Indonesia

JISCOUTISE

Indonesia Discourse

ISSN: XXXX-XXXX (Print) XXXX-XXXX (Online)
Volume 2 Issue 1 (2025): 59-84

DOI: hueps://doi.org/10.15294/indi.v2i1.23035
Published by Universitas Negeri Semarang, Indonesia

Available online since: January 31, 2025

Indonesia’s Struggle with
Education Inequality: Is
Reform the Answer?

Johan Manik Sidauruk®’, Monica Susilowati‘®,
Kamal Karimullah Akbar

Abstract

This study examines the persistent issue of educational inequality in Indonesia and
explores whether educational reforms can effectively address the disparities within
the country’s educational system. Despite substantial investments in education and
ongoing efforts to enhance access, significant gaps remain in the quality of education
between urban and rural areas, as well as among different socio-economic groups.
The research analyzes the primary factors contributing to educational inequality,
including regional disparities, resource allocation, teacher quality, and the
accessibility of educational infrastructure. Findings reveal that while recent reforms,
such as the School Operational Assistance (BOS) program and the expansion of
vocational education, have made some strides in reducing inequality, significant
challenges persist in ensuring equal opportunities for all students. The study
highlights that systemic issues, such as the uneven distribution of resources and
inadequate teacher training, continue to undermine educational equity. The novelty
of this research lies in its comprehensive examination of both policy interventions
and the broader socio-economic factors that perpetuate educational inequality. Given
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the profound implications of educational inequality on Indonesia’s long-term social
and economic development, this research is of particular urgency. The study
contributes to the wider discourse on educational reform by offering concrete
recommendations for advancing educational equity, including improving resource
allocation, strengthening teacher training, and ensuring that reforms are more
effectively tailored to the needs of marginalized communities.

Keywords: Educational inequality, Indonesia, educational reform, socio-economic

disparities, resource allocation

Introduction

Education inequality is a pervasive issue that affects millions of students worldwide,
and Indonesia is no exception. It refers to the unequal distribution of educational
opportunities and resources, often influenced by factors such as socio-economic
background, geography, and systemic constraints. In Indonesia, despite its rapid
economic growth in recent decades, education inequality remains a significant
challenge. While there has been considerable progress in expanding access to
education, particularly at the primary level, significant disparities persist across the
country. These inequalities are most apparent between urban and rural areas, where
schools in remote regions often face a lack of infrastructure, qualified teachers, and
access to learning materials. This geographical divide ensures that children from less
developed regions have limited access to the same quality of education enjoyed by
their counterparts in more urbanized areas.

In addition to regional disparities, socio-economic factors further exacerbate
educational inequality in Indonesia. Students from low-income families face
numerous barriers to education, such as the inability to afford school fees,
transportation, uniforms, and other hidden costs associated with schooling. As a
result, many children from poorer households are forced to drop out of school early
or underperform academically. While the government has introduced several
programs aimed at addressing these disparities, such as providing financial support
to schools and offering scholarships to disadvantaged students, these measures are
often insufficient or poorly implemented, leaving the most vulnerable populations
underserved. For these children, the lack of access to education becomes not just an
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individual problem but a systemic issue that limits their opportunities for social
mobility and economic advancement.

The importance of addressing education inequality in Indonesia cannot be
overstated. Education is a fundamental driver of economic growth, social mobility,
and national development. Without equitable access to quality education, the
country’s growth potential is constrained, as a significant portion of its population
remains locked out of opportunities to contribute meaningfully to the economy.
Inadequate educational opportunities also perpetuate existing socio-economic
disparities, hindering efforts to reduce poverty and inequality. Furthermore, when
large segments of the population are excluded from quality education, it fosters a
cycle of disadvantage that can span generations. In the long run, these disparities
undermine social cohesion and stability, potentially leading to increased social unrest
and political instability. Thus, addressing education inequality is not just a matter of
equity but a necessity for the country’s overall progress and national well-being.

Recent developments in Indonesia’s education system reflect the government's
awareness of these issues. In the past few years, a series of reforms and initiatives have
been introduced with the aim of improving educational access and quality. Programs
such as the National School Operational Assistance (BOS), which provides financial
aid to schools, and the Smart Indonesia Program (PIP), aimed at helping
economically disadvantaged students, have made some progress in reducing the
barriers to education for vulnerable groups. Moreover, the introduction of the 2013
Curriculum, which seeks to promote character building and skills development
alongside academic learning, represents a shift towards a more holistic approach to
education. However, despite these reforms, challenges remain in ensuring that these
initiatives reach all students, particularly those in the most disadvantaged areas. The
effectiveness of these reforms is still debated, and significant gaps in both access to
and the quality of education persist, especially in rural regions.

