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Education policy

A major area of support for access to qual-
ity education of people who are discriminated
or excluded should be at the policy level. Rec-
ognition in the education policies of the prob-
lem of discrimination and exclusion against so-
called minorities, indigenous people, or those
from poor and disadvantaged communities is
crucial. One example of an educational policy
that proclaims the need to ensure access to
quality education alongside the protection of
their respective identities is the following 1986
Indian educational policy statement:2

Some minority groups are educationally deprived
and backward.3 Greater attention will be paid to
the education of these groups in the interests of
equality and social justice. This will naturally in-
clude the Constitutional guarantees given to them
to establish and administer their own educational
institutions, and protection of their languages and
culture. Simultaneously, objectivity will be re-
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Anti-discrimination education exists in varying forms for different types of
schools (public and private, mainstream and special schools), and for differ-
ent types of programs (national and community levels). They may range

from inclusion of the discrimination issue in some lesson plans to whole school
program. They may be community/sectoral initiatives or national/governmental
programs. But very few of such initiatives are labeled anti-discrimination programs.
In Asia as a whole, such explicitly named education program can be found in
Japan, Dowa education (the anti-Buraku discrimination education program), and
likely in India and Nepal for the anti-Dalit discrimination education programs.1

flected in the preparation of textbooks and in all
school activities, and all possible measures will be
taken to promote an integration based on appre-
ciation of common national goals and ideals, in
conformity with the core curriculum.

It is important to note the two purposes of
protecting the rights of the minority groups
and integrating their education program into
the national education system. This pattern
exists in the educational policies in many other
countries.  The important issue to discuss is
the extent of protection, as well as support for
the realization, of the rights of the minority,
indigenous and other disadvantaged groups in
society that the education policies provide.

Schools in rural communities

In most cases, rural schools suffer from in-
adequate support from the national govern-
ment. Lack of teachers, teaching/learning ma-
terials, school facilities (classrooms, play-
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grounds, waterlines, and toilets) have been
raised through the years as problems facing
rural schools. In some rural communities, chil-
dren have to walk for hours to go to school.

An example of policy measure supporting
schools affecting poor communities is Sri
Lanka’s Navodya schools project.4 A Decem-
ber 2004 report says that a “total of 397 schools
islandwide received IT [information technol-
ogy] and science laboratories, libraries and
other fundamental inputs creating access for
quality education for rural students.”5 The
Navodya School Project exemplifies the chal-
lenge of addressing not simply the access to
education of rural students but also the qual-
ity of education that they receive. In the con-
text of Sri Lanka, the project may also have
implications in addressing the problem of
Singhala-Tamil armed conflict.

India’s Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan: An Initia-
tive for Universal Elementary Education
launched in 2000 is a similar initiative. It gives
priority to education of girls (especially those
belonging to the scheduled castes and sched-
uled tribes and  minorities), and focuses on
special groups (the inclusion and participation
of children from [Scheduled Caste/Scheduled
Tribes] SC/ST, minority groups, urban de-
prived children, children of disadvantaged
groups and the children with special needs, in
the educational process). It also encourages the
“participation of dalits and tribals in the affairs
of the school …to ensure ownership of the
Abhiyan by all social groups, especially the most
disadvantaged.”6 This is also in line with de-
centralized management of education approach
of the initiative. The novelty as well as com-
prehensiveness of the coverage of this initia-
tive pose a big challenge at the implementa-
tion stage.7

In Bangladesh, the work of Bangladesh
Rural Action Committee (BRAC) in rural ar-
eas is another example of support for rural stu-
dents. Since 1985, BRAC has been providing
education in rural communities through its
more than 30,000 schools all over the country

catering to a million students. BRAC schools
provide education to students who have
dropped out of regular schools. It likewise set
up schools, in cooperation with other non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), for work-
ing children who were laid off by garment in-
dustries.8

The “Lab Schools” project in Thailand is
also an example of assistance to schools in ru-
ral areas. The project implements the child-
friendly schools system by involving the
schools, local communities, local governments
and private companies in developing and imple-
menting school programs. 90 schools in the
rural areas of 76 provinces of the country have
been identified to be involved in the project.
31 schools are already part of the project.9

The supply of teachers in many countries
in South and Southeast Asia is more often not
favoring rural schools, the same goes with ap-
propriate support for teaching in terms of teach-
ing materials as well as teacher training. And
considering the reality that most of the disad-
vantaged communities are in the rural areas of
South and Southeast Asian countries, the ba-
sic problem of inadequate support for rural
schools provide much ground for discrimina-
tion, even if unintended, to take place in the
field of education.

