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Abstract

Designed as a response to the effects of globalization on
education in Indonesia, Sekolah Bertaraf Internasional
(SBI-International Quality School) is aimed at empower-
ing students in tight global competition. It has been enthu-
siastically welcomed, particularly by parents, despite criti-
cism on  the use of English as the teaching-learning me-
dium of  particular subjects. As globalization is commonly
considered another form of colonialization, it should carry
similar characteristics to colonialism which Third World
countries like Indonesia are familiar with. Taking the
nation’s experience as a colonized country into account,
this paper will utilize postcolonialism in examining SBI
to find out if it can really empower learners in global com-
petition. This analysis reveals that  SBI is a product of
globalization as well as a reflection of neocolonialism.
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INTRODUCTION

Globalization2  opens a country to other countries, particu-
larly in economic terms. Coupled with the rapid development of
information technology, this new world system turns places into
spaces; thus, it transforms the world into one global village. As a
result, what happens in a certain area instantly spreads to other
areas within as well as outside the country, enabling the event to
affect another occurrence in even a faraway location. In other
words, globalization makes it impossible for an event taking place
in one area to be inseparable from other occurrences in different
parts of the world. As Giddens in Rizvi (2007:258)  states, global-
ization is “the intensification of world-wide social relations which
link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are
shaped by events occurring many miles away.” (See also Smith
and Doyle, 2002:1).

In effect, international and, thus, intercultural encounters
are much easier, involving individuals, organizations, companies,
as well as institutions. In such interactions, all parties involved
influence each other so that they are forced to adjust themselves
to the embedded implications. One of the institutions affected by
globalization is education. Rizvi (2007:256) maintains that “edu-
cation is deeply implicated in the process of contemporary glo-
balization.” Despite little disagreements concerning how it is in-
volved in the process, any discussion on education, especially its
policies, inevitably has to consider globalization and its signifi-
cance on education. As Michael Apple in Rizvi (2007:257) states
the present United States’ educational policy must be understood
by placing it in its global context. Therefore, a discussion on the
Indonesian government’s policies applied to Sekolah Bertaraf
Internasional3 is closely related to the present world system; i.e.
globalization.
2 Globalization is defined as “the closer integration of the countries and peoples of
the world which has been brought about by the enormous reduction of costs of
transportation and communication, and the breaking down of artificial barriers to
the flow of goods, services, capital, knowledge, and (to a lesser extent) people
across borders” (Stiglitz, 2002:9).
3 Sekolah Bertaraf Internasional (International  Quality School) used to be coined
Sekolah Berstandar Internasional (Internationally-Standardized Schools). It has
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By changing the world into a borderless global village, glo-
balization forces poor and developing countries to compete against
developed countries in every aspect of nation-state life. The re-
sult is predictable: the Third World countries are likely to loose.

As a developing country, Indonesia’s loss in today’s global
competition is seen, among others, in the increasing number of
foreign educational institutions, particularly at the lower levels,
operating in the country. Offering internationally-acknowledged
curriculum, such as Cambridge, coupled by the use of English as
the teaching medium, these schools attract parents and the public.
As a result, many private schools have been forced to improve
their curriculum and upgrade their status to national-plus schools
in order to survive in the tight competition. Noticing this promis-
ing opportunity, Indonesian business people have set up both lower
and higher education institutions of international quality under
foreign headmasters and president. Not to be left behind, the gov-
ernment has ‘joined in the arena’ by establishing Sekolah Bertaraf
Internasional; i.e. “sekolah yang menyiapkan peserta didik
berdasarkan standar nasional pendidikan (SNP)4  Indonesia dan
tarafnya internasional sehingga lulusan memiliki kemampuan
daya saing internasional” (a school that prepares its learners based
on the Indonesian national educational standards which is of an
international quality so that its graduates will be internationally
competitive (http://www.depdiknas.go.id/content.php?content
=file._edupedia&id=20081017135659).

