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Abstract
Every adolescent in Equivalency Programs is unique, affected by interrelated factors 
of  exclusion, such as school exclusion, family situation, poverty, social status and 
gender bias, and geographical location. Hence, Indonesia Equivalency Programs 
can target these particular groups to create responsible future citizens and develop 
human capabilities. This paper aims to explore the features of  institutional culture 
of  High School Equivalency Programs that impact on student’s character and learn-
ing performance. Ethnography study has been conducted in five nonformal schools 
in Banten Province that involved twenty five students in individual interviews. The 
results show that institutional culture of  High School Equivalency Programs pro-
vides an opportunity for adolescent who engage in learning to transform their per-
sonal character to become more resilient, autonomous, sensing a positive identity 
and moral integrity. Conducive school culture build a positive image and sense of  
belonging of  students in Equivalency Programs. In long term, this character will di-
minish destructive behaviour of  young people and create active citizents. The posi-
tive impacts of  institutional culture of  High School Equivalency Programs on ado-
lescent could potentially lead to higher social productivity and thus create greater 
economic growth. 
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culture and environment affects students’s sense 
of  identity and self-image in relation to their ot-
her social position. In other words, school culture 
and environment may affect students’ character. 
Character is a personality that formed from the 
results of  the internalization of  various virtues 
that are believed and used as a basis for perspec-
tive, thinking, and acting. According to Lickona 
(Zubaidi, 2011), character is related to moral con-
cepts (moral knowing), moral attitude (moral fee-
ling), and moral behaviour. While Cerenko (Sa-
mani, et al., 2012) mentions that character is an 
attribute or trait that distinguishes personal traits, 
ethical traits, and mental complexity of  a person, 
a group or nation.  

An effort to determine whether a link exists 
between a school culture and the positive of  ado-
lescents has been conducted on some studies. 
Hall and Hord (2015) identified factors school 
organizational culture influence school change 
and supporting students’ behavior. Furthermore, 
Skaggs and Bodenhorn (2006) descrive student 
good character such as respect to others, fairness, 
truthfulness, and responsibility. Sutjipto (2011) 
mentions that student who have good character 
are individual who have knowledge about their 
potential, which are characterized by values such 
as reflective, confidents, rational, logical, critical, 
analytical, creative and innovative, independent, 
healthy life, responsible, pation, be willing to sac-
rifice, be trusted, think positively and be visiona-
ry. Furthermore, Khairudin and Susiwi (2013) 
explained that in order to develop student’s cha-
racter, every school has to maintain their school 
culture includes school integrity, school innovati-
on and creativity, school cooperation, and quality 
oriented. Student’s character also can be develo-
ped through school ritual, such as the activity of  
‘Jumat Infaq’, which is every student donate their 
money ever Friday to help people in needs (War-
dani, 2014). School culture and climate has been 
recognized an essential part of  the school (Kat-
santonis, 2020). 

Indonesian adolescent who study at High 
School Equivalency Programs, in this regard, 
has to develop their positive character. This may 
happen if  the institutional culture of  High School 
Equivalency Program offers such a good clima-
te and learning environment of  their students. 
Lange & Sletten (2002) offer insight that nonfor-
mal education such as Equivalency Education in 
Indonesia, need to practice some approach and 
build culture of  learning that aiming on student’s 
self-development. It is include maintaining a 
small size, emphasizing one-on-one interaction 
between teachers and students, creating suppor-

INTRODUCTION

We all introduced by the traditional path-
ways, that is school, work, and then retirement, 
but it is no longer the norm. There is an increa-
sing demand of  individuals going back from work 
to education due to an avoided circumstance of  
living the school before graduation and have to 
do some jobs. Most of  these individuals clearly 
undergo transitions in their lives, which is switch 
between study and work, and later reenter study 
after work. Some of  Indonesian adolescent are 
forced to encounter this kind of  situation. They 
could not stay in formal education until gradua-
te. Some of  them are forced to enter the world 
of  work, but later decide to back to education. 
Nonformal education, as known as education 
pathways that provide alternative to education 
accommodate these group of  adolescents with 
flexible and inclusive learning environments. It 
is an integral part of  lifelong learning that enab-
le adolescent’s emancipation and participation 
in education. These programs especially created 
for them who affected by interrelated factors of  
exclusion, such as poverty, social status and gen-
der bias, and their life circumstances. Hence, non-
formal education can target wider audience com-
pare to formal education.

High School Equivalency Program is part 
of  nonformal education streams that offer non-
formal learning situation. Nonformal learning 
occurs in a planned by highly adaptable manner 
instutions, organizations and situations. High 
School Equivalency Programs has been extensi-
vely implemented in many Southeast Asia count-
ries to improve basic education provisions in their 
countries in order to provide education for all. 