One response to the lack of classrooms and
teachers in rural areas is the multigrade system.
A version of this system employs active learn-
ing concepts in a package of activities such as
the following:10

a series of in-service training workshops for teach-
ers at which they reflect on their own experience
as students and teachers, develop the materials to
be used by students, and form “teacher circles”
that meet regularly to help one another with is-
sues in implementing the program; parent in-
volvement activities such as participation in class-
room activities as resources for local customs and
agricultural pursuits, and as members of the school
governing boards; and a series of active learning
strategies such as the use of self-instructional
guides, learning corners, small group work and
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peer teaching, as well as flexible promotion and
participation in elected school government.

This package of activities was developed in
Colombia under the Nueva Escuela (New
School) program11 as a means of coping with
the problems of schooling in rural areas. The
multigrade system can also be used to support
access to education of girls in the rural areas.
One multigrade school program in the Philip-
pines is an example of how the Nueva Escuela
program is implemented. The program has the
objective of:12

improving access to primary education by pro-
viding complete grade levels in all public elemen-
tary schools through the organization of multi-
grade classes. It also aims to improve quality by
increasing teachers’ abilities to work with more
than one grade simultaneously through training
and instructional materials. It legitimized multi-
grade teaching as a national strategy to improve
access to and quality of school in all areas of the
country (Miguel & Barsage1997).  It works in
five areas: curriculum and materials development;
staff development; physical facilities; community
support; and research, monitoring and evaluation.
It has developed a guide minimum learning com-
petencies for multigrade classes, a budget of work
and lesson plan for multigrade teachers to fol-
low, a handbook for teachers and example les-
sons, as well as materials to be used at different
grade levels within the same classroom and other
instructional materials such as a 100-book library,
drill cards and other teacher-made materials.
Some effort has also gone into preschool train-
ing in the form of a handbook for preschool teach-
ers and a workbook for preschool pupils.

A study in 9 sample multigrade schools lo-
cated in 3 provinces in the Philippines shows
impact of the multigrade system on participa-
tion (classroom organization, interaction in the
classroom, structure  and quality of interactions,
student government, parent participation), stu-
dent performance (enrollment, completion of
schooling, academic per formance), and

sustainability/cost effectiveness. The study
concluded that the system has, among other
results, broadened the learning situations for
the presentation of the subject matter, allowed
more participation for girls, built leadership
skills of students, made teachers and parents
more committed to the system, increased en-
rollment and increased academic achievement.13

Madrasah

The role of madrasah, the traditional form
of education in Muslim societies, has found
new meaning in a number of countries in South
and Southeast Asia.14 Probably in response to
the increasing attention to issues of the Mus-
lim communities, education policies are being
developed to support the integration of
madrasah into the mainstream education sys-
tem. This development is seen as part of edu-
cation reform supporting quality education.

In 1992, the Indian federal government
issued the National Policy on Education and
Programme of Action that provides for the
modernization of madrasah.15 It states that this

scheme has been devised to provide financial sup-
port to madrasas to introduce subjects like Sci-
ence, Maths, Social Studies and Languages in their
curriculum. The scheme is implemented through
State Governments/Union Territories and has
been expanded recently to include salary for two
teachers instead of one; grant of assistance to State
Madrasa Education Boards to prepare text books
and organise teachers training programmes; ex-
tension of the madrasas up to secondary stage
where modernisation upto elementary stage has
already been implemented; increase of one time
grant for purchase of Science/Maths kits…

This is an example of the government ef-
fort to mainstream madrasah into the national
education systems.