The aforementioned definition clearly implies two things.
First, it is a policy made in response to the effect of globalization
to Indonesian education, which fits Rizvi’s (2007:256) statement

been warmly-welcomed by parents (and schools) despite criticism related to
which international standard or level it is aimed at. The goal of SBI is to produce
intelligent graduates having international competitive power. SBI is primarily
characterized by the use of English (and/or Indonesian) as the teaching medium,
particularly in math and science classes, and the application of information com-
munication technology or ICT. (http://www.depdiknas.go.id/content.php?
content=file_edupedia&id=20081017135659)
4 SNP consists of eight standards of SNP; i.e. graduate competence, content,
process, facilities and infrastructure, educators and education staff, management,
financing, and assessment.
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that education is embedded in the process of today’s globaliza-
tion. Second, it obviously implies the government’s intention to
empower its people to meet the global challenges. The Depart-
ment of National Education explains that to achieve this objec-
tive, SBI is enriched with plus points, consisting of reinforcement,
enrichment, development, extension, and an in-depth review by
adapting and/or adopting any internationally-acknowledged edu-
cational standards implemented in any Indonesian as well as for-
eign education institutions (http://www.depdiknas.go.id/content.php?
content= file_edupedia&id=20081017135659).

This last plus point is very interesting. It implies a lack of
confidence in the national educational standards as well as an
acknowledgment of and permission for the existence of diverse
standards in the national education. Therefore, this paper will
examine if SBI really empowers5  the younger generation. Taking
into account Indonesia’s national history, in which the nation was
once colonized by the Dutch and Japanese, and  the high appre-
ciation of the so-called internationally-recognized educational
standards, a postcolonialism approach is used.

COLONIALISM, POSTCOLONIALISM, AND GLOBAL-
IZATION

Swadener and Mutua (2008:40) view globalization as an-
other form of colonization. They argue that “Colonisation is
colonisation, whatever new name we may like to give to it.
Globalisation, free market, neoliberalism, profitability, capital-
ism [sic]. It is all fundamentally about colonisation.” McLeod
(2000:7) explains that colonialism is derived from the ideology
of imperialism. Although both are sometimes used interchange-
ably, McLeod elaborates, colonialism and imperialism differ in
one way. Colonialism is related to the practice of colonizing-oc-
cupying another nation’s land at a particular time, exploiting or
developing resources, and attempting to govern the indigenous
inhabitants; meanwhile imperialism has nothing to do with settle-

5 To empower means to give someone more control over their own life or situa-
tion (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 2006).
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ment of a territory. Quoting Childs and Williams, McLeod (2000:8)
defines imperialism as “the extension and expansion of trade and
commerce under the protection of political, legal, and military
controls.” The colonialism era has ended, he continues, but impe-
rialism remains as it is still being practiced by Western nations.
Despite their differences, both colonialism and imperialism rep-
resent unequal power relationships as reflected in De Hay’s (n.d.)
understanding of colonialism as an effort to maintain unequal in-
ternational relation of economic and political power through so-
cial, cultural, economic, political, and religious means of control.

The inequality implies a domination of the colonizing na-
tion and subordination of the colonized one, preserved through
ideological notions. Eagleton (1991:1) defines ideology as “ideas
which help to legitimate a dominant political power.”  He elabo-
rates that ideology may be created by promoting beliefs and val-
ues, naturalizing and universalizing the values and beliefs, deni-
grating challenging ideas, excluding opposite thoughts, and ob-
scuring realities. McLeod (2000:18) mentions that one ideologi-
cal means adopted by colonizing nations to preserve their domi-
nation is by making the colonized nation believe in its inferiority.
This ideology operates through the internalization of the coloniz-
ing nation’s logic, language, and perspectives of the world.
Rockwell (1974:18) adds that conquerors will replace the lan-
guage of the conquered with their own because they perceive lan-
guage as a “social bond, symbolic of national identity, a focus of
loyalty, and a potential source of trouble.” This is a hegemonic6

policy since, (Rockwell, ibid) argues, such a substitution estab-
lishes a symbol of the dominant foreign culture, resulting in the
disappearance of the native language as well as associating the
speaking of the native language to social inferiority. Supporting
Rockwell, Bressler (1999:266) states that to be colonized means
“to be removed from history”; therefore the indigenous culture
goes underground or is obliterated.