One of the most significant challenges faced by the Indonesian education
system is the uneven implementation of reforms. While urban areas and wealthier
regions tend to benefit from improved infrastructure, better-trained teachers, and
greater access to technological resources, schools in rural and remote areas often
continue to suffer from inadequate facilities and poorly trained staff. This disparity
in resources contributes to a situation where students from rural areas are at a distinct
disadvantage in terms of educational quality, despite reforms intended to improve
the overall system. Moreover, many of the governments initiatives, such as the
provision of financial aid to schools, have struggled with implementation at the local
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level, often due to bureaucratic inefhiciencies or corruption. As a result, students in
these areas continue to face significant barriers to receiving a high-quality education.

The COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated the existing educational
disparities in Indonesia. The sudden shift to online learning revealed the deep digital
divide that exists in the country, particularly in rural regions. Many students in these
areas lack access to reliable internet connections or the necessary devices for online
education, leaving them unable to continue their studies during lockdowns. This
disruption in education has not only slowed the academic progress of affected
students but has also deepened the gap between students from different socio-
economic backgrounds. For students in wealthier areas, online learning was often a
seamless transition, but for those in rural or low-income regions, it became a nearly
insurmountable obstacle. This situation underscores the urgency of addressing not
only the physical infrastructure of schools but also the digital divide that limits access
to modern educational tools.

In light of these challenges, the need for more comprehensive and targeted
reforms is more pressing than ever. As Indonesia continues to navigate the
complexities of its education system, there is an increasing recognition that reforms
must go beyond merely expanding access to education. They must also focus on
improving the quality of education, ensuring that all students, regardless of their
background or location, have access to the tools and resources they need to succeed.
The need for digital literacy and technological skills is also more critical than ever in
an increasingly globalized economy. For Indonesia to remain competitive and ensure
the sustainable development of its economy, it must invest in creating an education
system that is both equitable and future-proof.

Despite the urgency of these issues, gaps in research and data persist, making it
difficult to fully understand the underlying causes of education inequality in
Indonesia. While there is some research on the impact of socio-economic factors on
educational outcomes, much of the existing literature focuses on isolated aspects of
the problem, such as the role of teacher quality or school infrastructure, without
addressing how these factors interconnect. Additionally, research on the long-term
effects of current education reforms is limited, and there is a lack of comprehensive
studies that evaluate the effectiveness of these initiatives across different regions and
demographics. Understanding the root causes of education inequality requires a
more holistic approach that takes into account not only socio-economic and
geographical factors but also the broader political, cultural, and historical context of
Indonesia.
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Given the persistent gaps in research and the urgency of addressing the issue,
this paper aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of education inequality in
Indonesia. By examining the root causes of these disparities and evaluating the
effectiveness of recent reforms, this paper seeks to contribute to the ongoing
discourse on educational reform in the country. Furthermore, it will explore potential
strategies to address the issue, with a focus on inclusive and sustainable solutions that
can bridge the gap between urban and rural students, as well as between different
socio-economic groups. Ultimately, this research aims to provide evidence-based
recommendations that can inform future policies and contribute to the creation of a
more equitable and effective educational system in Indonesia.

The scope of this paper includes an exploration of both the macro and micro-
level factors that contribute to education inequality in Indonesia. It will assess the
implementation and impact of recent educational policies, including financial
assistance programs and curriculum reforms, and critically examine their success in
addressing the needs of marginalized communities. Additionally, this paper will
discuss potential policy reforms that could help reduce disparities in educational
access and quality, offering insights into how Indonesia can build a more inclusive
and equitable education system in the years to come. By addressing these complex
issues in a comprehensive and systematic manner, this paper aims to provide a deeper
understanding of the challenges facing Indonesia’s educational system and offer
pathways for improvement.

Current State of Education Inequality in Indonesia

The disparities in access to education across Indonesia are stark, particularly when
comparing urban to rural areas. Although Indonesia has made significant strides in
increasing enrollment rates at the primary and secondary school levels, the quality
and accessibility of education remain highly uneven. In urban areas, schools tend to
be better equipped, with more trained teachers, improved infrastructure, and access
to learning materials. In contrast, rural schools, especially those in remote regions,
continue to face a multitude of challenges that hinder students' ability to receive a
quality education. These challenges include poorly maintained school buildings, a
shortage of teaching materials, and an insufficient number of qualified teachers.
Moreover, rural students are often forced to travel long distances to attend school,
which can be especially difficult in areas where transportation infrastructure is
inadequate. This urban-rural divide in educational access highlights the ongoing
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inequality in Indonesias education system and underscores the need for targeted
interventions to ensure that children in rural areas are not left behind.

In addition to the urban-rural divide, significant disparities exist between
different regions of Indonesia, particularly between Java, the country's most
populous and economically developed island, and the outer islands. Java, with its
well-established infrastructure and higher levels of economic development, boasts
higher-quality educational facilities and more trained educators. On the other hand,
the outer islands, particularly those in eastern Indonesia, suffer from limited
resources, inadequate infrastructure, and a lack of qualified teachers. For example,
regions such as Papua and Nusa Tenggara have among the lowest literacy rates and
school completion rates in the country. These geographical disparities in educational
access are further compounded by the challenge of maintaining consistent
educational standards across the vast archipelago, which spans over 17,000 islands.
The central government’s efforts to provide equal educational opportunities across
the nation have been hampered by logistical difficulties, as well as a lack of funding
and resources for schools in remote areas.