In the Philippines, recent education reform
measures include “[e]xpansion of the Madrasah
education system for young Muslim Filipi-
nos.”16 The Philippine Department (Ministry)
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of Education (DepEd) defines three general
objectives supporting the development of
madrasah education: a) to develop and insti-
tutionalize madrasah education as a vital com-
ponent of the national education system; b)
to develop through participative consultation
involving education stakeholders a framework
of national policies as basis for madrasah edu-
cation; and c) to undertake appropriate advo-
cacy initiatives in support of madrasah edu-
cation.17 In 2004, the government introduced
a standard curriculum for madrasah educa-
tion.18 The curriculum change is premised on
the following:19

• The global commitment on Education for All
to provide access to quality education is a call
that includes all forms of educational deliv-
ery systems. All children as rights-holders
must be given quality education opportunity
irrespective of race, color, religion or culture.

• For the Muslims of Mindanao and other parts
of the country, the rightful and legitimate as-
piration is to have an Islamic Education that
is authentic and appropriate for the Bangsa
Moro population. They aim to establish Is-
lamic schools that would prepare generations
of learned and intellectual Muslims imbued
with Islamic values and spiritually prepared
to serve the people and the country as a
whole.

• In the interest of national unity and the imple-
mentation of the 1986 Peace Agreement,
Madrasah Education is declared a vital com-
ponent of the National Education System.

• The significant role of islamic education
through the Madaris to provide access to edu-
cation must be recognized. It is a mechanism
of teaching the unreached and providing edu-
cation that is meaningful, relevant and cul-
ture-sensitive for Muslim children.

Pilot classes (Grades 1 and 2 involving 51
classes) using the madrasah curriculum in a
number of schools in Metro Manila where there
are Muslim students have started recently. The
pilot classes in Metro Manila are led by 51

Muslim asatidz (teachers) who recently com-
pleted a 22-day, live-in training program. The
government aims to implement the madrasah
curriculum not only in Mindanao (within the
Autonomous Region for Muslim Mindanao or
ARMM) but in other parts of the country as
well. 20

In Thailand, due to the resurgence of armed
conflict in the Muslim region in southern part
of the country, “madrasas or pondoks” will be
“encouraged to broaden their syllabuses”21 in
recognition of their importance to the Muslim
community. The Thai education minister be-
lieves that a “major cause of the unrest [in south
Thailand] is the discouragement of wisdoms
and understanding of the diversity of culture,
race and religion in the region,” not Muslim
religious schools as suggested by many top se-
curity officials.

In Pakistan, where the Muslims compose
the dominant population, the same trend ex-
ists. The government sees the challenge of
evolving an “integrated system of national edu-
cation by bringing Deeni Madaris and mod-
ern schools closer to mainstream especially in
curriculum and the scheme of studies.” A plan
was developed to introduce formal subjects
(English, Math, Social/Pakistan Studies and
Computer Science) into all Madaris. They will
be mainstreamed through provision of grants
for salaries of teachers, cost of textbooks,
teacher training and equipment.22

The new stress on recognizing the role of
the madrasah  is significant in view of the ne-
glect by governments of this traditional form
of education that affect significant number of
young people. But as stressed by the Thai edu-
cation minister, the government recognition
must rest on respect for the “wisdoms and
understanding of the diversity of culture, race
and religion.” Mainstreaming madrasah into
the national education system should preserve
the inherent characteristics of madrasah in re-
lation to the community that it has been serv-
ing from the beginning of its existence in South
and Southeast Asian Muslim communities. It
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is notable that the madrasah survived through
the years mainly because of private or commu-
nity support.23

Education and girls

Access to education of girls in rural areas
remains a challenge to governments. Aside from
inadequate program and facilities for girl edu-
cation, the main problem lies with the tradi-
tional view that girls do not need education.
Pakistan has several examples that provide an
important reminder of the challenge of edu-
cating girls in the rural areas. The story of
Mukhtar Mai is an inspiring example.

Mukhtar Mai, a rural woman gang raped as
a form of traditional community patriarchal
punishment, was not deterred from doing the
most important task of providing the girls in
her community the education that they deserve
even if such idea contravenes local tradition.
She has been lauded internationally for her
courage and sense of mission.24  She went on
to establish a school for girls (Mukhtar Mai
Girls’ School) using the money she received
from the Pakistani government as compensa-
tion for the sexual attack.25 Since her school
contradicts the local tradition of not giving girls
education, she continues to struggle to ensure
that the girls are allowed by the parents and
the community as a whole to have access to
education.26

The Society for the Advancement of Educa-
tion (SAHE), one of the oldest NGOs in Paki-
stan and a pioneer in the NGO movement, has
a larger scale version of the noble initiative of
Mukhtar Mai. SAHE has committed to improv-
ing the quality of education through commu-
nity participation. It established 41 community-
based schools27 for children of primary-school
age in disadvantaged Punjab rural and urban
communities. Most of the students are girls.

