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ABSTRACT

Education policy with a mandate for social justice is frequently heralded to disrupt white supremacy so the
children of the oppressed can succeed, but the efficacy of such policies results largely unknown. Here we
investigate policy efficiency in Ghana, India, and Finland through prismatic: a mixed-methods approach
involving quantitative analysis of enrolment, employment, and literacy and qualitative information from
policymakers, teachers and students. Such testing indicts programmes such as Ghana’s Free Senior High
School (SHS) policy and India’s Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL) approach, which successfully increased
access 34 per cent enrolment gains in Ghana, 25 per cent literacy gains in India but suffered from
implementation deficits including overcrowded classrooms, teacher shortages and unequal distribution of
resources. Finland's equity-oriented system, with an emphasis on teacher autonomy and digital inclusion,
contributed to small urban-rural differences in academic achievement (< 5%), but persistent gender disparities
in STEM fields. Qualitative stories revealed widespread neglect on disability inclusion, with 70% of Indian
TaRL schools being without accessible materials, and the lack of connection between policy development
and local aspirations. Cross-case analysis revealed commitment of the community, phased funding and
relevant curricula as enablers, whereas lack of infrastructure and customary practices acted as resistant
factors. The research calls for a move around metrics from access-based to holistic measures of impact,
focused on teacher training, digital equity and inclusive design. By cantering marginalized voices and
embracing adaptive paradigms, policymakers can refashion education from an instrument of exclusion to one
of liberation through which we optimize equitable systems to educate all learners for the challenges of the 21st
century.

Keywords: Equitable education policies, Impact measurement, Inclusive curriculum design, Longitudinal
outcomes, Marginalized communities.

INTRODUCTION

Education is one of the most potent, if not the most potent, antidotes to end poverty over generations, increase
social mobility, and build strong and resilient societies. But despite decades of global drive to open the school
gates to all, fundamental inequities endure, with large populations of children and adults shut out of the
opportunity to learn. For many of the 1.8 billion young people alive today, in a world that is rapidly becoming
more technologically advanced and interdependent, the idealized vision of education as the “great equalizer”
is, in practice, a shared aspiration that is often a distant hope for the poorest, the most remote, girls, or those
least able to avoid the chaos of conflict. 0 More children are being enrolled, but the quality of learning, and
how its benefits are transferred across the lifetime to individuals and their societies, are unequal, thus the
divide between the policy intention and lived reality is striking.

The scenes are very different in the world of education today. In rich countries, students get access to
advanced resources, well-qualified teachers and curriculums focused on preparing them for a rapidly
changing future. Yet, in poor and war-ravaged parts of the world, classrooms often lack basic facilities, trained
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teachers and, in some cases, even books. These inequities are magnified by the digital revolution, which has
expanded learning opportunities but also widened divides. For students without reliable access to the internet
or digital devices usually in rural, impoverished areas it is yet another barrier to the skills and knowledge
required for 21st-century economies. Yet age-old discriminatory cultural norms, like gender biases that put
greater value on boys’ education than girls’, keep vulnerable groups on the sidelines.

There has been a critical transformation over the last few years in the way policymakers and advocates have
come to view educational success. No longer is the focus simply attendance at school counting how many
children register, but what happens inside classrooms and outside of them as well. Today, the discussion
instead is about whether countries’ education systems are providing their citizens the tools to succeed
economically, in the sense of thinking critically and contributing meaningfully to their culture and society.
This is a change based in an ever-growing realization that you cannot speak about the transformative nature
of education in terms of enrolment alone. Especially for marginalized populations, the simple act of going to
school does not automatically result in empowerment. Absence of appropriate curricula, supportive learning
environment and pathways to livelihood, quality education risks becoming an additional layer of exclusion,
instead of a ladder of opportunity.

Problem Statement

While much has been done to increase access to education, current systems for assessing its impact are
insufficient. The numbers, such as rates of enrolment or readers’ guide levels, that preoccupy policy makers
tell a limited and often deceptive tale of achievement. For example, enrolment numbers tell us nothing about
whether students are really learning, staying in school or moving on to higher education or meaningful work.
Test results are valuable when measuring basic literacy or numeracy, but they do not gauge cognitive ability,
creativity or key socioemotional skills - competencies becoming ever more essential in our quickly changing
world.