Barriers to access are a major contributing factor to education inequality in
Indonesia. One of the most pressing issues is the lack of infrastructure, especially in
rural and outer island regions. Many schools in these areas operate in substandard
conditions, with dilapidated buildings and insufficient facilities, which significantly
impact the learning environment. Furthermore, the lack of reliable internet
connectivity is another key issue, especially in the context of the ongoing
digitalization of education. While urban students have relatively easy access to online
learning platforms, many students in rural areas struggle with slow or nonexistent
internet connections. This digital divide was particularly evident during the COVID-
19 pandemic, when students across Indonesia were forced to adapt to online
learning. In rural regions, many students were unable to participate in online classes
due to a lack of access to necessary devices or a stable internet connection, further
deepening the educational gap between rural and urban populations. Additionally,
transportation remains a barrier for many students, particularly those in remote
areas. Long distances to the nearest school, combined with limited public
transportation options, often result in high absenteeism and dropout rates, further
exacerbating the inequality in educational access.

Socio-economic factors play a crucial role in determining the quality of
education that students receive in Indonesia. Income inequality and poverty are
significant barriers to accessing quality education, as they limit the ability of families

to afford school-related costs, such as uniforms, textbooks, and transportation.
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Despite the government's efforts to provide financial assistance through programs
such as the Smart Indonesia Program (PIP), many families, particularly in rural and
impoverished areas, still struggle to cover these basic expenses. This financial burden
often forces students from low-income families to drop out of school prematurely or
attend underfunded schools with fewer resources. Additionally, income inequality
exacerbates disparities in the quality of education across regions. Wealthier regions
are better able to invest in educational infrastructure, hire qualified teachers, and
provide access to extracurricular opportunities, whereas poorer regions are left with
fewer resources and lower-quality education.

The disparities in school facilities, teacher quality, and educational resources
further contribute to the unequal quality of education experienced by students in
different regions. In wealthier areas, schools tend to have better facilities, including
well-equipped classrooms, libraries, and access to digital tools. In contrast, schools in
rural and economically disadvantaged regions often lack basic resources, such as
textbooks, computers, and even functional classroom furniture. Moreover, teacher
quality varies significantly across the country, with urban schools generally benefiting
from better-trained and more experienced educators. In rural areas, the shortage of
qualified teachers is a persistent issue, and many teachers are forced to teach subjects
outside their area of expertise due to the lack of trained personnel. This imbalance in
the quality of teaching further deepens educational inequalities, as students in under-
resourced schools are less likely to receive the high-quality instruction needed to
succeed academically.

Social factors such as child labor, gender bias, and cultural norms also play a
significant role in shaping educational inequality in Indonesia. Child labor remains
a widespread issue, particularly in rural and impoverished areas, where children are
often required to work in agriculture or other sectors to help support their families.
This labor prevents many children from attending school regularly or limits their
ability to focus on their studies. Additionally, gender bias remains a challenge in some
parts of Indonesia, where cultural norms prioritize the education of boys over girls,
particularly in conservative or rural communities. While progress has been made in
gender parity in education, girls in certain regions still face barriers to full
participation in schooling, including early marriage and the expectation to fulfill
household duties. These social factors compound the structural and economic
barriers to education, further disadvantaging certain groups of children.

A statistical overview of education inequality in Indonesia paints a clear picture
of the disparities that persist across the country. Despite high enrollment rates in

primary education, Indonesia continues to face significant challenges in ensuring
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that students complete their education and achieve high academic standards. Literacy
rates vary widely across regions, with urban areas showing much higher rates than
rural or remote regions. According to recent data, while the national literacy rate for
adults stands at over 95%, regions such as Papua and West Nusa Tenggara report
much lower rates, highlighting the extent of regional inequality. Additionally,
graduation rates from secondary schools are significantly lower in outer islands
compared to Java, with many students dropping out before completing their
education due to financial constraints or a lack of educational opportunities in their
area. These disparities extend to higher education as well, where access to universities
and vocational training programs is limited in many regions, particularly outside of
Java. Only a small proportion of students from rural or low-income backgrounds are
able to pursue higher education, further entrenching the socio-economic divide in
the country.

The gap in access to vocational training is another critical issue that perpetuates
education inequality in Indonesia. While vocational education is seen as a key
pathway to employment and economic mobility, students in disadvantaged regions
often lack access to quality vocational programs. Many vocational schools suffer from
outdated curricula, insufficient resources, and a lack of industry connections,
limiting students’ ability to acquire the skills needed for today’s job market. This gap
in vocational training access is particularly concerning in a country like Indonesia,
where the demand for skilled labor is rapidly increasing due to industrialization and
technological advancements. The lack of access to vocational education further
hinders opportunities for youth in marginalized areas, preventing them from
participating fully in the economy and contributing to the country’s development.

