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Abstract

Increasing cultural diversity poses significant challenges for
education systems, particularly in plural societies where social
cohesion and equality remain contested. This article examines
how education policies address cultural diversity and
recognition, focusing on the relationship between policy design
and educational justice. Using Indonesia as a contextual case,
the study explores how multicultural principles are articulated
in formal education policies and how they operate in practice.
Although policies emphasize tolerance, inclusivity, and national
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unity, their implementation often marginalizes minority
identities through standardized curricula and administrative
uniformity. The findings reveal that cultural recognition in
education is frequently symbolic rather than substantive, failing
to address power asymmetries and social exclusion experienced
by minority groups. This article argues that educational justice
in multicultural societies requires policies that move beyond
formal inclusion toward meaningful recognition of cultural
difference. By linking education policy with broader debates on
justice and recognition, this study contributes to international
discussions on diversity governance in education.

Keywords: Multicultural Education, Educational IJustice,
Cultural Recognition, Education Policy, Plural Societies

Introduction

The growing cultural diversity in contemporary societies
presents both opportunities and challenges for education
systems worldwide. As globalization accelerates migration and
demographic shifts, education systems in plural societies—
those comprising multiple ethnic, religious, and cultural
groups—must evolve to meet the needs of diverse populations
(Banks, 2004; Kymlicka, 2001). This diversity demands a
rethinking of how educational policies and curricula are
designed, ensuring they adequately address the needs of
minority groups while promoting social cohesion. The capacity
of an education system to embrace diversity is pivotal in shaping
social harmony, fostering intergroup understanding, and
facilitating equality. However, many educational systems
struggle to adequately integrate cultural diversity into their
formal frameworks (O’Donnell, 2015; Shadid & Van Koningsveld,
2002).

Balancing national unity with cultural recognition remains
a significant challenge for many plural societies. In countries like
Indonesia, where the demographic makeup includes a mix of
ethnicities, religions, and languages, the state's role in
promoting both inclusivity and a unified national identity is a
delicate one (Langer, 2002; Tushnet, 2008). While multicultural
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principles are often emphasized in educational policies, the
realization of these principles in practice can be inconsistent.
The ideal of fostering national unity is frequently in tension with
the need to respect and acknowledge the cultural identities of
minority groups. National unity may inadvertently suppress
minority cultural expressions in favor of a dominant national
narrative, undermining the very diversity the policies seek to
protect (Fealy & Hooker, 2006; Kymlicka, 2001). This tension is
at the heart of the challenges faced by educational systems in
plural societies, where the values of integration and diversity
must be carefully negotiated.

In the context of cultural diversity, the concept of
educational justice emerges as central to understanding how
educational systems can promote fairness and equality.
Educational justice refers not only to ensuring equitable access
to education but also to ensuring that cultural differences are
substantively recognized and respected within the school
environment (Fraser, 2008; Rawls, 1971). This concept goes
beyond the idea of mere access to educational resources and
addresses the deeper concerns of how cultural groups are
treated within educational systems, ensuring that minority
cultures are not marginalized or excluded. Educational justice is
particularly important in countries like Indonesia, where issues
of equity and social exclusion remain at the forefront of public
debates, and where the educational system is a primary arena
for addressing these challenges (Gay, 2010; Honneth, 1996).

The challenge of translating policy rhetoric on cultural
recognition into practical outcomes within educational systems
forms the central research problem of this study. While formal
education policies often highlight the values of tolerance,
inclusivity, and national unity, the implementation of these
policies can fall short of addressing the complex realities of
cultural diversity (Taylor, 1992; Greenawalt, 2009). In many
cases, minority cultural identities are either marginalized or
only superficially acknowledged within the educational system.
This gap between policy intent and actual implementation is
particularly evident in Indonesia, where policies promoting
multiculturalism and inclusivity often fail to reflect the lived
experiences of minority groups (Mietzner, 2009; Shadid & Van
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Koningsveld, 2002). The study will examine how these policies
are designed and implemented, as well as the extent to which
they succeed or fail in addressing the needs of minority
students.

A key aspect of this research is investigating the tension
between formal multicultural policies and the reality of their
implementation in schools. Despite the Indonesian
government's emphasis on inclusivity through official policies,
schools often fall short of creating an environment where
minority groups feel genuinely included (Fealy & Hooker, 2006;
Tushnet, 2000). The challenge is not only one of policy design
but also of institutional culture and practice, where deeply
entrenched biases may persist despite official commitments to
diversity. Thus, the research will explore the disjunction
between the rhetoric of educational policies and the actual
experiences of minority groups in schools, focusing on whether
the policies' intent is met in practice (Langer, 2002; Mietzner,
2009). This exploration will contribute to understanding the
deeper systemic issues that perpetuate cultural exclusion in the
educational sector.

This study has several objectives that aim to address the
research problem of cultural recognition and educational
justice. First, the study will critically examine how multicultural
principles are embedded in formal education policies in
Indonesia. This includes a thorough analysis of national
education laws, curriculum guidelines, and key policy
documents that aim to foster inclusivity and tolerance (Banks,
2004; Greenawalt, 2009). By scrutinizing these documents, the
study will identify how multiculturalism is theoretically
addressed in the policies and whether this reflects a genuine
commitment to cultural recognition or merely symbolic
gestures. Furthermore, the study will investigate how these
policies are translated into classroom practices and teaching
methodologies, particularly in areas where minority groups are
most concentrated.