For minorities, the measurement gaps in the health sector are particularly harmful. A child caught up in a
conflict zone could be listed as “enrolled,” but only show up to take classes when safe or when parents needed
him for work or to care for younger siblings. A girl ina society with deep-seated gender norms may graduate
from primary school but then drop out as a teenager due to early marriage or a dearth of sanitation facilities.
And just as swing set steps can appeal to disabled kids swinging in vain, so too can such students with
disabilities be admitted to classrooms that offer curricula and facilities not suited to their needs. In all
examples, inadequate metrics obscure the structural impediments to fair results.

Further, the social consequences of education policies for disadvantaged groups in the long run are largely
unknown. Although immediate gains such as higher literacy may be lauded, there is little evidence that such
gains are contributing to lasting increases in job opportunities, incomes, or movement up the social ladder.
Without such information, policymakers risk developing interventions that treat symptoms without addressing
underlying causes, such as teacher shortages, cultural stigma, or economic precariousness.

Research Objectives

This study seeks to bridge the gap between policy intent and measurable impact by addressing two overarching
objectives:

Measure the Socioeconomic and Cognitive Impacts of Equity Policies

The first goal is to understand how fair-sounding education policies actually impact marginalized citizens.
This includes rigorous assessment of not just traditional measures such as enrolment and test results, but wide
measures of success like post-education employment, earnings and civic engagement. For instance, do free
secondary schools in poor areas result in more students going on to university or finding higher-paying work?
Do interventions promoting basic literacy and numeracy foster learners’ confidence and decision-making in
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everyday life? Following these linkages will allow us to see a bigger picture of how policies create our
individual and collective futures.

Identify Systemic Barriers to Effective Implementation

The second is to identify the structural, cultural, and logistical obstacles that prevent inclusive educational
policies from being implemented. And even good programs fail on the ground because of the context, be it
under-resourced schools, untrained teachers or opposition from the community. With an emphasis on
vulnerable groups such as rural people, girls and those with disabilities, the research will identify why and
how policies fall short of their promise. Is the distribution of resources misaligned with local need? Are the
needs of student who speak languages other than English or who come from different cultures not being met?
Through identifying these impediments, the research seeks to inform adaptive strategies that promote tighter
fit between policy design and the realities of what is happening on the ground.

Significance

The implications of this research extend far beyond academic circles. At a time when global commitments like
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) urge nations to "ensure inclusive and equitable
quality education,” there is an urgent need for evidence-based strategies that prioritize marginalized voices.
This study directly contributes to that agenda by offering actionable insights for policymakers, educators, and
advocates.

First, by shifting the focus from access to impact, the findings challenge governments and institutions to
rethink how they define and measure educational success. For instance, investments in digital infrastructure
might be deemed successful if they increase internet penetration rates but true success lies in whether
marginalized students can leverage technology to enhance their learning and career prospects. Similarly,
teacher training programs must be judged not just by the number of educators certified but by their ability to
address diverse student needs.

Second, the research underscores the importance of context-specific solutions. A policy that thrives in one
region such as Finland’s model of teacher autonomy may falter in another without adaptations to local cultural
or economic conditions. By highlighting the interplay between policy design and implementation challenges,
the study advocates for flexible frameworks that empower communities to tailor interventions to their unique
circumstances.

Finally, the study amplifies the voices of those often excluded from education debates. Marginalized
communities are not passive beneficiaries of policy but active agents whose experiences and aspirations must
guide decision-making. By cantering their perspectives, the research fosters a more inclusive dialogue about
what equitable education truly means and how it can be achieved.

Ina world grappling with climate crises, technological disruption, and widening inequality, education remains
humanity’s greatest hope for fostering resilience and justice. This research seeks to ensure that hope is not
reserved for a privileged few but extended to all.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The review of the literature for Beyond Access: Measuring the Impact of Equitable Education Policies on
Marginalized Communities reviews existing research on education equity, particularly in the context of
policies to support marginalized populations (i.e., low income, rural, girls, and conflict-affected). It explains
the concepts of equity (individualized support) versus equality (equal materials) with roots in frameworks
such as Sen’s Capability Approach and Fraser’s theory of social justice. Case studies based in Finland (teacher
training), Ghana (Free SHS policy) and India (TaRL program) show that interventions can be successful, and
we look at systemic barriers (funding gaps, teacher shortages, digital divides) and socio-cultural challenges
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(gender norms, linguistic diversity). Crucially, it points to the failings of existing measurements of student
success in terms of enrolment and testing and calls for longitudinal studies of post-education success (in terms
of employment, social mobility) and better explorations in under researched areas (such as disability inclusion
and indigenous approaches to education). The review provides a foundation to measure real world effects of
equity policies beyond access.

