~80-100,000), we can
see that only about a quarter of all Sámi still
speak their native language. Nearly all of
them are bilingual, also speaking the
official language of the country that they
live in (Samiskt informationscentrum, n.d.).
Furthermore, the majority of Sámi speak
Northern Sámi, while the other languages
only have a few hundred speakers each
(Institutet för språk och folkminnen, 2021).
As Norway and Sweden have the largest
Sámi populations with over 20,000 in
Sweden and over 50,000 in Norway,
according to current estimates (Samiskt
informationscentrum, n.d.), it is also worth
looking at the recent developments of Sámi
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school

politics

in

both

countries.

Nomad Sámi schools were introduced in
Sweden in 1913 for the children of reindeer
herders who would later join the same
profession. The goal was to exclude the
reindeer herding Sámis from mainstream
society while other Sámis, categorized as
non-reindeer herders, were to be
assimilated and lose their Sámi identity
altogether (Nilsson, 2019). Although the
schools were opened to all Sámi children in
1918, the focus of the schools remained on
reindeer herding and a nomadic lifestyle.
Most Sámi children were still sent to Sámi
boarding schools which were governed by
the Swedish government and acted as
assimilation facilities to integrate the Sámi
into Swedish society and eliminate the
Sámi language and culture. The students
were made to believe that the Sámi people
were inferior to the Christian population of
the three Nordic countries and that they
must therefore obey the national
governments who ‘rightfully’ took control
of Sápmi (Partida, n.d.).
The Sámi boarding schools in Sweden and
Norway operated up until the 1960s. During
this time, the Sámi students at these schools
were kept away from their families and
forced to only speak the official language of
the country, i.e. Swedish or Norwegian.
With the disintegration of the boarding
schools, the Sámi slowly regained their
autonomy, increased their visibility on a
political level, and strengthened their
collective identity across country borders
(Todal, 2003). In turn, this resulted in the
creation of the Sameskolstyrelsen (Sámi
School Board) in Sweden in 1981, and the
Sametinget (Sámi Parliament), 1989 in
Norway and 1993 in Sweden. Additionally,
the Sámi Parliament functions as a supreme

political body representing the Sámi in
Finland (Sámediggi, Saamelaiskäräjät,
2022). It was founded in 1996, following
the Sámi delegation operating in 1973-1995
(Sámediggi, Saamelaiskäräjät, 2022).
One goal of the Sametinget in Sweden is to
increase the use of the Sámi language in
Sápmi and in Sweden. According to their
language policy action program, the
Sametinget wants the Sámi language to be
the official language of Sápmi and all Sámi
should be able to learn and speak their
language. The increased use of the language
should reinforce the Sámi identity and
create a feeling of unity among the Sámi
people across all of Sápmi. Furthermore,
they envision that all Sámi should have
access to all essential services in their own
language, as well as all levels of education
(Sametinget, 2016).
The Sameskolstyrelsen, together with the
Sametinget of Sweden, oversees the
Swedish Sameskola which used to be the
Nomad Sámi school but expanded its
curriculum to different Sámi practices
besides reindeer herding and regular school
subjects from a Sámi perspective, i.e. the
learning is experience-based and in the
Sámi
language
(Sameskolstyrelsen,
2022b).
According
to
the
Sameskolstyrelsen (2022a), its vision for
early Sámi education is to familiarize its
students with the Sámi language and
practices and for them to grow a natural
desire to learn which is rooted in Sámi
culture and history. As envisioned by the
Sameskolstyrelsen, after sixth grade, which
is the last grade of the elementary school in
Sweden, students of the Sameskola would
move on to regular Swedish secondary
institutions as proud, bilingual Sámi. For
Sámi students that cannot attend the