A second objective is to assess the practical implications
of these policies on educational justice. This includes examining
how well these policies promote fairness and equality,
particularly for minority students who often face systemic
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challenges in the educational system (Fraser, 2008; Gay, 2010).
The study will look into how minority students experience
educational practices, including curriculum content, teacher
attitudes, and the representation of cultural diversity within the
school environment. The research will also explore whether the
policies lead to substantive cultural recognition or whether they
remain symbolic, contributing to the marginalization of minority
identities. In doing so, the study aims to assess how the policies
affect educational outcomes and whether they help reduce the
power asymmetries that exist between dominant and minority
cultural groups in educational settings (O'Donnell, 2015;
Tushnet, 2000).

This study argues that achieving educational justice in
plural societies requires policies that go beyond symbolic
inclusion and address cultural differences substantively. In
Indonesia, like many plural societies, education policies often
espouse values of tolerance and inclusivity but fail to implement
them in a manner that meaningfully acknowledges cultural
diversity. This gap results in policies that, while aiming to
promote national unity, can inadvertently reinforce the
marginalization of minority groups by failing to address the
deeper structural inequalities present within the education
system (Taylor, 1992; Honneth, 1996). To achieve educational
justice, it is necessary to recognize not only the need for
inclusivity but also the importance of addressing power
asymmetries that affect marginalized cultural groups. Only
through such substantive recognition can educational systems
truly promote equality and foster social cohesion (Fraser, 2008;
Kymlicka, 2001). This study will explore how policies in
Indonesia can evolve from symbolic gestures of inclusion to
more meaningful forms of cultural recognition, ensuring that
educational justice is achieved for all.

Theoretical Framework

A. Cultural Recognition in Education

Cultural recognition refers to the acknowledgment and
validation of diverse cultural identities within social and
institutional settings, including education systems. In the
context of education, cultural recognition plays a central role in
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promoting educational justice, as it ensures that all students,
irrespective of their cultural background, are valued, respected,
and provided with equitable opportunities to thrive (Taylor,
1992; Honneth, 1996). Charles Taylor (1992), in his work on the
politics of recognition, argues that identity formation is deeply
tied to recognition by others. In educational settings, the
recognition of cultural identities is essential to fostering an
inclusive environment where students can engage with the
curriculum without the fear of their cultural backgrounds being
ignored or devalued. This approach emphasizes the need for
educational systems to actively engage with and reflect the
cultural experiences of diverse groups, not merely acknowledge
them.

However, recognition in education can take different
forms, primarily falling into two categories: symbolic
recognition and substantive recognition. Symbolic recognition
involves a superficial acknowledgment of diversity, often seen in
curriculum statements or visual representations that highlight
cultural differences without genuinely engaging with the
cultural experiences or needs of minority groups. For example,
schools may include multicultural events or references to
different cultures in textbooks, but these actions do not
necessarily translate into deeper changes in the school culture
or student outcomes (Taylor, 1992; Honneth, 1996). Substantive
recognition, on the other hand, is a deeper, more meaningful
inclusion of cultural differences into the fabric of educational
practices. This could include integrating indigenous knowledge
into curricula, creating spaces for minority languages, and
fostering intercultural dialogues that go beyond surface-level
inclusion to address systemic inequalities (Fraser, 2008; Gay,
2010). Substantive recognition leads to tangible changes in the
educational environment and creates opportunities for minority
students to thrive academically and socially.

B. Multicultural Education

Multicultural education is a framework that seeks to
address the diverse cultural backgrounds of students by
promoting inclusivity, equality, and respect for diversity in the
educational environment. Theories of multicultural education
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highlight the importance of creating an environment that
celebrates cultural differences while fostering social cohesion
and equality. According to James Banks (2004), multicultural
education is not simply about learning about other cultures but
also about wunderstanding how power dynamics shape
educational experiences. Banks outlines five dimensions of
multicultural education, including content integration,
knowledge construction, and an empowering school culture.
Multicultural education aims to prepare students to navigate a
diverse world by promoting understanding and respect for
different cultural groups while critically engaging with issues
such as race, ethnicity, and power (Gay, 2010).

However, multicultural education is not without its
limitations. Critics argue that multiculturalism, particularly in
the form of superficial inclusion, can sometimes fail to challenge
structural inequalities within education systems. Michael
Oakeshott (1996) contends that multicultural education often
falls into the trap of emphasizing cultural differences without
addressing underlying power relations that contribute to social
exclusion. Furthermore, there is a debate about the balance
between multicultural policies that promote unity and those
that prioritize cultural particularism. Kymlicka (2001) highlights
the challenge of fostering a national identity while also
respecting the cultural autonomy of minorities. Thus, while
multicultural education holds potential in promoting social
justice and equality, its impact can be limited if not implemented
alongside broader structural changes aimed at addressing
inequality and social exclusion.

C. Educational Justice

Educational justice is a concept that emphasizes fairness
in access to educational opportunities, participation in the
educational process, and outcomes. It goes beyond the mere
provision of resources or the expansion of access to education
to ensure that all students, especially those from marginalized
communities, can fully engage and succeed in the educational
system (Rawls, 1971; Fraser, 2008). John Rawls (1971), in his
seminal work on justice, proposes that justice should be
understood as fairness, where institutions are structured to
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benefit the least advantaged members of society. In the context
of education, this means ensuring that educational policies and
practices do not merely provide equality of access but also
account for the different starting points that students from
marginalized cultural groups may face.

Nancy Fraser (2008) extends Rawls' notion by integrating
the concept of recognition into the framework of educational
justice. She argues that justice in education cannot be fully
realized without addressing both redistribution (ensuring equal
access to educational resources) and recognition (validating
cultural identities and experiences). According to Fraser,
educational justice requires addressing both the material needs
of disadvantaged groups and the cultural needs that allow
students to feel respected and valued within educational
settings. Therefore, educational justice is inherently connected
to cultural recognition, as schools must not only offer equitable
resources but also recognize and respect the diverse cultural
backgrounds of their students (Gay, 2010; Fraser, 2008). In
practice, this means that educational justice involves integrating
policies that ensure equal opportunities for all students while
fostering an inclusive environment that acknowledges cultural
differences.