In conclusion, education inequality in Indonesia remains a pressing issue, with
significant disparities in access, quality, and outcomes across urban and rural areas,
as well as between different regions. Socio-economic factors such as poverty, income
inequality, and social norms exacerbate these disparities, limiting opportunities for
millions of children, particularly in remote and underserved areas. Despite
government efforts to address these issues, the challenges are deeply entrenched and
require comprehensive, long-term solutions that address both the structural and
social barriers to education. Only through targeted reforms and investments in
educational infrastructure, teacher quality, and equitable access to resources can
Indonesia hope to overcome these disparities and ensure that all students have the
opportunity to succeed.
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Key Factors Contributing to Education Inequality in
Indonesia

One of the most prominent factors contributing to education inequality in Indonesia
is the significant regional disparities across the archipelago. The country’s
geographical challenges play a critical role in limiting access to education in remote
areas, especially on the outer islands. Indonesia is a vast archipelago, with over 17,000
islands spread across a large geographic area. Many of the outer islands, particularly
in the eastern part of the country such as Papua, Maluku, and Nusa Tenggara, face
difhiculties in accessing educational resources due to their isolation. According to the
Ministry of Education and Culture (MoEC), the literacy rate in Papua is among the
lowest in the country, with adult literacy rates hovering around 70%, significantly
lower than the national average of over 95%. Schools in these areas often lack basic
infrastructure, such as proper school buildings, clean water, and electricity, all of
which are essential for creating an environment conducive to learning. Moreover, the
limited availability of trained teachers in these regions further compounds the
problem. In remote areas, schools often face chronic teacher shortages, forcing
educators to teach subjects outside their area of expertise or use inadequate teaching
methods, which directly affects the quality of education. This is a direct consequence
of inadequate teacher distribution policies, which fail to provide sufficient incentives
for teachers to work in these regions. The urban-rural divide also exacerbates these
challenges, as urban centers in Java and Bali tend to be better equipped with
educational resources, including modern school buildings, trained teachers, and
digital tools, while rural areas lag behind. According to the National Education
Statistics (2020), Java accounts for approximately 58% of the country's total number
of schools, while the remaining 42% are scattered across the outer islands, which
often receive fewer resources. The unequal distribution of resources across different
regions of the country contributes significantly to the disparity in educational
opportunities, limiting the potential for children in less developed regions to access
quality education.

Socioeconomic and cultural barriers also play a crucial role in contributing to
education inequality in Indonesia. A significant correlation exists between family
income and children's educational attainment. Families living in poverty often
struggle to afford the direct and indirect costs of education, such as school fees,
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uniforms, textbooks, and transportation. According to the World Bank,
approximately 25% of Indonesians live below the poverty line, and for these families,
education becomes a luxury. As a result, children from low-income families are more
likely to drop out of school early or perform poorly academically due to the financial
strain on their families. These children often have fewer opportunities to participate
in extracurricular activities that enhance their education, such as tutoring or field
trips, which further limits their academic growth. In rural and disadvantaged areas,
the proportion of students facing these economic barriers can reach up to 40%,
which highlights the pervasive effect of poverty on education. Additionally, cultural
and gender biases persist in many parts of Indonesia, preventing certain groups,
particularly girls and indigenous communities, from accessing education. In some
rural or conservative areas, cultural norms prioritize the education of boys over girls,
resulting in higher dropout rates among female students. The Indonesian Ministry
of Education and Culture reports that although the gender gap in primary education
has been closed in most regions, girls still face challenges in completing secondary
education in areas such as Aceh and East Nusa Tenggara, where early marriage and
domestic duties contribute to higher dropout rates. Early marriage and the
expectation that girls will take on household responsibilities further limit their access
to schooling. Indigenous communities, particularly in remote areas, often face
additional cultural barriers that hinder their participation in the education system.
The educational curriculum in Indonesia is predominantly centered around the
national culture, which often marginalizes indigenous languages and practices. As a
result, indigenous children may feel alienated and disengaged from the education
system, which leads to higher dropout rates among these groups. These social and
cultural factors reinforce the cycle of educational inequality, making it difficult for
certain groups to fully benefit from educational opportunities.