The communities where the schools were
established have the following criteria:28

• lack of schools for girls;
• at least 50 households each with two

school-age girls who do not go to
school;

• availability of female and preferably
matriculate teachers;

• interest on the part of the community
to have a girls’ school and to provide
space for it; and

• readiness on the part of the majority of
parents to pay a small amount as school
fees and to buy school books and other
educational material for their children.

In communities where even reading and
writing are considered bad for girls and there-
fore for the community, children from SAHE
schools organize Child Rights Day, role play,
and act in front of big audiences. SAHE was
able to make the communities own the schools,
the very purpose of its community-based
schools project.

Indigenous education

Indigenous peoples in South and South-
east Asian countries have long been suffering
from discrimination, economic displacement,
displacement due to armed conflicts, as well as
threat of loss of language and culture.

Some countries recognize the need to have
an education system that suits the needs and
situations of indigenous peoples. An indig-
enous person commented that there is a need
for quality education that, unlike the current
education, will not be a “process of alienating
indigenous youth from indigenous society and
culture. Rather, it should develop a critical, yet
respectful orientation towards their societies
and cultures, providing the resources for in-
digenous self-development.”29 In line with this
view, some initiatives were started with the in-
volvement of the indigenous communities
themselves.

The Education for Indigenous Children
(EIC) of BRAC provides an example of serv-
ing both the need to make the indigenous chil-
dren become aware of their rights and to de-
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velop among the majority Bengali population
a positive attitude towards indigenous people.30

EIC, which started under its BRAC Edu-
cation Program (BEP), has the following ob-
jectives:

• To increase the enrolment of indigenous
children in the mainstream education

• To sensitize the indigenous people
about their rights

• To create positive attitudes among the
Bangalis about indigenous people

• Introduce indigenous learners to
mainstream education by using mother
language in primary education.

The program now covers 27 communities
of indigenous peoples, 1,839 schools, 48,969
children (56.4% girls), 3,512 indigenous
teachers, and 225 indigenous school
staffmembers. In addition, there are 200 pre-
primary schools with 4,860 (52% girls) chil-
dren in operation.31

EIC likewise develops the capacity of mem-
bers of the indigenous community by making
them school teachers. Teacher training is done
with indigenous trainers. Indigenous univer-
sity students help develop training materials that
reflect the needs of indigenous children, and
discuss values, culture and other important as-
pects of life. Some materials were developed
through innovative workshops with indigenous
people.

The EIC experience provides a number of
lessons learned, namely,

• Need-based flexibility
• Inclusion of indigenous people in

planning the education program for them
• Teachers, students and supervisors

should be from the same indigenous
community

• Separate strategy should be in place for
smooth operation of the program
considering the geographical, cultural
and socio-economic condition of the
country.

On the island of Mindoro, Philippines, a
school for Alangan Mangyan was established in
1989. The school named TUGDAAN Center
for Human and Environmental Development
(tugdaan means seedbed) is a response to the
need for an education based on Alangan
Mangyan culture. It has a “holistic, functional,
relevant and empowering” curriculum. The
school aims to “assist the Mangyan people in
their efforts towards self-governance and self-
determination using a general program designed
to build integral and sustainable development
for their communities. It sought to respond to
the Mangyan people’s individual and commu-
nal needs guided by the utmost respect for their
rights, traditions, and culture.”32

TUGDAAN’s program consists of the fol-
lowing components:

1. Formal Education - using an enriched
(indigenized) DepEd curriculum for
both youth and adults.

2. Non-formal Education - providing
literacy and skills training that are
relevant to the needs and realities of the
communities being served.

3. Environmental and Resource
Management - operated via Sustainable
Agriculture and Agro-Forestr y
Programs.

4.  Research Center for Mangyan Culture -
consisting of documentation, collection
and classification of material and non-
material cultural elements of the
indigenous peoples in Mindoro.

5. Income Generating Projects - generating
funds and hands-on training for
students.

6. Capability Building - providing on-
going values and skills formation for
community leaders, development
workers, and volunteer-teachers.