D. Policy Design and Implementation

The design of educational policies plays a pivotal role in
the realization of multicultural education and cultural
recognition in practice. Policy frameworks that emphasize
inclusivity, tolerance, and cultural diversity are often central to
the educational discourse in plural societies. However, policy
design itself can be a significant determinant of whether these
principles are effectively implemented. As Derrick Bell (2008)
argues, policy statements that champion diversity may often fail
to bring about real changes on the ground if they are not
supported by institutional mechanisms and practices that
address deeper structural inequalities. In many cases,
educational policies that promote multiculturalism are not
adequately translated into classroom practices, where minority
students still face discrimination, cultural stereotyping, and
exclusion (Fraser, 2008; Banks, 2004).
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Effective policy implementation requires more than just
legislative declarations of equality; it necessitates the
development of practical mechanisms to ensure that the diverse
cultural needs of students are met. This includes teacher
training, culturally relevant curricula, and the creation of
educational spaces where students’ identities are both
acknowledged and valued (Gay, 2010; Kymlicka, 2001). Fealy and
Hooker (2006) point out that policies often fail to take into
account the real dynamics of school culture, where entrenched
biases and social norms can impede the effective inclusion of
minority groups. Therefore, the gap between the theoretical
inclusivity outlined in policy documents and the actual
experiences of students in the classroom highlights the need for
more robust policy frameworks that go beyond rhetoric to
ensure meaningful cultural recognition and educational justice.

Methodology
A. Research Approach

This study employs a qualitative case study approach,
with a specific focus on Indonesia as the primary context for
exploring the intersection of education, multiculturalism, and
cultural recognition. A case study approach allows for an in-
depth examination of the complexities and nuances of how
education policies addressing multiculturalism, tolerance, and
inclusivity are framed and implemented in a pluralistic society.
Indonesia, as a diverse nation with significant ethnic, religious,
and cultural variety, provides an insightful case for analyzing the
challenges and opportunities of integrating cultural recognition
within formal education systems (Yin, 2018). The study will focus
on national education policies, curriculum documents, and
institutional practices in order to understand how multicultural
principles are theoretically embedded and practically applied
within the Indonesian educational framework.

The case study methodology is ideal for this research
because it allows for a comprehensive exploration of policy
design, educational practices, and the lived experiences of
various stakeholders within the educational system. This
approach also facilitates the examination of discrepancies
between policy intentions and actual outcomes, providing
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insights into the gaps between the theoretical recognition of
cultural diversity and its practical implementation (Stake, 1995).

B. Data Collection

To answer the research questions, data collection will

involve multiple methods to capture the different dimensions of
cultural recognition and educational justice in Indonesia's
education system:

1.

Policy Analysis

Akey part of the data collection will involve a policy analysis
of formal education documents, including national
curriculum guidelines, education laws, government
reports, and other official documents that highlight the
country’s approach to multiculturalism, tolerance, and
inclusivity. This analysis will focus on identifying how
cultural diversity is addressed in policy statements, and
whether multicultural principles are explicitly mentioned
or merely implied. This will also include examining any
discrepancies between the policy's declared values and its
practical implementation (Olsen & Hopkins, 2009; Watson,
2009).

Interviews with Key Stakeholders

Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with a range
of key stakeholders, including policymakers, educators, and
representatives of minority communities. Interviews will
help uncover the perceptions, beliefs, and experiences of
those involved in shaping and implementing education
policies, as well as those directly affected by them.
Educators, particularly those working in multicultural
classrooms, can provide valuable insights into how policies
are enacted in practice, and how they impact minority
students. Additionally, interviews with minority group
representatives will highlight how these communities
experience cultural recognition (or the lack thereof) within
the educational system, as well as their views on the
inclusivity and fairness of educational practices (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011; Creswell, 2013).

10
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C.

Classroom Observations

Classroom observations will be conducted to gain a deeper
understanding of how cultural diversity is addressed in
actual educational settings. This will involve observing
teachers’ pedagogical approaches, curriculum content, and
classroom dynamics in schools serving diverse populations.
By directly observing interactions between teachers and
students from various cultural backgrounds, the research
will capture real-time examples of how cultural recognition
is practiced (or overlooked) in the classroom. This
qualitative data will complement the policy analysis and
interview findings, providing a richer, more comprehensive
view of educational practices (Silverman, 2016).

Data Analysis
The data analysis process will involve a multi-step

approach to ensure that the research findings are robust and
credible:

1.

Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis will be used to analyze the policy
documents and interview transcripts. This approach
involves identifying recurring themes, patterns, and key
concepts that emerge from the texts. In the case of policy
analysis, the themes will revolve around how
multiculturalism, tolerance, and inclusivity are framed
within the policies, and whether these themes align with
the experiences reported by stakeholders. Interview
transcripts will be analyzed for recurring topics related to
educational justice, cultural recognition, and the lived
experiences of minority groups in the educational system.
Themes related to power dynamics, marginalization, and
inclusivity will be particularly important (Braun & Clarke,
2006).