6 The idea of hegemony was coined by Gramsci . Storey (1993) explains that
hegemony is an attempt to create a condition in which  a dominant group not
only governs or rules, but also leads the society  by imposing moral and intellec-
tual leadership.
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That the Dutch did not marginalize the local or Indonesian
language during their occupation of Indonesia, in my opinion,
matches their politics of devide et impera7 . By creating a hierar-
chical society identified, among others, by the language they speak,
the colonized people’s identity was determined and language was
then a class and power signifier. McLeod (2000) observes that
the creation of the colonized nation’s identity is another way of
maintaining the dominant power. Considered the “Other” of the
colonizing nation, the colonized people are outside the first’s cul-
ture and civilization. The colonized subjects are deemed passive,
irrational, lazy, cowardly, untrustworthy, and violent. In contrast,
the colonizing subjects are described as sensible, diligent, active,
courageous, and rational (McLeod, ibid).

Borrowing Althusser’s (1989:55-56) terms, such an inter-
nalization is carried out through the Ideological State Apparatus
(ISA) and Repressive State Apparatus (RSA). Aimed at legitima-
tizing the dominant power, ISA functions by ideology and be-
longs to the private domain; such as. religious institutions, schools,
media, families, and business organizations. On the other hand,
RSA functions primarily in coercive ways and secondarily in ideo-
logical ones. In short, colonizing nations dominate not only the
land, but also the hegemony or ideology of the colonized ones
(Bressler, 1999), leaving a long-lasting effect of hegemony in the
life of the colonized people.

The strong influence of colonial hegemonic notions is im-
plied in the term postcolonial. Loomba (2003) interprets ‘post’ to
refer to time or ideology. Referring to time, a postcolonial coun-
try is one having achieved its independence. However, that par-
ticular country may also be economically and culturally depen-
dent at the same time; thus, constituting a neocolonial one.

When one culture is dominated by another, there is a struggle
to resist it. This is one major concern of postcolonialism (Bressler,
7 The politics of devide et impera divided the then Indonesian society into three
hierarchically descending classes: the European or the whites, the Chinese, and
the indigenous people.  Dutch-speaking people were the elite and the well-edu-
cated, the Chinese constituted the middle class, and the indigenous made up the
lower class. This division created classes as well as racial suspicion and con-
flicts.
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1999). As DeHay (n.d.) defines, postcolonialism is “the social,
economic, and cultural practices which arise in response and re-
sistance to colonialism” (par.2). In particular, postcolonialism
examines how changes in language, educational matters, racial
differences, and others are addressed after colonialism is over.
Spring (2008) proposes that a postcolonial analysis views global-
ization as “an effort to impose particular economic and political
agendas on the global society that benefit wealthy and rich na-
tions at the expense of the world’s poor” (p. 334). He further di-
vides the world into two unequal zones; i.e. the core and the pe-
riphery. The core zone consists of the USA, the European Union,
and Japan which dominate and would like to legitimize their power
by fixing their values in the periphery nations.

Rizvi (2007:261) affirms that having the experience of be-
ing colonized, it should not be difficult for the periphery nations
to identify the colonizing ways of globalization, which are simi-
lar to the practices of colonization. Postcolonialism, according to
Rizvi, regards the colonized countries as ones capable of inter-
preting, accommodating, and resisting dominant discourses. There-
fore, in the present global relations which involve cultural nego-
tiations, those in the periphery should manage to interpret, ac-
commodate, and resist hegemonic discourses imposed by the core
nations.

However, Sen in Smith and Doyle (2002:9) warns that glo-
balization can not be considered a mere Western imperialism on
notions and beliefs despite their similarities.  Unlike imperialism,
globalization, Sen elaborates, also includes speed in communica-
tion and exchanges, a huge volume of trade, a big and complex
network, as well as risks and interactions.

GLOBALIZATION AND EDUCATION

Supposed to help poor and developed countries grow faster
as they are exposed to international trade and to enable their
peoples to access knowledge, globalization actually widens the
gap between the rich and poor (Stiglitz. 2002:4-5). As the ex-
pected results are not achieved, experts believe education will be
able to alleviate the problems and inequality globalization has
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created (Coatsworth in Potier, 2004:par.5). Supporting Coatsworth,
Bloom as quoted by Potier (2004:2) argues that education en-
ables individuals to adapt to changes. Therefore, as Spring,
(2008:331) maintains, education, particularly formal schooling,
is the most commonly shared experience in today’s world. Due to
its role in globalization, education and globalization are consid-
ered as “an intertwined set of global processes affecting educa-
tion, such as worldwide discourses on human capital, economic
development, and multiculturalism…” (Dale and Robertson in
Spring, 2008:331-332). In effect, most countries share similar in-
sights that education is an investment aimed at creating better
workers and developing human resources to foster economic
growth. Consequently, the global discourse on education moves
around human capital, lifelong learning for skill improvements,
and economic development (Spring, 2008:332), enabling the cor-
porate to take education over; thus, threatening the autonomy of
the national education systems and altering the orientation of edu-
cation (Smith, 2002:1).