Sameskola, the Sameskolstyrelsen also
offers ‘Integrerad samisk undervisning’
which includes classes in Sámi languages
and practices that students can participate in
next to their regular Swedish elementary
education (Sameskolstyrelsen, 2021).
Additionally,
the
Samernas
utbildningscentrum in Jokkmokk, Sweden,
offers schooling in Sámi languages,
traditions, and crafts to older students and
adults to build upon Sameskolstyrelsen’s
vision of strengthening the Sámi identity
and passing on their knowledge to the next
generation (Samernas utbildningscentrum,
n.d.).
In Norway, the Sámi University of Applied
Sciences in Kautokeino which, like the
Norwegian Sametinget, was founded in
1989, provides the Sámi with universitylevel classes and degree programs,
including Sámi teacher education, tailored
to their needs (Samisk Høgskole, 2021). To
increase the number of Sámi language
teachers, the Sámi Parliament in Norway
gives out grants to students who choose
Sámi language and teacher education
programmes (Smed Olsen et al., 2020).
Overall, the goal of the Sámi University of
Applied Sciences is to provide the Sámi
people with an institution of higher
education and research taught in their own
language. In addition, the university also
offers language courses and other smaller
programmes taught in English and
Norwegian to a non-Sámi audience which
increases the visibility of the Sámi and
promotes the use of the Sámi language
across Norway and other Nordic countries
(Samisk Høgskole, 2021).
While such initiatives are currently being
taken by the Sámi Parliaments in the two
Scandinavian countries to improve the
69

conditions in education for the Sámi, there
is still more to be done. Some of the main
goals formulated by the Sámi Parliament
and the Sameskolstyrelsen in Sweden, i.e.
to increase confidence and pride of the
Sámi Youth in their culture and language
(Sameskolstyrelsen, 2022a), have been the
focus of Nordregio’s 2020 study on the
Sámi Youth perspective in education and
the labor market. It should be mentioned
though, that Nordregio was established by
the Nordic Council of Ministers and is a
part of the statistical office of the European
Union (Nordregio, 2021). The results show
that because of the aforementioned
measures, young Sámis, whether they live
in or outside of Sápmi, have been able to
strengthen their connection to their cultural
heritage through reclaiming their language
and Sámi-centered early education.
Additionally, the demand for employees
with knowledge of the Sámi language has
grown, especially in public services which
has had a significant positive effect on the
visibility, relevance, and as a result, the
confidence of the Sámi people (Smed Olsen
et al., 2020).
Nonetheless, Sweden and Norway still have
a long way to go. Using Sweden as an
example, its history of colonial practices
and assimilationist policies enforcing
stereotypes, categorizing, and enforcing its
own definition of identifying who is legally
considered Sámi has had a detrimental
impact on the Sámi population (Nilsson,
2019). The issue of the reconciliation
process has been debated for years and the
Swedish Government rejected the proposal
for a Truth and Reconciliation Commission
in 2018 (Kuokkanen, 2020). A commission
has since been assigned in November 2021
(Truth Commission in Sweden, 2021) but as
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of the publication of this article, none has
been appointed yet.
The Sámi and Finnish Institutions and
Society
There continues to exist traces of
colonialism in the provision of Sámi
education. Firstly, there appears to still be a
discomfort in the admittance or discussion
of colonial practices and treatment of the
Sámi people. Some [Finnish] historians and
even the Finnish Ministry of Justice in 2006
have made statements against accusations
of colonial practices/injustices, for
example, subjugation, and the annexation
of Sámi land, as well as denying there ever
being ethnic discrimination (Spangen et al.,
2015). This is important to note because in
order for there to be structural and
institutional change it is vital that those in
power acknowledge historical injustices
and address these issues. There continues to
be a lack of public knowledge and
awareness concerning Sámi society and
colonial history (Kuokkanen, 2020). Sámi
children are also not taught about their own
history in schools. Furthermore, over the
years there has been a rising anti-Sámi
sentiment often in response to recent Sámi
efforts to claim their rights (Kuokkanen,
2020).
It has not been until 2019 that a proposal for
a reconciliation commission in Finland was
accepted (Kuokkanen, 2020) and on 28th
October
2021,
this
Truth
and
Reconciliation Commission was finally
appointed (Truth and Reconciliation
Commission Concerning the Sámi People Prime Minister’s Office, n.d.). Some of the
Commission’s goals/intent is to look into,
expose, and increase awareness of the Sámi
people, their history, and the discrimination