High School Equivalency Programs has 
unique school culture compare to its counterpart, 
formal education. The concept of  school cultu-
re or milieu is used to explain different aspects 
including “family background, student-teacher 
relationships, the dominant leadership styles, the 
languages and symbols, the procedurs and rou-
tines, and the definitions of  success that make 
an organization unique.” (Davis & Cates, 2018). 
School culture refers to the belief  and attitude 
of  school community that influencing every as-
pect of  school functions. School culture direct to 
the values of  the school as an organisation, eit-
her positive or negative (Vengrin, et al., 2018). 
School culture refers to the quality and character 
of  school life (Greenway, 2017). School cultu-
re is constructed by school community and has 
significant impact on student performance and 
achievement (Cimen & Karadag, 2019). School 
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tive environment, allowing opportunities for stu-
dent success relevant to the students’ future and 
allowing flexibility in structure and emphasis on 
student decision-making. 

This paper aims to explore the feature of  
institutional culture of  High School Equiavalen-
cy Programs that impact on student’s character 
and learning performance. In this research stu-
dy, the main question is what virtue constitute 
a good character of  Indonesian adolescent in 
High School Equivalency Programs? And what 
is Equivalency Education school culture that im-
pacted in a good character of  their students? In 
the context of  student’s character development, 
a conducive school culture is the overall physi-
cal background of  the environment, atmosphere, 
nature, and climate of  the school that can pro-
ductively provide good experiences for students. 
Student’s character may influence by teachers 
and head of  school who show their leadearship 
and by becoming a role model of  their students. 
In High School Equivalency programs context, 
the student’s character can be developed in the 
hidden curriculum.

METHODS

This study used ethnographic research 
methods. Ethnographic research is a qualitative 
method where researchers observe and/or inter-
act with a study’s participants in their real-life en-
vironment. The central aim of  ethnography is to 
provide rich, holistic insights into peoples’ world 
views and actions, as well as the nature of  the lo-
cation the inhabit (Reeves, et al., 2013). The data 
collection methods used in this study are in-depth 
interviews, observation, and documentation. In 
depth interviews are intended to obtain a clear 
picture of  what was said, thought, felt, and what 
was known by the interviewee. Ethnographic stu-
dy was held in five community-based schooling or 
Indonesia Equivalency Education program. It is 
including SKB Kota Serang, SKB Kabupaten Se-
rang, PKBM Al Kahfi Kota Serang, Homeschoo-
ling Primagama (HSPG) Kota Serang dan PKBM 
Bina Pengayoman Rutan Kota Serang. The eth-
nographic study was conducted for approxima-
tely four months with intensive meetings and 
interview with students, tutor and administrators 
of  each schools. Total informans are 25 students 
and 8 teachers. Each informant was interviewed 
1-2 times, depending on the information obtained 
from the first interview process. Interview topics 
consist of; student’s profile and characteristic, 
school climate and environment, school values 
and culture, student-student and student-teacher 

relationships, and school governance. In order to 
avoid a bias, such as ‘interviewee gives what in-
terviewer wants to hear,’ as a weaknesses (Yin, 
2014) of  the interview process, two procedures 
have been applied in the interview processes, as-
king question based on the interview inquiry, fol-
lowed by probing (conversational) questions in an 
unbiased manner. 

Data and information from ethnographic 
study are then categorized and analyzed and pre-
sented in descriptive from based on themes that 
emerge in the qualitative analysis. Before crea-
ting a theme, initial coding is developed that be-
gin with reading the first participant’s interview 
transcript and field notes, and made thematic 
extraction of  the interview transcript. The codes, 
furthermore, developed into similar codes is or-
ganized into themes or broad categories of  idea 
from the data. Themes or categories are broad 
units of  information that consist of  several codes 
aggregated to form a common idea (Creswell, 
2013).   

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The national education system is designed 
to have a flexible and dynamic nature that easily 
adapts to changes in science and technology, as 
well as changes that occur in society. High School 
Equivalency Programs is part of  nonformal edu-
cation sub system that is provided for community 
members who need education services. Princi-
pally, High School Equivalency Programs are fle-
xible in terms of  time, periode, curriculum, peda-
gogy, venue and language (UNESCO, 2013). This 
study has been identified some the institutional 
cultures of  High School Equivalency Education 
emerged from findings, it is include; fair discipli-
ne policy, non-competitive learning environment, 
learning flexibility, and family-like schooling 
community.  This institutional character refers to 
the long-term physical and social environment, 
and also school communitis’ value and beliefs as 
described by students and teachers. 