Burbules and Torres (2000) narrate that before schooling
was institutionalized, education used to be aimed at producing
individuals who fit into their community which was character-
ized by proximity and familiarity. Even later, when education was
established as a public institution, this objective remained. As
education becomes a public concern, it is considered an invest-
ment which calls for the state role. However, the global economic
restructuring in the late seventies led to a fiscal crisis and budget
reduction, resulting in more privatization of social services, in-
cluding education. This, according to Burbules and Torres (ibid),
happened simultaneously with the trend toward globalization and
the practice of neo-liberalism in many countries. Similarly, Smith
(2002) maintains that in the states dominated by neo-liberal
economy policy, non-market and social domain are urged to be
shifted to a commercial sphere. In result, instead of being com-
munity and equity-oriented, education has turned to be empha-
sized on satisfying individual advancement and investors as well
as influential consumers.

The state’s reduced support for education has forced schools
to compete for student intake in order to be financially self-sup-
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ported. This means, in Smith’s (2002) words, “… they have had
to market their activities and to develop their own ‘brands’. They
have had to sell ‘the learning experience’ and the particular quali-
ties of their institutions” (p.3).  As a result, the complex processes
of education have to be wrapped in easily recognized packages
and learners and parents are regarded as consumers (Smith, ibid).

Spring (2008) posits four major interpretations of educa-
tional globalization; namely world culture, world system,
postcolonialist, and culturalist. The world culture views all cul-
tures as gradually “integrating into a single global culture” (p.
334). It considers Western concepts of public schooling as a model
for a national school system. The world system divides the globe
into the core and periphery zones, in which the core dominates
the periphery. Its analysts argue that to legitimize their domina-
tion, the core manipulates aid agencies, particularly through pro-
viding educational support to transfer capitalist modes of thoughts
and analyses. Similar to the world system analysis, the postcolonial
analysis reveal that the Western-style education globalizes as a
result of Western cultural imperialism. On the other hand, world
cultural analysts agree that  the Western school model exists around
the world because it is the best (Spring, 2008:34-335).

Spring (ibid) continues that the postcolonial approach sees
the prevailing knowledge as hierarchical, in which one is privi-
leged over the other. The worldwide influence of Western notions
is not due to their being right, but because of political and eco-
nomic power. Rizvi (2007) adds that although technology enables
instantaneous spread of knowledge, it fails to ensure equal distri-
bution of information. Thus, globalization reproduces inequali-
ties raised by the colonial structure under the facilities of the
postcolonial elite.

SBI, GLOBALIZATION, AND POSTCOLONIALISM

Epistemologically, the naming of SBI implies inferiority as
a nation so that what is national is less qualified than what is
international. If not, the term international will not be used to
identify such schools. Such inferiority is not exclusively the state’s.
The public enthusiasm in welcoming SBI as reflected in parents’
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willingness to pay higher tuition to enable their children to sit in
this program is a strong proof that they share the same notion as
the state. Such an attitude roots in history, showing a long-lasting
effect of being the Other during the Dutch and Japanese occupa-
tions. This fits McLeod’s (2000:18) argument that one means of
legitimizing the colonizer’s domination is by making the colo-
nized people believe in their being inferior.

The aim of SBI, i.e. to produce internationally competitive
graduates represents dual meanings. First, it reflects the state’s
belief and expectation that education will help solve the prob-
lems created by globalization as suggested by Potier (2004). How-
ever, this understanding implies an inferiority since it does not
consider the prevailing educational system will be able to make it
become a reality. Second, the SBI’s objectives implies their policy
makers’ having been internalized by the notions globalization
imposes on education shared by many nations; i.e. education is an
investment targeted at creating better workers and developing
human resources (Spring, 2008).