Comparative Analysis

Comparative analysis will be conducted to examine the
differences between policy rhetoric and its actual
implementation in educational settings. This analysis will
focus on comparing the policy language related to
multiculturalism and inclusivity with the real-world

11
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practices observed in classrooms and shared by interview
participants. The aim is to assess whether policies that
emphasize cultural recognition are genuinely reflected in
classroom practices or whether they remain purely
symbolic. This comparison will help identify any gaps
between policy expectations and the lived experiences of
students and teachers, as well as highlight potential
barriers to implementing multicultural policies effectively
(Tesch, 1990; Guba & Lincoln, 1989).

Policy Design and Cultural Diversity in Indonesia

A. Overview of Indonesia’s Education System
Indonesia’s education system is a complex structure that
aims to serve a vast and culturally diverse population spread
across thousands of islands. The system is centralized, with the
Ministry of Education and Culture setting the framework for
educational policies, curricula, and standards. The education
system in Indonesia is divided into three levels: primary,
secondary, and higher education. Primary education is
compulsory, with most children attending school for six years,
followed by three years of junior secondary education. High
school education is non-compulsory but often a standard path
for students after completing junior secondary school. Higher
education includes universities, polytechnics, and vocational
schools, which serve a growing number of students seeking
advanced learning and skills development (Mietzner, 2009).
The educational goals of Indonesia are grounded in both
national development and the preservation of cultural diversity.
The curriculum emphasizes not only academic achievement but
also the formation of character, national unity, and religious
values. Education plays a crucial role in managing Indonesia’s
cultural and ethnic diversity, as the nation is home to more than
300 ethnic groups and multiple religious traditions. The
challenge, however, lies in balancing national cohesion with
respect for the cultural rights of these diverse groups. The
education system in Indonesia has historically faced the tension
of promoting a unified national identity while respecting
regional differences, including language, religious beliefs, and
indigenous practices (Lindsey, 2005; Tollefson, 2006). This

12
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complexity necessitates a careful, nuanced approach to the
integration of multicultural principles within the education
policies, which seek to foster inclusivity without compromising
the integrity of Indonesia’s diverse cultural fabric.

B. Multicultural Principles in Indonesian Education
Policy

Indonesia's education policies have gradually evolved to
incorporate multicultural principles, especially since the fall of
the New Order regime in the late 1990s. The National Education
Law (2003) and the National Curriculum 2013 are pivotal in the
framing of cultural diversity and inclusivity in the Indonesian
educational context. The National Education Law (2003)
recognizes the right of every citizen to receive a quality
education regardless of their background, while also
emphasizing the importance of promoting tolerance and
national unity. It advocates for the inclusion of various cultural
identities within the educational framework, outlining the
state’s responsibility to provide education that fosters a sense of
shared national identity without undermining the individual
cultural practices of different ethnic and religious communities
(Ministry of Education, 2003).

In tandem, the National Curriculum 2013 emphasizes a
more inclusive approach to education by promoting cultural
awareness and teaching values of tolerance. The curriculum
introduces the concept of diverse identities, encouraging
students to recognize and respect cultural, religious, and
linguistic differences. It incorporates subjects such as Pancasila
(the state ideology), which teaches students about national
values and the importance of living in harmony with people from
different backgrounds. Despite these efforts, cultural diversity
is often framed in a way that stresses national unity over the
recognition of minority group rights (Fazal & Tollefson, 2006).
As a result, while there is an emphasis on cultural pluralism
within policy documents, these ideals are often overshadowed
by efforts to reinforce national identity, sometimes neglecting
the depth of cultural recognition that minority groups seek.

13
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C. Discrepancies between Policy and Practice

While the National Education Law and National
Curriculum 2013 present progressive goals of multiculturalism
and inclusivity, the implementation of these policies in
Indonesian schools often reveals significant discrepancies
between the ideal and the practical outcomes. Policy documents
might articulate broad goals of multiculturalism and tolerance,
but in reality, many schools continue to rely on a standardized
curriculum that does not adequately accommodate the diverse
cultural needs of all students. One of the core challenges lies in
the implementation of policies at the grassroots level, where
teachers and administrators are often not fully equipped to
handle the complexities of cultural diversity in the classroom.
This lack of preparedness may stem from insufficient teacher
training on multicultural pedagogy and the lack of localized
curriculum materials that reflect the specific cultural contexts
of minority communities (Leung & Yung, 2017; Tollefson, 2006).

A key issue in this discrepancy is the impact of the
standardized curricula, which may marginalize minority cultural
identities. For example, students from indigenous groups, ethnic
minorities, or religious communities may find that their
languages, histories, and traditions are either underrepresented
or inaccurately portrayed in school textbooks and learning
materials. This gap between the curriculum and the lived
experiences of minority students can lead to feelings of
alienation and exclusion (Sukma, 2011; Fealy & Hooker, 2006).
Indigenous groups in particular, such as the Dayak or Papuan
peoples, often face challenges in receiving an education that
respects their cultural practices and languages. Instead, the
standardized curriculum tends to prioritize the dominant
national culture, often sidelining the rich cultural diversity that
exists within the country. Moreover, the teaching of Pancasila as
a unifying ideology, while important, can be perceived as
insufficient in addressing the actual cultural needs of minorities.
It does not always extend beyond general ideals to include the
practical integration of cultural practices into the educational
process (Mietzner, 2009; Tollefson, 2006).

Therefore, while Indonesia has made significant strides in
promoting multiculturalism and inclusivity within its education

14
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policies, the implementation of these policies often falls short of
creating an environment where cultural diversity is
substantively recognized. The national education policies may
prioritize unity and the integration of cultural diversity in
theory, but in practice, the standardized curriculum and the lack
of specific provisions for minority identities often result in
continued marginalization and exclusion. Therefore, while
policy frameworks like the National Education Law (2003) and
National Curriculum 2013 lay the foundation for a more inclusive
educational system, they need to be complemented by more
targeted efforts to ensure that the needs of cultural minorities
are genuinely addressed (Leung & Yung, 2017; Sukma, 2011).