The role of government policies and the effectiveness of educational reforms is
another critical factor in the persistence of education inequality in Indonesia. Despite
various initiatives aimed at improving access to education, there is a noticeable lack
of effective policies that directly address the systemic inequality in the education
system. The Law on the National Education System (Law No. 20/2003) mandates
that every citizen has the right to receive education, and the Constitution of
Indonesia guarantees free education at the primary and secondary levels. However,
the implementation of these laws has been inconsistent, particularly in remote
regions. While the government has made efforts to provide subsidies and operational
assistance programs, such as the National School Operational Assistance (BOS),

which provides financial support to schools in the form of grants, these measures are
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often poorly distributed and insufficient to meet the needs of schools in
disadvantaged areas. The Indonesian Ministry of Finance reports that the BOS
program reaches approximately 70% of the country’s schools, but the actual
distribution of funds does not always align with the level of need. Moreover, the
allocation of funds often depends on local governments, leading to discrepancies in
how resources are used and a lack of oversight. These gaps in policy implementation
hinder the potential of existing programs to address education inequality
comprehensively.

In addition, the underfunding of education in rural and underdeveloped
regions further perpetuates these inequalities. The World Bank has estimated that
Indonesia spends around 3.6% of its GDP on education, which is below the regional
average for Southeast Asia. While this figure represents a notable portion of the
national budget, the allocation is uneven, with wealthier provinces and urban centers
receiving the majority of the funding. This results in a stark difference in the resources
available to schools in different regions. Furthermore, inadequate teacher training
and low teacher salaries in rural areas continue to be major challenges. According to
the Indonesian Teachers Association (PGRI), teachers in rural schools are often
underpaid and lack the necessary professional development opportunities to improve
their teaching skills. Teachers in these regions are typically paid less than their
counterparts in urban areas, which makes it difficult to retain qualified staff. This low
teacher morale, combined with insufficient training, leads to subpar teaching quality,
which in turn affects students’ academic performance. The government’s failure to
prioritize teacher development in rural areas exacerbates the educational divide, as
these students receive less effective instruction compared to their peers in more
developed regions.

Another major issue contributing to education inequality in Indonesia is the
insufficient quality of educational infrastructure. In many rural and underdeveloped
areas, schools face severe challenges, including overcrowded classrooms, outdated
curricula, and a lack of essential school facilities. Overcrowded classrooms are a
common issue, particularly in urban schools, where schools struggle to accommodate
a large number of students in limited space. In these overcrowded settings, teachers
are unable to provide individualized attention to students, and the overall quality of
instruction suffers. According to a 2019 report by the World Bank, the student-to-
teacher ratio in many rural schools can exceed 30:1, which is significantly higher
than in urban areas, where the ratio is typically around 20:1. Furthermore, the
curriculum in many schools, particularly those in less developed regions, is outdated
and does not adequately prepare students for the demands of the modern job market.
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The lack of a relevant and dynamic curriculum is a barrier to students’ academic and
professional success, as they are not being equipped with the skills needed to thrive
in an increasingly globalized and technologically advanced economy. In rural areas,
schools often have limited access to learning materials, and students are forced to rely
on outdated textbooks, which hampers their ability to learn and succeed
academically.

The digital divide also plays a significant role in perpetuating educational
inequality in Indonesia. Although digital literacy is becoming an increasingly
essential skill in the modern world, the distribution of technology in Indonesian
schools remains highly uneven. Students in urban areas typically have better access
to digital tools, such as computers and the internet, which enhances their learning
experience and provides them with opportunities to develop digital skills. In contrast,
many schools in rural and remote areas are still struggling with a lack of technological
infrastructure. According to a 2020 report by UNICEE only 16% of schools in rural
Indonesia have access to computers, and less than 10% of rural students have access
to the internet at home. The limited availability of computers, internet access, and
educational software makes it difhicult for students in these regions to benefit from
digital learning resources. This digital divide became particularly evident during the
COVID-19 pandemic, when schools were forced to shift to online learning. Students
in urban areas, with their greater access to the necessary technology, were able to
continue their education relatively smoothly. Meanwhile, students in rural regions,
lacking reliable internet access and devices, were left behind. This technological gap
not only exacerbates existing inequalities but also limits the ability of students in
disadvantaged regions to gain the digital skills needed for future economic
participation.

Therefore, a combination of regional disparities, socio-economic and cultural
barriers, government and policy failures, and ineffective educational infrastructure
all contribute to the persistence of education inequality in Indonesia. While the
government has implemented some reforms, such as the National Education System
Law and the BOS program, these measures have proven insufficient in addressing
the complex, multifaceted nature of the problem. Regional disparities in access to
education resources, cultural biases that limit access for certain groups, and the
inadequacies of the education system itself continue to hinder efforts to create a more
equitable educational environment. Addressing these issues requires comprehensive,
well-funded policies that focus not only on expanding access to education but also
on improving its quality, ensuring that all students, regardless of their geographic

location, socio-economic background, or cultural identity, have an equal
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opportunity to succeed. Only by addressing these key factors can Indonesia hope to
overcome its education inequality and create a more inclusive and prosperous future
for all its citizens.