Fair discipline policy is used for school 
rules. The strategy of  applying the rules is car-
ried out in almost all high school equivalency 
programs in this study, with different context 
and strategies. For example, SKB Serang does 
not apply the rules of  school uniforms because 
the student’s backgrounds are diverse, ranging 
from 15 to 28 years old. The schools implement 
flexible school policies, related to school rules for 
students’ academic achievement standards. Other 
‘flexible’ aspect includes having flexible hours of  
teaching and learning. Under specific circumstan-
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ce, such as worker students, it will appropriate to 
the student’s living or work condition because it 
is designed to maximize contact time between te-
achers and learners. Furthermore, the shortened 
school day benefits students who without trans-
fortation to school, students with different lear-
ning style and students who need to work during 
normal school hours (Gut & McLaughlin, 2012). 

Figure 1. The institutional cultures of  High 
School Equivalency Program

The education approach applies more sup-
portive than punitive, which will make it easier 
for students to feel at home in school. This appro-
ach does not alienate students, but instead creates 
students to enjoy learning because it is supported 
by comfortable environment.  A cooperative 
learning environment also provides a positive at-
mosphere for students, where students do not feel 
intimidated. Flexibility, in this type of  school, of-
fers ‘different ways of  learning’ (Watson, 2011) 
– it is part of  the institutional culture of  High 
School Equivalency Programs that meet student’s 
interest and pace of  learning. 

The institutional culture of  High School 
Equivalency Program that has been described, 
based on this study, provide positive impact of  
student’s character and behaviour. The institutio-
nal culture of  High School Equivalency Programs 
provides opportunity for adolescent who engage 
in learning to transform their personal character 
to become more resilient, autonomous, sensing a 
positive identity and moral integrity. Institutional 
culture that impact student’s character, in this stu-
dy, refer to Greets’ (Geertz, 1973) definition that 
is ‘historically transitted pattern of  meaning, that 
express through symbols and implicity in shared 
beliefs. School culture is ‘… mass of… learned 

and transitted motor reactions, habits, techni-
ques, ideas, values, and the behaviour ther indu-
ce’ (Valsiner, 2000). Students in the High School 
Equivalency Programs have deeper sense of  ‘per-
sonality and values’ of  their school and act upon 
these in the school and create positive character 
and attitude. The students in this study have en-
countered the transformation of  character. What 
we meant by student’s character transformation 
here is to refer to a process of  changing that invol-
ved the the difference characteristic of  students 
(Sudiapermana & Muslikhah, 2020).

The first student’s character impacted from 
institutional culture of  High School Equivalency 
Programs is student resilience. The study result 
shows that some students are able to adapt to 
school’s activity even though their life is challen-
ging and sometimes they face difficulties. Most of  
young adult students in High School Equivalen-
cy Program are able to recover – to bounce back 
– any problem arises in their life. This student’s 
situation confirm Schoon’s (2006) explanation 
about resilience that is a dynamic process that in-
dividual show to adapt with an adversity. Family-
like learning culture and flexibility in learning in 
High School Equivalency Programs is a feature 
that support student’s resilience. It strengthens 
students to develop lifelong skills such as the abi-
lity to re-adjust their educational and life plans, 
while teachers in this study are also support their 
plan. The teachers are easy to communicate and 
treat the students like in the family situation. 
When a school culture support and the teachers 
respect their students, it gives motivation for lear-
ning and students feel they sense of  belonging to 
the school. It is clear that institutional or school 
culture can foster natural resilienct in student 
(Benard, 2014). Furthermore, school culture and 
learning environment influence student’s acade-
mic achievement (Ali & Siddiqui, 2016).

Student’s self-control is identified as a posi-
tive character show by High School Equivalency 
Programs. Self-control in this study refers to the 
student’s capacity to override an impulse in or-
der to respond appropriately. For disadvantaged 
young people in non-traditional schooling like 
Equivalency programs, self-control plays a sig-
nificant role in adolescent development. Many 
disadvantaged young people force to navigate 
their day-to-day challenge in their life and study. 
Thus, it need the ability of  young students to alter 
their cognition, emotion and behaviour to meet 
social norms and among other capabilities to 
have self-control (Moffitt, & Caspi, 2016). Duck-
worth et al. ( 2019) confirmed that adolescent 
with high level of  self-control, have better beha-
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vioural problems, academic performance, social 
competence and likely able to avoid dropout 
from school. Fair discipline police that practice 
in High School Equivalency Programs influences 
the development of  student’s self-control. It gives 
opportunity and choice to the students to set their 
educational goals without fear. The students alse 
feel the sense of  flexibility arises from the teach-
ing and learning approach that is practice in High 
School Equivalency Programs. 