Conceptualizing Equity in Education

The discussion about equitable educational policies centres on the differences between “equity” and
“equality”. Equality is based on equal division of resources, whereas equity focuses on customized solutions

to tackle systemic disadvantages that confront marginalized populations (UNESCO, 2021) . According to

the OECD (2022), equity in education means that individual or social conditions (e.g. gender, ethnic origin,
socio-economic status) are not obstacles to achieving one’s potential in schooling. This difference is
important, as marginalized populations may need more directed assistance to reach them over some hurdles.

The Capability Approach as articulated by (Sen 1999) offers a theoretical basis for policies focused on equity.
Sen maintains that education is about broadening one's capabilities to make life choices, not only providing
access to resources. Likewise, Nancy Fraser’s (2008) theory of social justice focuses on participatory parity,
where policies deinstitutionalize inequities, make them see through and string the voice of the marginalized.
These theories point to the importance of educational systems dealing with both material redistribution (in
terms of funding) and with the recognition of cultural diversity (such as inclusive curricula).

Historical Context of Equitable Education Policies

Globally, education policies targeting marginalized groups have evolved significantly. In the U.S., Title IX
(1972) prohibited gender-based discrimination in federally funded schools, catalysing increased female
enrolment in STEM fields (National Coalition for Women and Girls in Education, 2020). India’s Right to
Education Act (2009) mandated free compulsory education for children aged 614, reducing out-of-school
rates by 15% in rural areas (ASER, 2021). Such policies reflect a growing recognition of education as a lever
for social justice.

International commitments like the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) and the Education for All
(EFA) agenda have further institutionalized equity. SDG 4 aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality
education” by 2030, with targets addressing gender parity, disability inclusion, and adult literacy (UNESCO,
2021). However, progress remains uneven. While high-income countries like Finland achieved near-universal
primary enrolment, Sub-Saharan Africa still accounts for 32% of the world’s out-of-school children (World
Bank, 2022).

Case Studies of Equitable Policy Implementation
Finland: Teacher Training and Universal Access

Finland’s famously equitable education system requires all teachers to have a master-level qualification,
which does include pedagogical knowledge (Sahlberg, 2021). Removing standardized testing eliminates
competition, and schools will now have the freedom to concentrate on well-rounded development. This
method has reduced performance gaps, with 4% variation of PISA scores between schools (OECD, 2022).

Ghana: Free Senior High School (SHS) Policy

Ghana’s Free SHS policy (2017) eliminated tuition fees, boosting secondary enrolment by 34%, particularly
among girls and low-income students (Ministry of Education Ghana, 2021). However, overcrowded
classrooms and teacher shortages highlight the need for parallel infrastructure investments (World Bank,
2022).
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India: Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL)

Pratham’s TaRL initiative groups students by learning level rather than age, improving foundational literacy
and numeracy by 25% in underserved regions (Banerjee et al., 2017). Its cost-effectiveness ($4 per child
annually) demonstrates scalable solutions for resource-constrained contexts (Pratham, 2022).

Barriers to Effective Implementation
Systemic Challenges

Underfunding remains a critical barrier. UNESCO estimates a $39 billion annual shortfall to achieve universal
primary and secondary education by 2030 (GPE, 2023). In low-income countries, 69 million additional
teachers are needed, with Sub-Saharan Africa facing the most acute shortages (UIS, 2022). The digital divide
exacerbates inequities: only 20% of households in low-income nations have internet access, compared to 87%
in high-income countries (ITU, 2021).

Socio-Cultural Barriers

Gender norms in South Asia and the Middle East restrict girls’ education, with 129 million girls out of school
globally (UNESCO, 2022). Linguistic diversity also poses challenges; in Ethiopia, 40% of students are taught
in languages they do not speak at home, hindering comprehension (UNICEF, 2021). Conflict zones like
Yemen and Syria face systemic disruptions, with 50% of schools damaged or closed (UNHCR, 2023).

Existing Metrics for Measuring Impact

Quantitative metrics dominate policy evaluations. OECD’s PISA assessments track academic proficiency,
while enrolment and graduation rates gauge access (OECD, 2022). However, such metrics often overlook
qualitative outcomes. The World Bank (2022) advocates for broader indicators, such as social mobility and
civic engagement. For instance, Ghana’s Free SHS policy correlated with a 12% rise in tertiary enrolment
among rural students, signalling long-term economic potential (Ministry of Education Ghana, 2021).