The Role of Educational Justice in Cultural
Recognition
A. Theoretical Linkage between Justice and

Recognition in Education

The concept of educational justice is deeply intertwined
with the idea of recognition, particularly in the context of
cultural diversity in education systems. Educational justice is
not merely about providing equal access to educational
resources or opportunities but also ensuring that all students—
especially those from minority cultural backgrounds—are able
to participate meaningfully in the educational process. As Nancy
Fraser (2008) argues, justice must be seen in two dimensions:
redistribution and recognition. Redistribution focuses on
equitable access to material resources, while recognition
emphasizes the validation of cultural identities. In the context of
education, both are essential to creating a just system. Fraser’s
framework suggests that educational justice involves addressing
economic inequalities (e.g., disparities in access to quality
schools, textbooks, and technology) as well as cultural
inequalities (e.g., the failure to recognize and incorporate the
diverse cultural identities of students in the curriculum).

Similarly, Charles Taylor (1992) highlights the critical
importance of cultural recognition in his work on the politics of
recognition. Taylor emphasizes that recognition is not just an
acknowledgment of difference but an essential component of

15
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self-identity and self-respect. In educational contexts, when
minority students’ cultural identities are ignored or
undervalued, it undermines their self-esteem and ability to
succeed in school. Therefore, educational justice requires more
than just access to education; it requires that minority identities
be valued and respected within educational structures, ensuring
that students can see themselves reflected in what they learn
and experience. Without such recognition, educational systems
fail to provide equitable opportunities for all students, which is
at the core of educational justice (Fraser, 2008; Taylor, 1992).

B. Symbolic vs. Substantive Recognition

In Indonesia’s educational policies, cultural recognition is
often symbolic, rather than substantive. Symbolic recognition
refers to superficial or token gestures that acknowledge cultural
diversity without genuinely integrating it into the educational
system in a way that empowers minority groups. For example,
Indonesian textbooks may include sections on minority
cultures, languages, and traditions, but these representations
are often limited to brief mentions that lack depth or critical
engagement. The National Curriculum 2013, which emphasizes
inclusivity and multiculturalism, includes cultural diversity in its
rhetoric, but this often does not translate into meaningful
changes in how cultural differences are recognized and valued
within classrooms (Fazal & Tollefson, 2006). As Fraser (2008)
suggests, symbolic recognition fails to address the underlying
power dynamics that result in the marginalization of minority
groups. While cultural diversity is acknowledged, there is little
effort to actively empower these groups through changes in the
curriculum, teaching methods, or educational policies that
foster meaningful participation.

In contrast, substantive recognition goes beyond
acknowledgment to involve actual empowerment—giving
minority groups the tools and opportunities they need to thrive
in the educational system. This may include the inclusion of
minority languages in the curriculum, the promotion of
indigenous knowledge systems, or the provision of resources
tailored to the specific needs of culturally diverse students.
Substantive recognition requires a deep commitment to

16
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dismantling the barriers to full participation, ensuring that
educational practices are inclusive in both spirit and action.
Unfortunately, the gap between symbolic and substantive
recognition is a significant issue in Indonesian education, where
formal policies may promote diversity, but the lived experiences
of students from minority backgrounds reveal a different reality.
Minority students often find themselves marginalized within the
educational environment, with little more than symbolic
acknowledgment of their cultures (Gay, 2010; Sukma, 2011).

C. Impact of Power Asymmetries

The power dynamics between dominant and minority
cultural groups play a crucial role in shaping the educational
experiences of students in plural societies like Indonesia. Power
asymmetries often manifest in the curriculum, teaching
practices, and institutional policies, with dominant cultural
groups enjoying preferential treatment. These imbalances can
shape not only what is taught but also how it is taught and who
gets to participate. In Indonesia, for example, the standardized
curriculum tends to prioritize national unity over the cultural
autonomy of minority groups, which results in the
marginalization of indigenous peoples, ethnic minorities, and
religious communities (Tollefson, 2006). This power imbalance
perpetuates social exclusion, where students from minority
groups feel alienated from the curriculum and may even
internalize the idea that their cultures and identities are less
valuable than the dominant national culture (Sukma, 2011).

Furthermore, educational institutions themselves can
perpetuate social exclusion through biased curricula and
discriminatory teaching practices. When the educational system
fails to accurately reflect the diversity of the society it serves,
students from minority backgrounds may be denied the
opportunity to see themselves represented positively in their
learning experiences. This lack of representation can have a
profound impact on students’ sense of identity and their
academic performance. For instance, students from indigenous
groups or religious minorities may struggle to engage with a
curriculum that does not value or respect their cultural
practices and languages (Leung & Yung, 2017). In this way,

17



Indonesian Education Policy and Justice Review Volume 2, Number 4 (2025)

educational institutions not only reinforce existing social
hierarchies but also actively contribute to the perpetuation of
exclusion and marginalization by failing to recognize the
cultural identities of minority groups in substantive ways
(Fraser, 2008; Taylor, 1992).

In addition, the relationship between educational justice
and cultural recognition is complex and crucial to achieving a
fair and inclusive education system. While symbolic recognition
may signal a commitment to cultural diversity, it is substantive
recognition—the genuine integration of minority cultures and
identities into educational practices—that is necessary for true
educational justice. Addressing power asymmetries is key to
ensuring that minority students are not only acknowledged but
empowered within the educational system. This requires a
significant shift in both policy design and classroom practices to
ensure that cultural differences are valued, respected, and
integrated into all aspects of the educational experience (Gay,
2010; Leung & Yung, 2017).