Recent Education Reforms in Indonesia

Indonesia has undergone substantial changes in its education system in recent
decades, particularly through the enactment of significant legal frameworks and
reforms designed to address educational inequality. At the core of Indonesia’s
education policy is the 2003 National Education System Law (Sisdiknas), which
provides the overarching legal foundation for education in the country. This law was
introduced to standardize the education system and ensure that all citizens have equal
access to education, regardless of their geographic location, socio-economic
background, or ethnic group. Sisdiknas mandates that education should be inclusive,
democratic, and equitable, with the objective of promoting both academic and
character development. The law envisions a system that caters to the needs of diverse
learners, including those in remote areas, and promotes social justice by ensuring
education is available to everyone, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds.
While the law has set ambitious goals, its implementation has faced challenges,
particularly in terms of equitable access and quality across regions.

Subsequent reforms have sought to improve the quality of education in
alignment with Sisdiknas’ goals. One notable reform is the 2013 Curriculum (K13),
which replaced the previous curriculum in an effort to enhance the quality of
teaching and learning. The 2013 Curriculum focuses on developing critical thinking,
character building, and skill-oriented learning rather than rote memorization, in line
with international trends. However, the rollout of this curriculum has faced multiple
hurdles, including inadequate teacher training, insufficient resources, and
inconsistent implementation across regions. In 2019, the Ministry of Education and
Culture made further adjustments, signaling an ongoing commitment to curricular
improvement. These adjustments included modifications to teacher workload,
assessments, and learning materials. Despite these efforts, disparities in the quality of
education across different regions continue, with urban areas having better resources
and more qualified teachers than rural or remote areas. The government has
acknowledged the need for greater support for rural schools to align more closely
with the objectives of Sisdiknas, but challenges in effective implementation persist.

The decentralization of education management has been another key reform

introduced in Indonesia, which aimed to give local governments more control over
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education administration. The decentralization process began in earnest with Law
No. 22/1999 on Regional Autonomy, and later refined by Law No. 23/2014. These
laws transferred many administrative and financial responsibilities for education to
local governments, with the intention of improving responsiveness and making
education policies more relevant to local needs. However, the decentralization
process has led to uneven educational outcomes across the country, as wealthier
provinces have more capacity to fund and manage education, while poorer provinces,
especially those in eastern Indonesia, struggle with limited resources and
administrative challenges. This has resulted in significant disparities in the quality of
education, as local governments in less developed areas often lack the financial and
technical capacity to implement effective education policies.

In addition to these structural reforms, the Indonesian government has focused
on increasing education spending and improving resource allocation. The education
budget has grown over the years, with education now representing approximately
20% of the national budget, in line with global standards set by UNESCO. The
introduction of programs like the National School Operational Assistance (BOS)
fund is designed to allocate financial support to schools, especially in rural and
disadvantaged areas. The BOS program, introduced in 2005, provides direct funding
to schools for operational expenses such as textbooks, teacher salaries, and other
educational materials. This program has helped alleviate some financial pressures on
schools, but its distribution has been criticized for not adequately reaching the areas
with the greatest need. The central government’s allocation process has been criticized
for favoring larger, urban schools, while schools in rural or remote areas continue to
face resource shortages.

In recent years, international aid organizations and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) have played an increasingly important role in supporting
education reforms. These organizations have provided funding, technical expertise,
and support for education initiatives, particularly in rural and underserved regions.
The World Bank, for example, has supported Indonesia’s education sector through
various programs, including improving the quality of education and expanding
access to disadvantaged populations. In addition to international funding,
partnerships with NGOs such as Save the Children have helped implement programs
focusing on improving school infrastructure, training teachers, and developing
digital learning platforms. While international aid has been crucial in addressing gaps
in funding, Indonesia must continue to ensure that such support is integrated into
the national framework for long-term sustainability.
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Technological innovations have also been a focus of recent educational reforms,
with the government increasingly prioritizing the use of digital tools in education.
Programs like Rumah Belajar, a digital platform developed by the Ministry of
Education and Culture, aim to provide free educational resources to students and
teachers across Indonesia, bridging the educational divide between urban and rural
areas. The platform includes a wide range of materials such as video lessons, online
discussions, and interactive learning resources, enabling students to access quality
content outside the traditional classroom. The private sector has also contributed to
technological innovations in education, with companies like Ruangguru providing
online learning services and tutoring for students across the country. Despite these
innovations, the digital divide remains a significant barrier to equitable access to
education. The Indonesian government has introduced several initiatives to expand
internet connectivity in rural areas, such as the Palapa Ring project, which aims to
improve broadband infrastructure in underserved regions. However, as of 2020,
UNICEEF reported that less than 60% of rural households had access to reliable
internet, and many students in remote areas still lack access to computers or
smartphones. The wunequal distribution of technology exacerbates existing
educational disparities, leaving students in rural areas at a disadvantage compared to
their urban counterparts.