It now has 192 students from Alangan
Mangyan and 4 other indigenous communi-
ties in the island.
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In 1992, DepEd33 recognized
TUGDAAN’s formal secondary education
program for the Mangyan communities. In
1996, DepEd awarded TUGDAAN as the
“Most Outstanding Literacy Program” in the
Philippines.34

A larger indigenous education program was
developed in the Philippines with the help of
the Asian Council for People’s Culture. It fa-
cilitated the establishment of Schools for In-
digenous Knowledge and Traditions (SIKAT).
Representatives of several indigenous commu-
nities in different parts of the Philippines view
indigenous education

…founded on the lifeways, traditions, worldview,
culture and spirituality of the native community
[as] a basic right of all indigenous people. It is a
pathway of education that recognizes wisdom
embedded in indigenous knowledge.

Furthermore, indigenous education ensures
that the curriculum for the study of science, his-
tory and society, culture and arts reflects and re-
sponds to the genuine welfare and development
of indigenous people.35

It promotes a culturally responsive curricu-
lum “… in which all aspects of the tribe’s heri-
tage permeate the child’s learning experiences.
In order to strengthen and maintain our
children’s identity, their education must be
based on and embedded within the experiences
of the community to which they belong.”

SIKAT network presently comprises more
than twenty partner communities in different
parts of the country and continues to grow. It
implements 3 main programs:

Curriculum development - setting the
programme’s orientational framework in
realizing the right of Indigenous Peoples
to acquire education in a manner
appropriate to their own learning
systems and cultural context.

Teacher training - building the capacity of
communities to plan, manage and
implement their vision and developing
competencies for the delivery of quality

and responsive education.
Networking and advocacy - creating the

environment for ensuring sustainability
by harnessing local resources and
government support; providing the
venue for inter-tribal interaction that
fosters dynamism and strengthened
organizational capacities.

SIKAT identifies the core issues underpin-
ning the program’s perspective: indigenous
people’s rights, empowerment and participa-
tion, and culture and sustainable development.

In 2003, a video documenting the SIKAT
experience entitled School of the Highlands was
awarded the UNICEF Prize at the 30th Japan
Prize International Educational Program Con-
test. The jurors were36

touched by the words of village elders who
struggled with the realization that educational
opportunities would not exist for their children
unless they create them with their own bare
hands. With few resources and little support from
the traditional education system, they created
their own schools and curriculum to keep ancient
traditions alive.

It now collaborates with DepEd at both na-
tional and regional levels on teacher training
and curriculum development, and with the lo-
cal governments to gain support for its
schools.37

In 2006, a college was established for in-
digenous youth named Pamulaan (Seedbed).
It is located in Davao city (Mindanao island)
and currently has 47 students from 19 indig-
enous communities from all over the Philip-
pines. It is attached to the University of South
Eastern Philippines, and offers degree programs
such as Bachelor of Arts in Applied Anthro-
pology and Participatory Development, Bach-
elor of Science in Indigenous Peoples Educa-
tion, Bachelor of Arts in Peace Building and
Multi-Cultural Studies, and Bachelor of Sci-
ence in Indigenous Agriculture. It also offers
“ladderized and modular courses leading to an

Combating Discrimination Through Education
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associate degree as well as to short-term courses
for community leaders and development work-
ers.”38 This is the first tertiary level education
institution for indigenous peoples in the Phil-
ippines.

The Philippine government policy on indig-
enous people promotes the concept of Indig-
enous Knowledge Systems and Practices (IKSP)
and aims to incorporate them into the educa-
tion for indigenous children. The promotion
of IKSP implements the 1997 law on indigenous
peoples known as the Indigenous Peoples Rights
Act (IPRA) which states that the

The State recognizes its obligations to respond to
the strong expression of the [Indigenous Cultural
Communities/Indigenous Peoples] ICCs/IPs for
cultural integrity by assuring maximum ICC/IP
participation in the direction of education, health,
as well as other services of ICCs/IPs, in order to
render such services more responsive to the needs
and desires of these communities.39