Case Study: Challenges and Opportunities in
Indonesian Education
A. Case Study 1: Indigenous Students and the

National Curriculum

Indigenous students in Indonesia face systemic
marginalization within the national education system, where the
National Curriculum 2013 fails to adequately reflect their
cultural identities and knowledge systems. Despite the legal
recognition of indigenous communities in Indonesia’s
Constitution (1945) and Law No. 39/1999 on Human Rights,
educational curricula continue to overlook the unique cultural,
ecological, and linguistic knowledge of indigenous peoples. For
instance, Papuan students often find the mainstream
curriculum irrelevant to their daily lives, as it largely ignores the
Papuan languages, customs, and the region’s historical
experiences. The Dayak students, similarly, report that their
traditional knowledge of forestry and sustainable agriculture is
completely absent from the national curriculum, despite being
integral to their communities (Sukma, 2011; Lindsey, 2005).
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A real-life example of this is the case of Papuan students
attending public schools in the region. These students
frequently express frustration with a curriculum that only
presents Javanese-centric perspectives on history, culture, and
national identity. For example, students from indigenous
Papuan communities have shared their experiences of
alienation, where their indigenous languages are not
represented in textbooks or classroom activities. As one Papuan
student revealed in a local education forum, “We study about
history and society, but it feels like we are invisible in the
lessons.” The teaching of indigenous history, which is integral to
the identity of these students, is often relegated to informal
discussions or, in some cases, ignored altogether. This lack of
cultural integration creates an educational environment where
students feel their identities are devalued and ignored. The issue
is compounded by the fact that the curriculum largely focuses
on a nationalized view of Indonesian history, leaving little space
for indigenous perspectives (Fazal & Tollefson, 2006).

The Dayak communities in Kalimantan similarly face
challenges. While the Indonesian government officially
recognizes indigenous groups and their rights, their inclusion in
formal education systems remains limited. The Dayak language,
for example, is barely taught in schools, and the environmental
knowledge critical to their traditional agricultural practices is
sidelined in favor of more mainstream, urbanized perspectives.
This is a direct consequence of an education system that
standardizes curricula and marginalizes minority languages and
traditions (Kymlicka, 2007). This educational alienation severely
undermines the opportunity for cultural recognition and
empowerment for indigenous students, illustrating a major gap
between policy intentions and practice.

B. Case Study 2: Religious and Ethnic Minorities in

Indonesia’s Education System
Indonesia, with its vast ethnic and religious diversity, has
long struggled with religious intolerance and ethnic
discrimination in its educational system, despite the official
commitment to Pancasila (the state ideology of unity in
diversity). A stark example can be found in the experiences of
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Christian students in regions where Islam is the dominant
religion. In the West Java province, Christian students have
reported being excluded from participating in religious
education classes tailored to the Muslim students, and some
have even been forced to participate in Islamic religious rituals
against their will. For instance, in 2016, a group of Christian
students in a school in Tasikmalaya raised concerns after being
required to join Muslim students for Friday prayers, despite the
school being officially non-sectarian. This incident sparked
debates on the limits of religious inclusivity in Indonesian public
schools.

Moreover, ethnic minorities, such as Chinese Indonesians,
continue to face issues of exclusion within the educational
system. Historically marginalized due to their ethnic
background, Chinese Indonesians have had to battle
institutionalized bias in schools. A 2017 report by the Indonesian
Chinese Students Association revealed that ethnic Chinese
students often felt excluded from school activities, as teachers
and peers consistently favored Javanese cultural norms. This is
especially true in provinces like Central Java, where Javanese
identity dominates the social and cultural landscape. These
minorities, while granted religious freedom and ethnic equality
in the constitution, still struggle with subtle and overt forms of
discrimination in educational settings (Fealy & Hooker, 2006).

While national policies like the National Education Law
(2003) and the National Curriculum 2013 promote inclusivity,
their implementation often falls short when it comes to minority
religious and ethnic groups. For example, the law mandates the
teaching of Pancasila as a way to unite all religious communities
under a common set of values. However, Muslim-majority
practices often dominate, leading to the exclusion of Christian,
Hindu, and Buddhist students. In practice, religious education is
often taught from an Islamic perspective, with non-Muslim
students struggling to find appropriate content that reflects
their own faith traditions. The 2016 case of the Tasikmalaya
school highlights the gap between policy rhetoric and actual
practice, where the implementation of religious tolerance is
problematic and inconsistent (Tollefson, 2006).
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C. Case Study 3: Teacher Education and

Multicultural Competence

In Indonesia, teacher education programs have long been
criticized for failing to equip educators with the tools necessary
to navigate the complex cultural landscapes of multicultural
classrooms. Many teacher training institutions emphasize a
standardized curriculum that fails to incorporate the practical
skills required for handling ethnic, religious, and linguistic
diversity. A case in point is the experience of teachers in East
Nusa Tenggara—a province that is home to multiple ethnic
groups, including indigenous Flores and Sumbanese people.
Teachers in this region often report receiving minimal training
in culturally responsive teaching practices. For instance, a
primary school teacher from Kupang shared that the
professional development programs she attended failed to
address issues related to multiculturalism, focusing instead on
national education standards without practical guidance on how
to engage minority students.

Additionally, Indonesia’s teacher education system often
lacks an emphasis on the cultural competence required to
support diverse student populations. In a 2019 study, 56% of
teachers in Yogyakarta reported that they did not feel confident
in addressing the cultural needs of students from minority
backgrounds. This is particularly concerning in regions where
indigenous students, such as those from the Papuan or Batak
communities, are enrolled in schools where curriculum content
and teaching methods often fail to resonate with their cultural
backgrounds. Teachers with insufficient training in these areas
struggle to create an inclusive learning environment that values
cultural difference and helps minority students thrive
academically (Gay, 2010; Leung & Yung, 2017).