Along with the state’s declining ability to provide sufficient
funding for public schooling, the Indonesian government has re-
duced its support for social services, including education. As a re-
sult, state educational institutions are forced to be more financially
independent; hence, to compete for students in order to financially
survive as stated by Smith (2002). In effect, those studying in pub-
lic schools have to pay higher tuition. Besides that, parents and
students are considered as consumers as schools start to market
their brands and activities. The label ‘international’ in SBI is also a
means of marketing a school’s programs and facilities since it claims
the program is different than those offered by other institutions. It
functions as a brand name, which has proved to attract many con-
sumers. As learners joining the SBI program have to pay higher
tuition, prospective students are selected partly in terms of their
financial ability, meaning the financially capable students get the
opportunity to be more competitive in the global competition later.
This means, parents and prospective learners are treated as custom-
ers instead of participants, which fits the characteristic of global-
ization in education (Smith, 2002).
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Since the government with its limited funds also has to
spend a big amount of money to help establish SBI  programs in
some selected state schools, in the long run this program may
widen the gap between rich and poor Indonesians. If this predic-
tion becomes a reality, this disparity will imitate the unexpected
results of globalization suggested by Stiglitz (2002:4-5). Relating
the possible disparities to the policy of devide et impera imple-
mented by the Dutch colonizer, the widening economic gap re-
sulted by the unequal financial support for public schools may
create a similar condition.

Another characteristic of SBI; i.e. the use of English as a
medium of teaching at least in math and science classes, provides
two implications. First, it mirrors the government’s belief in tech-
nology as a significant element of national development and
growth. This is crucial since the government’s perception will
affect public opinion about those subjects. Second, as many have
discussed, the use of English as a teaching medium will encour-
age the public to perceive English as an important language to
learn and Indonesian as a less significant one, which will later
affect people’s nationalism (See http://www.facebook.com/
topic.php?uid=29792522942&topic=9187). Even prior to the firm
establishment of SBI, Indonesian language was not nationally spo-
ken. As Republika (August, 2005) published, many Indonesian
children do not speak Indonesian, but the local language. Rockwell
(1974) points out, language is a “social bond, symbolic of na-
tional identity, a focus of loyalty…” If the future Indonesian soci-
ety are divided into those speaking English, Indonesian, and the
local language, language cannot glue them into one society; thus,
threatening the national identity. As Buchori (1996) mentions
language  constitutes a group of people speaking the same lan-
guage as ‘we’.

Taking Spring’s (2008) second and third major interpreta-
tions of  the effect of globalization on education, i.e. the world
system and postcolonialist analysis, Indonesia should be seen as
one belonging to the periphery zone. Dominated by those in the
core zone, Indonesia seems to have little choice but to follow
what globalization dictates about education, despite Rizvi’s
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(2007:261) argument that its past experience as a colonized coun-
try should enable the once colonized nation to interpret, accom-
modate, and resist the hegemonic discourses of globalization.

CONCLUSION

SBI has been envisioned to empower its graduates in the face
of global competition. Equipped with the ability to comprehend and
communicate in English and with a familiarity with ICT, learners are
expected to be more internationally-competitive upon graduation. At
a glance, the establishment of SBI seems to solve the problem of
preparing Indonesians to play a role in the global market. However, a
postcolonial analysis on SBI reveals that in an effort to empower
particular Indonesian learners; i.e. those able to afford the higher
tuition SBI demands, it disempowers many others. The state’s ability
to financially support social services, including education, has been
much reduced by the world economy restructuring in the late seven-
ties. However, the government allocate a big sum of its limited bud-
get for establishing SBI. As a result, non-international quality state
schools will receive much less funds to improve their quality and
facilities to be better prepared in the global competition of education.

Furthermore, with its branding SBI regards prospective
learners as consumers rather than participants, changing the ori-
entation of education from a public service to a commodity. The
emphasis on the use of English as the teaching medium of, at
least math and science classes, may result in public lack of re-
spect for the national language as well as threaten the feeling of
oneness as a nation. It will at least create a similar hierarchical
society to the one during the Dutch occupation, marked by lan-
guage as one’s class signifier.

As its name suggests,SBI reflects the elite as well as the nation’s
inferiority as a nation belonging to the periphery zone in the global-
ized world system as well as their failure to free themselves from the
identity given by the colonizers as the Other. Therefore, in attempt-
ing to empower learners, SBI strengthens the dominant-and-the Other
polarization, so that it may produce academically capable graduates
who continue to preserve the prevailing colonial ways and; thus,
facilitate neocolonialism.
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