DepEd has been working with the govern-
ment agency established by IPRA, National
Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP),
in implementing education programs for the
indigenous peoples. NCIP has developed a 4-
year plan (Medium Term Philippine Develop-
ment Plan for Indigenous Peoples - 2004-2008)
with a section on education. The plan “recog-
nizes the critical role of Indigenous Knowledge
Systems and Practices and indigenous systems
of governance in the realization of their aspira-
tions on cultural integrity.” It is a

rights-based plan, the attainment of development
outputs are anchored on the aspirations and in-
terests of the IP sector. It aims to expand and
equalize access to economic and social opportu-
nities. It is an attempt [at] provid[ing] a picture
of the realities faced by these populations, what
has been done, what is being done, and what re-
mains to be done for our 12 million Indigenous
Peoples.40

The experiences of TUGDAAN and SIKAT
probably represent the experiences of other

educational initiatives of indigenous commu-
nities in other South and Southeast Asian coun-
tries. Indigenous communities work to preserve
and enrich their cultures and practices and sus-
tain their livelihood while making themselves
able to relate to the larger society, and the
changing global context.

There are also education initiatives that aim
at making the mainstream school system re-
spond to the needs of indigenous students.
BRAC in Bangladesh has the so-called “Cul-
tural Integration of Ethnic Minority Groups”
initiative implemented in 500 schools in 14
regions of the country where 4,500 students
from ethnic minority communities (such as
Garo, Manipuri, Shantal, Orao, Pahan, Dalu,
Khasia) study alongside students from the ma-
jority society. BRAC trains its staff on how to
“interact and socialize with ethnic teachers and
students.”41 Other initiatives incorporate the
issue of indigenous peoples in the content of
lesson plans and other teaching and learning
materials.

Private school programs

Schools are venues for understanding and
practicing equality and non-discrimination if there
are programs deliberately created for the purpose.
In the context of continuing competition-ori-
ented education, schools are pressured to offer
programs that make students excel in mathemat-
ics, science, English language and information
technology with much less stress on education
about societal issues. Several experiences, how-
ever, show that there is no justification for trad-
ing off social concern for math-science-language-
communication excellence. Schools, especially the
private ones, have the capability to reach out to
the disadvantaged sectors of society without sac-
rificing quality education.

Field visits

Montfort College, a private school in
Chiang Mai, Thailand, 42 employs “campus
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ministry activities to help students relate with
the Creator, their fellow Thais, and nature.”
Students are allowed to directly experience
these relationships by visiting the homes of the
elderly, orphanages, hospitals, temples, cottage
industries, and minority ethnic groups to know
“society, the people’s suffering, their toil and
exploitation.”

The school has a field visit program involv-
ing an indigenous people’s community in
Chiangmai province. One report describes the
program as follows:

This extracurricular activity provides students the
chance to know the Pagayo hill tribes firsthand
through a visit to a dormitory for Pagayo hill tribe
students, who study at a nearby town’s high
school. Montfort students live with the Pagayo
students for a few days and experience their cul-
ture and way of life and visit the Pagayo hill tribes
in the mountains. Montfort students thus learn
to value Pagayo hill tribes’ rights to their own
culture, livelihood, and way of life. Montfort
started to offer this field exposure program to
students of other schools, mainly from well-to-
do families. The program provides possibly the
only opportunity for students to learn about in-
digenous people’s life.43

The program is meant to make students
“appreciate human rights from the perspective
of the disadvantaged.”

Twinning program

MelJol is an NGO based in Mumbai city in
India. 44 Its mission is to work toward an equi-
table social structure within a pluralistic soci-
ety, i.e., one that is integrated, where different
cultures coexist.45  It helps children imbibe
positive values, and promotes, at the very least,
tolerance, and, ideally, peaceful coexistence. Its
strategic thrust is to include child’s rights edu-
cation in the school system by modifying the
existing syllabus and providing new reference
books.46

The Twinning Program is MelJol’s core
program. Twinning means linking a municipal
school to a nearby private school. Children
from both schools meet and interact with each
other in a non-threatening environment. Thus
one class from each of the two schools with
children belonging to different socioeconomic
backgrounds are paired together.