The need for multicultural education training has never
been more pressing. A critical analysis of teacher education
programs shows that although there is an increasing demand for
culturally responsive education, these needs have not yet been
adequately addressed in Indonesia’s teacher training policies.
Professional development programs that emphasize the
importance of recognizing minority cultures, integrating local
knowledge, and adopting inclusive teaching practices are
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essential for ensuring that teachers are prepared to support all
students equitably. This is especially crucial in a society like
Indonesia, where the classroom reflects a complex tapestry of
cultural, ethnic, and religious diversity.

These real-world case studies highlight the deep-rooted
challenges and the opportunities for reform within Indonesia’s
education system as it grapples with cultural diversity. The
exclusion of indigenous knowledge, religious intolerance, and
the lack of multicultural competence in teacher education all
point to the gap between policy goals and educational realities.
While efforts to promote a more inclusive education system are
present, their implementation remains inconsistent, often
failing to empower minority groups meaningfully. For Indonesia
to move toward true educational justice, it must move beyond
symbolic gestures of inclusion and take concrete steps toward
substantive recognition of all cultural identities. This requires
not only reforms in policy design but also professional
development for educators, as well as a more localized
curriculum that respects and incorporates the cultural and
religious diversity that defines Indonesian society.

Policy Implications and Recommendations

A. Towards Meaningful Cultural Recognition

The current education policies in Indonesia, though
emphasizing multiculturalism, still largely present a symbolic
form of cultural recognition, which marginalizes the lived
experiences and contributions of minority groups. Moving
beyond this symbolic multiculturalism is crucial to ensure the
substantive cultural recognition of diverse communities. Legal
reforms are essential to integrate indigenous knowledge, local
languages, and religious diversity into the core curriculum. For
instance, the National Education Law (2003) and the National
Curriculum 2013 should be amended to include provisions for
localized curricula that better reflect the ethnic and cultural
diversity of Indonesia’s regions. Indigenous knowledge systems,
such as the Dayak's agricultural practices in Kalimantan, should
be formally recognized and incorporated into the science and
social studies curricula, thereby allowing students to learn from
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the rich traditions and practices of these communities (Sukma,
2011).

One potential reform is to amend the National Education
Law to make the inclusion of indigenous languages and cultures
a mandatory component of the national curriculum. This could
be accomplished by creating a new provision within the law that
requires each region in Indonesia to develop region-specific
curricula that are reflective of local cultures. This would provide
space for indigenous languages like Papuan or Batak to be taught
alongside Indonesian and English, thereby ensuring that
minority students see their languages and cultures validated in
the classroom. Moreover, the Law on the Protection of
Indigenous Peoples (2014) could be better enforced by
integrating specific educational provisions that recognize
indigenous knowledge as equal to formal, Western knowledge in
school subjects such as history, ecology, and agriculture (Banks,
2004). Such reforms would promote cultural empowerment,
reduce alienation, and foster social inclusion.

B. Inclusive Pedagogy and Teacher Training

The incorporation of inclusive pedagogy into Indonesia’s
educational framework is essential to addressing the challenges
faced by minority students. While teacher training is a central
aspect of this reform, Indonesia’s teacher education system
currently lacks a robust focus on multicultural competence.
Teacher training programs should be reformed to explicitly
address how educators can support diverse student populations
and combat discrimination. These programs should be
mandated to include modules on culturally responsive teaching,
which would involve understanding the cultural backgrounds of
students, adapting teaching methods to meet the needs of
diverse learners, and challenging discrimination in the
classroom (Gay, 2010).

A concrete proposal for law reform would be the
introduction of a National Teacher Training Law that mandates
multicultural education as a core component of teacher
certification. The law should stipulate that teachers, before
becoming licensed, must demonstrate proficiency in teaching
students from different cultural, religious, and linguistic
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backgrounds. The law could also require that teachers attend
mandatory professional development workshops focused on
multiculturalism and inclusivity every few years throughout
their careers. Additionally, the Teacher Certification Act (2005)
could be amended to ensure that all future teachers are
evaluated on their ability to engage with culturally diverse
classrooms. This could involve adding assessments on inclusive
teaching strategies and evaluating how well teachers
incorporate minority cultural perspectives into their
pedagogical practices (Leung & Yung, 2017). By making
multicultural training a formal requirement, Indonesia would be
able to build a generation of teachers who are well-equipped to
create classrooms that are inclusive, respectful, and
empowering for all students.

C. Promoting Educational Justice through Policy

Reforms

Educational justice is a key component of achieving social
equity in Indonesia’s diverse society. Policies must be
restructured to ensure that educational opportunities are
equitably distributed across different ethnic, religious, and
socio-economic groups. While the Indonesian government has
made strides in promoting equality through laws like the
Education Law (2003), inequalities persist, particularly in
remote regions and among minority groups. Educational
resources, such as qualified teachers, multicultural textbooks,
and language support programs, must be redistributed to
ensure that marginalized communities have the same
educational opportunities as their more privileged
counterparts.

The Law on Equal Education Opportunities (2019), which
currently lacks clear provisions on resource allocation for
minority communities, should be amended to require a targeted
funding mechanism for schools serving ethnic minorities and
marginalized religious groups. These schools, especially in
regions like Papua or West Nusa Tenggara, often lack resources
to create inclusive curricula or offer culturally relevant
education. Law reform should introduce equitable resource
allocation, prioritizing schools that serve high populations of
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indigenous and ethnically diverse students. Additionally, the
reform should establish accountability frameworks to ensure
that these schools receive the funding they need to meet the
specific needs of their students, particularly those from lower-
income backgrounds.