 Other positive shows by students at High 
School Equilency Programs is an autonomous 
learner. Autonomous learner in this study refers 
to the character of  students who take an active 
role as a student in the school in every learning 
process. Many studenys in High School Equi-
valency Programs has taken an educational op-
portunity even tough in difficult time, such as 
studying while in prison or while working. This 
study confirm Kim and Talyor’s (2008) investiga-
tion of  alternative schooling in The United States 
that alternative school – which is has the same 
feature with Indonesia Equivalency Programs – 
has been provided a caring environment for stu-
dents and it created trus between students and 
teacher. These students have their own definition 
of  learning. Although it might be different with 
students in traditional school, students in Equiva-
lency programs clearly has their own self-initiated 
to involve in the learning process and are able to 
interact with the world. The High School Equiva-
lenc Programs also build a cooperative learning 
environment that provide positive atmosphere for 
students. The majority of  students in this study 
do not feel intimidated if  their learning methods 
and outcomes are different from other students. 
These positive outcomes will be different if  the 
school culture emphasize on competitive learning 
environment in order to create individual achie-
vement of  learning. 

Autonom student does not same as stu-
dent in in isolated individuality, but it is the way a 
person create their own meaning about their lear-
ning in democratic learning environment. It is 
more about the development of  student’s agency. 
Teachers in High School Equivalency Programs 
have a crucial role in maintaining learning envi-
ronment to enhance the autonomy of  learners. 
Bangking education (Freire, 2000) cannot be 
practice by these teachers, it hase to be learner-
centered education. Developing autonomy of  the 
students is anatural process, but teachers can be 
playing a role to build a relationship with students 
to belief  on their students.  For example, students 
may create their own learning style and rhythm 
as the High School Equivalency Programs has 

flexibility mode and approach. The programs of-
fered learning mode through online and offline 
learning, and also provide one-on-one tutoring to 
meet students’ need.

Students in this study also said that they 
are now develop a positive identity during their 
schooling. Most of   students feel connected to 
their school that create a positive identity and ex-
hibit positive lifestyle behaviors (McClure, et al., 
2010). Reentry students in this study are success 
to build their new educational identities in High 
School Equivalency Programs through their cho-
ices to try the second educational option after fai-
ling from traditional school. Many on these stu-
dents have decided to be coming back to school 
themselves after long hiatus. The Equivalency 
Programs school culture support this students’ 
choices. The programs accommodate students’ 
social, cultural and personal development to cre-
ate and develop their own identity. A positive 
experienve in and outside school’s environment 
also give an opportunity for student to test their 
abilities and ti build their confidence. This expe-
rience will influences student’s positive identity 
(Novosadova, 2015). Many teachers in this stu-
dy also promote and help students to act based 
on their beliefs and awareness. It is including 
student’s physical and emotional performance, 
attitude toward learning and learning strategy 
created by individual student. Educator can be-
come a model of  moral formation and has an 
important role in strengthening the character of  
students by being ready to help students (Widodo 
& Nusantara, 2020). Educator also has to play a 
role as a guide, mentor and motivator who are in 
charge in n helping students to develop their po-
tential in learning (Budiartati & Jamaris, 2018). 
In addition to school leader as significant person, 
the school also provides ‘an adult environment’, 
in which they always appreciate the students. The 
school leader will ensure that the school organi-
sation and its community work to achieve a goal 
and give impact on school achievement (Yusof, 
2016).

As many students have other life commit-
ment, such as working, learning flexibility is a 
useful strategy and culture improve students’ en-
gagement and to prevent the dropout rate among 
disadvantaged students. Personalized school cul-
ture helps students to develop their identity. Furt-
hermore, communal school organization (Mc-
Clure, et al., 2010), in which most of  High School 
Equivalency programs is small school compared 
to traditional schools, provide higher levels of  so-
cial support to students. In contrast, traditional 
school culture reflecting a bureaucratic and top-
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down authority that impact on students-teacher 
relationship and it might create student’s learning 
disruption. In this regards, small school such as 
High School Equivalency Programs can reinforse 
student-student and student-teacher interaction 
and it help student to develop a positive image 
and identity as a student. There is not a hierarchi-
cal relationship between learners and teachers in 
High School Equivalncy Programs. There is no 
ranks or grading systems, so there is no hierarchy 
within the school setting. 

	  
CONCLUSION

Effective character education in school is 
not a set of  programs or adding a new program. 
Rather it is a transformation of  the school culture 
and life that support the development of  student’s 
individual character, such as resilience, honest, 
responsible citizen and student with self-control 
and positive identity. Conducive school culture 
builds a positive image and sense of  belonging of  
students in High School Equivalency Programs. 
These positive outcomes of  school culture are far-
reaching as the impacted not only for students’ 
character, but also for teacher and other school’s 
stakeholders (parents and community). School 
with positive culture provide a space and unique 
opportunity for the young people involved to 
recover their own feeling of  worth and to awa-
ken the desire to proceed with a learning process 
which enables them to situate themselves in the 
society. In long term, this student’s character will 
diminish destructive behaviour of  young people 
and create active citizents. The positive impacts 
of  institutional culture of  High School Equiva-
lency Programs on adolescent could potentially 
lead to higher social productivity and thus create 
greater economic growth. 
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