The twinning program aims
a. to sensitize the children to one another

and to their environment;
b. to modify certain perceptions that

children may have about one another
and about other groups on people in
their environment;

c. to provide an equity-oriented perspective
to issues related to vulnerable children.47

The twinning program module runs paral-
lel in the private as well as the municipal schools.
It comprises of several sessions:

a. orientation sessions - to provide the
children an understanding of the
program, and lay the ground for equity
education;

b. interaction sessions -  the children from
the two schools meet and participate in
several creative activities together.
Friendship bonds are also created in this
process;

c. post-interaction sessions - to make
children participate in the thinking
process where they also question their
previously held stereotypes and
prejudices;

d. feedback sessions - to provide children
an opportunity to evaluate the program
and make suggestions for developing it
further.

It was observed that private school chil-
dren initially would not sit on the floor and
the municipal school children would cluster
with children from their own school. Both
groups would be wary of each other at the
beginning. But as the games and activities
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get underway, the children would soon come
together. At the end of the interactions, the
children would feel sorry for leaving their
newly-found friends.

An evaluation of the 1996-1997 activities
provide some important points:

1. approximately 90% of the children
enjoyed the activities immensely as the
sessions contained games and
information;

2. the interaction sessions were a
completely different experience for the
children and most of them preferred the
second interaction as they had become
familiar to their twins during the session;

3. the private school children felt that
initially municipal school children were
shy and reserved but after the games
they opened up and interacted well and
this problem did not arise in the second
interaction as the twins knew each
other;

4. the municipal school children realized
that the private school children were
very friendly and communicative and
not snobbish as they had expected them
to be;

5. the children also felt that they should
meet each  other more often for a longer
period of time so they would be able to
keep in touch with each other;

8. it was also felt that the two interactions
were spaced out which created a
constraint for strengthening friendship
bonds;

9. children felt the need for MelJol in the
following years of their schooling and
did not appreciate the program stopping
a year after and wished  for more
frequent sessions;

10. picnics away from schools, camps and
overnight trips for more fun and
enjoyment were also wished for.

The overall feeling was that MelJol’s activi-
ties were interesting and their opinions regard-

ing the twin school children changed after the
interactions.

Working with communities

Loreto Sealdah is a private school in
Kolkata, India with 1,500 female students,
721 of which are from very poor families. 48

The school helps the poor students and even
their families not only on their school needs
but also in the socio-economic needs of their
families. 60% of the poor students reside in
sprawling slums. These children, in their turn,
along with those who pay fees are involved in
reaching out to others who are even less privi-
leged than themselves through a broad spec-
trum of services.

The school supports since 1985 programs
that provide students exposure to societal is-
sues. The programs involve rural villages (Vil-
lage Program), street children (Rainbow Pro-
gram) and child workers (Hidden Domestic
Child Labor and Childline) in the cities. The
students witness the appreciation of the pro-
grams by people in Kolkata and other parts of
the country. People can see how successful this
type of education has been in preparing agents
of human change. As a result, the program has
been taken up by various schools all over the
country.

Loreto Sealdah’s program has both class-
room and fieldwork components. For intellec-
tual input inside the classroom, lesson plans
have been prepared such as the following:49

Lesson 1: Rights of the Child,
suitable for 10 – 12 year olds

Lesson 2:All men are equal, but…,
suitable for 13 – 15 year olds

Lesson 3: A world we ignore – Survey,
suitable for 14 – 16 year olds.

For the practical lessons outside the class-
room, several areas for practical exposure of
students have been identified such as educa-
tion, child labor, nutrition, shelter, and love
and belonging.
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–Textbook review

Part of the current issues on inter-State re-
lations in Asia is on textbooks. If human rights
are to be learned in schools a serious review of
textbooks is in order. There is a need to prop-
erly determine how the textbooks promote
human rights or devalue them. Textbooks
should contain both correct information and
the proper presentation of human rights and
issues.

The problems on textbooks and education
policies in general raise several human rights
education issues:

• the role of the education system in
perpetuating what is perceived to be the
dominant character of a country;

• the role of textbooks in maintaining
discrimination against certain social
groups, and people of other countries;

• the need for truthfulness in presenting
history in textbooks; and

• the use of scientific methods in weeding
out myths in history textbooks.50

Discrimination is promoted when the text-
books exclude information on certain mem-
bers of society in order to paint a society fea-
turing only particular group, gender, or class
of people. In other cases, some members of
society are portrayed in a distorted manner. The
exclusion of the notion diversity of people in
society or nation may indicate bias in favor of
some groups or classes of people, and against
others. It is thus important for textbooks to
reflect the realities of society as far as diversity
of people, their cultures, livelihoods, roles in
community affairs, and other facets of their
lives.