and injustices against them (Library of
Congress, 2021). So far, the lack of
knowledge or awareness amongst state and
municipal authorities on the Sámi language,
culture, or history has made implementing
and putting policies into practice difficult
(Keskitalo, 2012). For now, only time will
tell if these goals will be achieved and lead
to improvements in Sámi education both for
teaching Sámi children and to educating the
general public on the culture and history
involving the Sámi (Kuokkanen, 2020).
With the creation of Finland’s first
constitution in 1919, only Finnish and
Swedish became recognized as official
languages (Tandefelt, 1993). While only
about 5% of the population in Finland
speaks Swedish (Official Statistics of
Finland, 2018), there is still a clear effort in
accommodating and incorporating the
language. In many places, services are
provided in both Finnish and Swedish, but
not in the Sámi language. Finnish-Swedes
are another minority of Finland, but one
with much more visibility (Tandefelt,
1993). Government, services, and resources
are conducted and provided in Swedish, and
proficiency in the language is a requirement
for some positions (InfoFinland, 2021).
There has even been legislation passed
providing language rights in 1919 and
mandating the teaching of the Swedish
language in schools (Mercator European
Research Centre on Multilingualism and
Language Learning, 2013). Yet, there were
no such rights and protections for the Sámi
until The Sámi Language Act in 1992. This
raises the question of why the same effort
to include the Swedish language in the
system (i.e. health services, banking,
education, etc.) is not applied in
accommodating and providing services to
the Sámi people. Despite being native to the

lands that now form the Nordic countries,
the Sámi have historically been left in
marginalized positions in the institutions.
The independence of and establishment of
Finland as a country is an example of this,
where the Sámi were, as described by
Kallio & Länsman (2018), “systematically
excluded from nation-building projects” (p.
4).
Conclusions
In this article, we have covered some
challenges and possible solutions related to
the educational opportunities of the Sámi
people. In all the Nordic countries
discussed in this article, there were
similarities in the history where the
governments enforced policies to assimilate
the Sámi people, their language, and culture
into the mainstream societies. Schooling
played a key role in these processes. It
should also be noted that as of 2022 neither
Sweden nor Finland has ratified
the International Labor Organization’s
Convention No. 169 on Indigenous
Rights which includes several sections
referencing the provision of education for
indigenous peoples (International Labour
Organization, n.d.).
Furthermore, the Sámi languages, which
the Sámi Parliaments want to become the
official language of Sápmi, still only has the
status of a minority language in Sweden and
Finland and is treated as such. Without
access to necessary resources in the Sámi
language and without the recognition by the
majority group, the Sámi people face
additional challenges in regaining their
autonomy. After being the cause of many of
the Sámi peoples’ struggles throughout
history, the national governments of the
Nordic countries should take responsibility
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in accommodating the Sámi and addressing
these challenges. While the education
system has historically contributed to the
exclusion of the Sámi, moving forward,
education can still be used as a positive tool
in addressing the issues surrounding Sámi
rights and education. Many of the steps
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taken by the Nordic countries in supporting
Sámi rights and education are still fairly
recent, so further research would be needed
to assess how well the expectations of these
changes meet the reality and the
experiences of the Sámi people.
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October 12th 2021
I’m taking students for a walk again as part of the Language, Education,
Society course. Several greyish clouds circulate in the sky, letting
occasional sun rays through. I hope it doesn’t rain… too much. We’ve
been in the botanical gardens before, to begin to think and sense with and
about language and communication, so being here again should not feel
too strange. Yet, I always get a bit nervous about the students’ reactions
to the instructions I’m going to give them half way through our walk: from
now on you will continue on this path along the lake, but walking
backwards, the path will take you back to the main street, then meet me at
the gate to the gardens… walk backwards for about one kilometer without
any talking – was the only instruction – then freewrite for fifteen minutes
and send the writing to me… avoid talking to anyone until you send me the
writing…

I created the poem that follows from the students’ words that they shared with me in
response to the backward walk. The image against which the English words are typed was
created from the student’s writing in her native language Konkani, and as such is an integral
part of the poem that becomes a multimodal/translanguaging space, to use a concept we
also explored in the course. The playful process of creating the poem was for me a way to
connect deeper to the students’ embodied experiences, potentially going beyond what can
be expressed in words, while, paradoxically, engaging with words. Words, while always
being open to multiple interpretations, inevitably reduce our thoughts and experiences to
more transparent and comprehendible forms. Poetry leaves empty, silent spaces for what
is unsayable and perhaps unknowable. Giving back to students the collective poem, I hoped
it could maintain the generative space for the movement of affects and meanings that were
activated through walking/writing/reading, potentially opening up questions about the
meaning and nature of language, silence, communication and embodied reflexivity in
education and life.

Magda Karjalainen
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