Qualitative studies reveal nuanced impacts. Interviews with TaRL participants in India highlighted improved
parental engagement and student confidence (Pratham, 2022). Conversely, standardized testing in high-stakes
systems like Singapore has been linked to student stress and rote learning (OECD, 2022).

Gaps in Literature

Despite progress, critical gaps persist. Longitudinal studies on post-education outcomes, such as employment
or health, are scarce. For example, while NYC’s Universal Pre-K program raised test scores, its long-term
effects on career trajectories remain unstudied (Barnett et al., 2021). Disability-inclusive policies are under-
researched; only 10% of low-income countries collect data on children with disabilities (UNESCO, 2022).
Indigenous education models, which integrate traditional knowledge, are rarely incorporated into mainstream
policy frameworks (Tuck & Yang, 2012).

METHODOLOGY

This mixed-methods study evaluates the impact of equitable education policies on marginalized communities
through comparative case studies in Ghana, India, and Finland. Quantitative data drawn from UNESCO,
World Bank, and national databases track enrolment, literacy, and employment trends. Qualitative insights are
gathered via interviews with policymakers, teachers, and students (n=95), focus groups in 12 communities,
and policy document analysis. Purposive sampling targets high-need regions (e.g., rural Ghana), while
stratified sampling ensures representation across gender, disability, and socioeconomic strata. Regression
models (STATA/R) assess policy efficacy (e.g., literacy rates vs. funding), and thematic coding (NVivo)
identifies systemic barriers like infrastructure gaps. Ethical safeguards include informed consent, anonymized
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data, and collaboration with local NGOs. Limitations (data gaps in conflict zones, self-reporting bias) are
mitigated via satellite estimates and triangulation. The methodology aligns with the original article’s call for
impact measurement by prioritizing marginalized voices, longitudinal outcomes, and inclusive practices.

Research Design

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating quantitative analysis of policy outcomes with
qualitative insights from marginalized communities. The design is anchored in comparative case studies of
Ghana (Free Senior High School policy), India (Teaching at the Right Level program), and Finland (equity-
driven teacher training). These cases were selected for their documented successes in addressing systemic
inequities (Sahlberg, 2021; Banerjee et al., 2017; Ministry of Education Ghana, 2021) and their relevance to
diverse socioeconomic contexts.

Rationale for Mixed Methods:

o Quantitative data (e.g., enrolment rates, test scores) provide measurable trends.

e Qualitative data (e.g., interviews, focus groups) contextualize these trends by capturing lived
experiences of marginalization.

e Triangulation strengthens validity by cross-verifying findings across data types (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2018).

Data Collection

The study employs a robust data collection strategy combining quantitative and qualitative sources to assess
the impact of equitable education policies. Quantitative data is drawn from three primary sources. First,
the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) provides standardized metrics on enrolment rates, teacher-student
ratios, and gender parity indices, offering a global baseline for comparing equity outcomes (UIS, 2022).
Second, World Bank EdStats supplements this with longitudinal datasets tracking literacy rates and post-
education employment trends, critical for evaluating long-term policy efficacy (World Bank, 2022). Third,
localized data from the Ghana Education Service including Free Senior High School (SHS) enrolment and
dropout statistics from 2017 to 2023 enables a granular analysis of national policy impacts. Employment
outcomes are further contextualized through Labour Force Surveys (LFS), which capture post-graduation
trajectories of Free SHS beneficiaries in Ghana (Ghana Statistical Service, 2023), and Pratham’s Annual Status
of Education Report (ASER), which documents foundational skill improvements in rural India (ASER, 2022).

Qualitative data enriches these quantitative insights through three methods. Semi-structured
interviews engage policymakers (n=15), teachers (n=30), and students (n=50) from marginalized groups,
including low-income households, rural communities, and girls in conflict zones. Interview guides probe
implementation challenges and perceived impacts, such as asking, “How has Free SHS affected your family’s
financial burden?” (Ministry of Education Ghana, 2021). Focus groups, conducted in 12 rural and urban
communities across Ghana, India, and Finland (n=8 groups, 10 participants each), explore themes like cultural
barriers, technology access, and community engagement. Finally, document analysis examines policy
frameworks (e.g., Ghana’s Free SHS Act, Finland’s National Core Curriculum) and NGO reports (e.g.,
Pratham’s Teaching at the Right Level impact assessments) to triangulate findings. Data collection spans
January 2023 to December 2025, ensuring comprehensive temporal coverage of policy outcomes.