The textbook review undertaken in Indo-
nesia in 2000 on English language textbooks
is a good example. The study found that a par-
ticular group of Indonesians (Javanese) are
mainly featured in the textbooks, and virtually
ignore other groups in the country. As a result

the study recommends, among others, the fol-
lowing:51

• Educators and textbook writers should en-
sure that textbooks do not contain discrimi-
natory and stereotyping language and con-
tent in relation to gender, socioeconomic,
local cultures, and ethnic diversity.

• Educators—especially from outside Java—
should be encouraged and helped to develop
curricular materials and write textbooks suit-
able and relevant to local needs.

• Textbook writers at the national level should
involve local educators as partners and em-
power them to develop learning materials that
address the diverse cultural, racial, personal,
and academic needs of their students.

• Teachers should be aware of the growing di-
versity in schools and always attempt to cre-
ate a learning environment in which differ-
ences are recognized and accepted while pro-
viding students with a common set of norms
and values.

Textbook reviews done in Pakistan and In-
dia, and reports about textbooks in Myanmar/
Burma and Thailand, also show the need for
textbook revision to be able to expunge dis-
criminatory and false statements aimed at de-
veloping national pride while projecting people
in the neighboring countries as enemies. 52

Some lessons

Considering the few experiences presented
in this paper, there are some lessons worth
pointing out. These lessons indicate how the
initiatives for communities that have been dis-
criminated or excluded may be undertaken or
improved as the case may be.

One lesson is on the role of the commu-
nity. The experiences presented in this paper
show that programs undertaken in close col-
laboration with the community is essential in
maintaining relevant education. Community
ownership is important in ensuring that the
programs do not alienate the young from their

Combating Discrimination Through Education
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own community, and instead encourage the
valuing of their community’s wisdom and cul-
tures alongside the knowledge and skills that
mainstream education may provide.

But experiences also show that the strong
role of the community may be an obstacle to
the introduction of education systems that ad-
here to human rights principles such as educa-
tion for girls. In this case, the educational in-
tervention has to seek a different mode of rela-
tionship with the community. Hopefully, the
community will at least allow the education
program to develop in order to see its value.

Another lesson is the role of government.
The government may either take the initiative
of establishing education policies and programs
for rural and other dis-advantaged communi-
ties, or recognize and support the educational
initiatives of these communities.  The
mainstreaming of madrasah, indigenous edu-
cation, girl education, and other initiatives is
important with the condition that positive ele-
ments of these education initiatives are retained.

The sensitization of those involved in the
programs be they students, teachers, govern-
ment education officials is another lesson. As
in the case of private schools trying to reach
out to the disadvantaged communities, the
defining character is the experiential process of
giving the students as well as teachers the op-
portunity to understand the value of non-dis-
crimination and equality.

A common challenge

The experiences and programs presented in
this article are illustrative examples of what can
be done to have both accessible and quality
education and anti-discrimination education in
South and Southeast Asia.

Governments, supported to a large extent
by some private schools and NGOs, adopt the
inclusive education system as a policy. They all
speak of implementing relevant, culturally-sen-
sitive, effective and sustainable education pro-
grams. But there are also problems that would

keep governments and other institutions from
achieving these important goals.

The practical questions of reach and con-
tent of the programs should be monitored.
Facilities and human resources may not be avail-
able to enable the programs to reach most of
the disadvantaged communities that need them.
Also, the socio-political and economic situa-
tion of some communities may prevent those
who wish to avail of the programs from doing
so. Poverty and social exclusion mechanisms
are clear obstacles in this regard. Ways and
means of addressing these obstacles have to be
explored.

Networking among those dealing with simi-
lar program or community/people would be
helpful. Collaboration between national and
state/local governments, schools, NGOs, aca-
deme and even private corporations should be
a major part of the national and local commu-
nity efforts.

Considering that despite the existence of
these educational programs discrimination in
all forms remains rampant in many countries
in South and Southeast Asia, there is much
ground for greater collaboration among these
stakeholders. And in doing so, maintain the
important task of keeping the programs ex-
panding and developing.
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