Another critical aspect of Indonesia’s education reforms has been the emphasis
on improving teacher quality. In 2005, the Law on Teachers and Lecturers (Law
No. 14/2005) was enacted, which set professional standards for teachers and
introduced certification programs. Under this law, teachers are required to pass
competency tests and participate in continuous professional development to
maintain their certification. The goal of this law is to ensure that teachers meet
national standards and possess the necessary skills to deliver high-quality education.
In addition to certification programs, the government has also introduced programs
to provide training and development opportunities for teachers, particularly in
underdeveloped regions. However, challenges remain in the implementation of these
programs, especially in rural areas where teachers often face difficulties in accessing
professional development opportunities. Teachers in remote areas also receive lower
salaries compared to their urban counterparts, which has resulted in difficulties
retaining skilled educators. The government has introduced incentive programs, such
as additional allowances for teachers working in remote and underserved regions, but
these measures have been unevenly implemented, and teacher turnover remains a

significant issue.
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In terms of legal frameworks, Law No. 5/2010 on National Education
Standards outlines the quality standards for education in Indonesia. This law defines
the criteria for schools, teachers, curricula, and educational outcomes, ensuring that
all institutions adhere to minimum quality standards. The law has been instrumental
in setting a baseline for educational provision, but its implementation remains
uneven across the country. The Regulation of the Minister of Education and
Culture No. 22/2016 on Teacher Professionalism is another important regulatory
framework, outlining the requirements for teacher training and certification, as well
as the process for teacher assessment. However, the challenges of low teacher salaries,
poor working conditions in rural schools, and inadequate teacher training persist,
requiring more comprehensive reforms to improve teacher quality.

In conclusion, while the Indonesian government has made significant strides
through legal reforms and initiatives to address education inequality, gaps in the
quality and accessibility of education remain. The 2003 National Education System
Law, the decentralization of education, and various curriculum changes, such as the
2013 Curriculum, have shaped the educational landscape. However, issues such as
regional disparities, uneven resource allocation, inadequate teacher quality, and the
digital divide continue to impede the achievement of true educational equity. The
government's efforts to increase education spending, leverage technology, and
improve teacher training represent positive steps, but the challenges are deep-rooted
and require sustained commitment to ensure that all Indonesian students have equal
access to high-quality education, regardless of their socio-economic status,
geographic location, or cultural background. Additionally, ongoing evaluation and
adaptation of these legal frameworks and reforms are essential to address the dynamic
nature of Indonesia’s educational needs in the 21st century.

Evaluating the Effectiveness of Education Reforms

The evaluation of Indonesia's education reforms must be understood through both
empirical analysis and theoretical frameworks that shed light on the dynamics of
educational inequality. While the country has made significant progress in expanding
access to education, various persistent challenges highlight the need for further
critical reflection and improvements. To better understand the effects and
implications of these reforms, we must also look to key educational theories that can
help contextualize the observed successes and continuing gaps.
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I. Successes of Recent Reforms

The increase in enrollment rates and improvements in literacy, especially in urban
regions, can be analyzed through Human Capital Theory, which suggests that
education is an investment in human capital, leading to long-term economic and
social benefits. According to this theory, expanding access to education, particularly
at the primary and secondary levels, directly enhances the skills of the labor force and
contributes to national economic growth. The rapid increase in enrollment rates in
Indonesia, especially at the primary level, is a positive indicator of this principle in
practice. Furthermore, literacy improvements across various regions can be attributed
to these human capital investments. According to the World Bank, Indonesia’s
recent literacy rate improvements are partially a result of the broadening access to
education, which is a foundational tenet of Human Capital Theory.

The positive impact of technological access in schools can also be understood
through Constructivist Learning Theory, particularly the work of Jean Piaget and
Lev Vygotsky. Constructivist theories emphasize the role of active learning, where
students build knowledge through interaction with their environment. The
introduction of digital tools and online platforms like Rumah Belajar and
Ruangguru aligns with these ideas by offering students the ability to engage actively
with content through interactive media and online resources. For example, students
can learn at their own pace, engage with diverse learning materials, and even
collaborate with peers, which are key principles of constructivism. When these tools
are accessible and integrated properly, they offer students an enriched learning
environment, where they are not merely passive receivers of information but active
participants in their educational journey.

The recognition of improved educational achievements, both nationally and
globally, aligns with Social Capital Theory, which highlights the importance of
social networks and community engagement in educational success. Indonesia’s
rising position in global rankings, particularly in PISA assessments, reflects the
cumulative effect of strong institutional networks, partnerships with international
donors, and collaboration among NGOs. These forms of social capital have
contributed to better school infrastructure, enhanced teacher training, and improved
policy frameworks. Social capital fosters cooperation across various stakeholders in
the education system, such as local communities, schools, and national agencies, and

plays a pivotal role in driving reform and positive change. In this sense, Indonesia’s
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improvement in global educational rankings can be interpreted as the result of
growing social capital in the educational ecosystem.