Another policy reform proposal is the creation of
community-based education programs that empower local
stakeholders to take an active role in shaping education policies
and practices. For instance, community leaders from indigenous
groups or religious minorities could be included in school
decision-making bodies, ensuring that the voices of
marginalized groups are represented in policy discussions. The
introduction of community-school partnerships could help
design curricula that reflect local cultural needs while still
meeting national educational standards. This approach not only
addresses the structural inequalities in education but also
encourages the participation of marginalized communities in
the decision-making process, fostering a sense of ownership
and belonging.

Additionally, the introduction of affirmative action
policies within the education system could also help reduce
educational disparities. A proposal for reform within the
National Education Act would be the inclusion of a quota system
for minority students, ensuring that they have better access to
higher education institutions and specialized training programs.
This would level the playing field for students from
underrepresented ethnic, religious, and linguistic backgrounds
by providing them with additional support to enter and succeed
in higher education. Along with this, scholarships and financial
aid programs targeted at low-income minority students would
increase opportunities for social mobility and educational
equality (Fraser, 2008).

In order to achieve educational justice in Indonesia,
substantial reforms are required at the policy level, particularly
in the areas of cultural recognition, teacher training, and
resource distribution. Moving beyond symbolic multiculturalism
to achieve substantive recognition of minority cultures requires
curriculum reforms, including the incorporation of indigenous
knowledge, local languages, and religious diversity.
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Furthermore, comprehensive teacher education reforms are
needed to ensure that educators can effectively support
culturally diverse students. Finally, policy changes must focus
on ensuring equitable educational opportunities for all groups,
particularly marginalized communities, through targeted
funding, community-based programs, and affirmative action
policies. By implementing these reforms, Indonesia can build an
education system that is not only inclusive but also just,
ensuring that all students—regardless of their background—
have the opportunity to thrive.

Conclusion
A. Summary of Key Findings

This study has illuminated a significant gap between the
policy rhetoric surrounding cultural recognition and its actual
implementation in Indonesia’s education system. While national
policies, such as the National Education Law (2003) and the
National Curriculum 2013, articulate a commitment to
multiculturalism, the practice on the ground often fails to
substantiate these claims. Policies frequently embrace symbolic
inclusion of minority cultures, such as the representation of
indigenous and ethnic minority groups in textbooks, but these
efforts do not translate into meaningful changes in classroom
practices. As a result, many minority identities, including those
of indigenous and religious minorities, remain marginalized,
while dominant cultural norms continue to predominate the
educational landscape. This gap highlights the need for policies
that go beyond formal inclusion to address the structural power
asymmetries that underlie educational exclusion.

The findings suggest that cultural recognition within the
Indonesian education system is often tokenistic, failing to
acknowledge the social and economic disadvantages faced by
marginalized groups. Moreover, policies that stress inclusivity
and national unity often overlook the deep-rooted issues of
social exclusion and cultural erasure experienced by indigenous
peoples and ethnic minorities. For Indonesia to move toward
true educational justice, there must be a comprehensive shift in
policy design—one that substantively addresses these
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inequalities and empowers minority communities through
culturally relevant education and equal access to resources.

B. Policy Implications and Recommendations

The findings of this study underscore the urgency of
reforming educational policies to move beyond symbolic
multiculturalism towards substantive cultural recognition.
Future education reforms should place a stronger emphasis on
ensuring that marginalized communities are not merely
represented in the curriculum but are also empowered through
active cultural participation in the educational process. One
implication for future policy is the need to restructure the
curriculum to integrate indigenous knowledge, languages, and
histories as core subjects, rather than as supplementary or
optional topics. This would not only validate the experiences
and knowledge systems of minority groups but also foster a
sense of belonging and cultural pride among students from
diverse backgrounds.

Moreover, educational justice requires policies that
specifically target disparities in educational access and
resources. Discriminatory practices in schools, such as bias
against religious minorities or ethnic segregation, should be
tackled head-on through equitable funding, teacher training,
and support systems that ensure all students have the
opportunity to succeed. The integration of affirmative action
policies and community-based education programs would help
mitigate the effects of socioeconomic and cultural inequalities,
providing marginalized communities with the resources needed
to thrive in the education system.

Ultimately, education should be seen not just as a tool for
academic success but as a mechanism for social cohesion and
the fostering of equality. By addressing cultural diversity within
educational frameworks, the state can help reduce tensions
between different cultural and religious groups, leading to a
more unified society where all individuals are recognized and
valued.
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C. Further Research Directions

While this study has focused on Indonesia, it also opens
several avenues for future research into the relationship
between multicultural education, educational justice, and
cultural recognition. Future research should examine how
education systems in other plural societies—such as Malaysia,
India, and South Africa—address similar challenges related to
diversity and inclusion. Comparative studies could identify best
practices for achieving true cultural recognition and social
equity in education. For example, Malaysia's approach to ethnic
diversity in education, particularly its policy of promoting racial
harmony through inclusive curricula, offers valuable insights for
Indonesia.

Additionally, further research could explore the role of
indigenous knowledge in shaping the educational experience in
various cultural contexts. Investigating how indigenous groups
in other countries have worked to integrate their cultural
heritage into mainstream educational systems would provide
useful frameworks for policy design in Indonesia. Lastly,
longitudinal studies that track the impact of multicultural
education policies over time could provide valuable data on the
long-term effects of cultural recognition in educational
outcomes, particularly for marginalized students.
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