II. Remaining Challenges and Gaps

Despite successes, significant gaps remain, and these can be analyzed through several
educational theories. The persistent rural-urban divide in educational access and
quality can be analyzed through Critical Pedagogy, particularly the work of Paulo
Freire, who argued that education must empower marginalized groups and be
adapted to the context of their lived realities. Freire's theory suggests that traditional
education systems often serve to reinforce inequalities by neglecting the needs of
students in marginalized communities. In the case of Indonesia, rural schools often
suffer from overcrowded classrooms, outdated materials, and poorly trained teachers,
which perpetuate educational disparities. These regions are, in many ways, excluded
from the benefits of educational reforms that are more readily available in urban
areas. The slow progress in closing the rural-urban education gap can therefore be
viewed as a failure of the education system to meet the needs of all students equitably,
as emphasized by critical pedagogy.

The issue of quality versus quantity in education, where reforms have increased
enrollment but have not necessarily improved the quality of education, can be
explained using Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory of learning. Vygotsky proposed
that learning is not only influenced by individual cognitive processes but is also
shaped by social interactions and cultural contexts. In this light, increasing the
number of students enrolled in schools without addressing issues such as
overcrowded classrooms, lack of skilled teachers, and insufhicient engagement in the
curriculum results in superficial learning outcomes. The current curriculum, which
emphasizes critical thinking, is often not fully implemented due to the lack of teacher
training and resources in many regions. Thus, the gap between quantity and quality
becomes evident when the education system fails to cultivate the deeper, more
meaningful engagement with learning that Vygotsky’s theory advocates for.

Cultural barriers, such as gender inequality and discrimination against
marginalized groups, can be understood through Feminist Pedagogy and
Multicultural Education theories. Feminist pedagogy critiques traditional
education systems that often marginalize women and girls, particularly in rural and
conservative areas. Indonesia’s persistent challenges in gender equality, especially in
educational access for girls, align with bell hooks’ idea of "engaged pedagogy,” where
education should actively address power imbalances, including gender and social
discrimination. Furthermore, Multicultural Education, as proposed by scholars like
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James Banks, suggests that educational practices must be inclusive of diverse cultural
perspectives, including those of indigenous communities. Discriminatory cultural
practices and stereotypes about indigenous and marginalized groups continue to
undermine their educational opportunities, thereby perpetuating inequality. The
challenge of overcoming these barriers requires systemic changes that integrate
feminist and multicultural pedagogical approaches into the national curriculum,
school policies, and community engagement efforts.

III. Case Studies and Regional Variations

Case studies and regional variations in the implementation of education reforms also
highlight the importance of localized contexts, which can be analyzed through
Theories of Social Justice in Education, particularly John Rawls’ Theory of Justice.
Rawls’ principles of justice, especially his ideas of fairness and equity, suggest that
resources and opportunities should be distributed in a way that compensates for
disadvantages experienced by certain groups. For instance, the One District One
School initiative in Papua and other remote provinces can be evaluated through this
lens. By concentrating resources in one school per district, the initiative aims to
provide a more equitable allocation of educational resources. However, as Rawls’
theory suggests, fairness requires not just equal distribution of resources, but also an
adjustment based on the specific needs and challenges of the community. Papua, for
example, faces unique geographical and socio-cultural barriers that other regions do
not, which must be considered in the distribution of educational resources and
support.

Comparing urban and rural progress further underscores the gap in educational
opportunities and outcomes across regions, and this can be analyzed through
Capability Theory as developed by Amartya Sen. According to this theory,
education should be viewed not just as the delivery of knowledge, but as the
development of individual capabilities that allow people to lead lives they have reason
to value. In urban areas, children often have greater opportunities to develop these
capabilities, as they have access to better resources, technology, and highly trained
teachers. In contrast, children in rural areas often lack these opportunities, which
prevents them from fully realizing their potential. Capability theory thus provides a
framework for evaluating how educational reforms in Indonesia have either
expanded or limited students’ ability to achieve well-being, particularly in
disadvantaged regions.
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In conclusion, evaluating the effectiveness of education reforms in Indonesia
requires not only examining quantitative metrics such as enrollment rates and literacy
improvements, but also considering deeper theoretical frameworks that address the
complexities of education. The successes of reforms in terms of increased access to
education and technological integration align with theories of human capital and
constructivism, but persistent challenges related to quality, cultural biases, and
regional disparities highlight the limitations of current approaches. The application
of critical pedagogy, social capital theory, and other educational frameworks provides
valuable insights into the factors that continue to hinder educational equity in
Indonesia. Moving forward, Indonesia’s education system must focus not only on
increasing access but also on fostering an inclusive, high-quality learning
environment that promotes the full development of all students, particularly those

from marginalized and disadvantaged communities.

Potential Solutions and Future Directions for
Education Reform

As Indonesia continues to tackle the challenges of education inequality, the need for
innovative, targeted solutions becomes increasingly urgent. While recent reforms
have brought about some positive changes, there remains much work to be done to
ensure that all students, regardless of their location, gender, or socioeconomic
background, have access to quality education. The following potential solutions and
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