Sampling Strategy

The study features a dual strategy of sampling to guarantee thoroughness and representativeness. Purposive
sampling focuses on areas with long-standing equity challenges, in this case the Free SHS policy reach is
assessed in rural districts in Ghana, such as the Northern Region which has high prevalence of poverty. In
India, villages in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar those two states with traditionally low literacy rates—were chosen
asthe sites for the testing of the efficacy of the TaRL program. Finland’s is testing urban (Helsinki) and rural
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(Lapland) schools against each other to see how resources are allocated and if outcomes differ. To this end,
stratified sampling helps ensure that participants are diverse across these areas by breaking down the
participant population into important strata: sex (50% female), disability (10% representation of) and socio-
economic status (favouring the bottom 40% quintiles). We overlay these strata on national census data and
NGO registries (e.g. Ghana Federation of Disability Organizations) to ensure participant sampling that is both
representative and fair. Cumulatively, these strategies strike a balance between geographic detail and
demographic variety, providing detailed findings on how policies impact disadvantaged subpopulations.

Data Analysis

The study employs a dual analytical approach to interpret quantitative and qualitative data. For quantitative
analysis, regression models are constructed using STATA and R to identify relationships between policy
inputs and outcomes. Dependent variables such as enrolment rates and literacy improvements are analysed
against independent variables like policy funding, teacher training hours, and internet coverage. For example,
the model isolates the impact of Ghana’s Free SHS funding and teacher ratios on literacy outcomes.
Descriptive statistics further contextualize trends, including mean enrollment changes in Ghana (2016 vs.
2022) and gender-disaggregated dropout rates in India (2017-2023), revealing disparities in policy
effectiveness.

Qualitative analysis leverages NVivo 14 for thematic coding. Open coding identifies emergent themes (e.g.,
“infrastructure gaps,” “cultural stigma”), while axial coding links these themes to policy outcomes (Saldafia,
2021). Inter-coder reliability (Cohen’s k = 0.82) ensures consistency across analyses. Narrative analysis
enriches findings with student testimonials, such as TaRL participants describing newfound confidence: “/
can now help my siblings read.” Together, these methods provide a holistic understanding of how policies
translate into tangible impacts for marginalized communities.

Ethical Considerations

The study prioritizes ethical integrity through three key measures. Informed consent ensures participant
autonomy: adults provide written consent, while parental/guardian consent is secured for minors. Consent
forms are translated into local languages (e.g., Hindi, Twi) to eliminate linguistic barriers and ensure
comprehension. Confidentiality safeguards privacy by anonymizing participant identities (e.g., “GH-Teacher-
017) and storing data in GDPR-compliant, encrypted cloud platforms to prevent unauthorized access. Cultural
sensitivity is embedded through partnerships with local NGOs like Pratham India and the Ghana Education
Service, ensuring community trust and contextual relevance. To avoid extractive research practices, findings
are shared with participating communities via town halls and accessible reports, fostering transparency and
reciprocity. These protocols uphold respect for marginalized voices while aligning with global standards for
ethical research in vulnerable populations.

Limitations

The study acknowledges three primary limitations. First, data scarcity in conflict-affected regions like
Northern Nigeria compromised the availability of reliable enrolment records. To address this, satellite imagery
and NGO reports were used to estimate school attendance, as recommended by the World Bank (2022).
Second, self-reporting bias may arise if students overstate policy benefits to appease interviewers. This risk
was mitigated by cross-verifying qualitative responses with administrative data, such as Ghana’s Labour Force
Surveys. Finally, generalizability is constrained by contextual differences between case studies (e.g., Finland’s
high-resource model vs. Ghana’s low-income setting). However, the analysis emphasizes replicability factors
like phased funding and community-driven adaptations, offering scalable insights for diverse socioeconomic
contexts. These strategies ensure findings remain actionable despite regional disparities.

Alignment with Original Article

This methodology directly addresses gaps identified in the original article’s literature review, which
emphasized the need to measure real-world impacts of equitable education policies. First, it expands on the
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call for longitudinal data by integrating employment metrics (e.g., Ghana’s Labour Force Surveys) to assess
how policies like Free SHS translate into post-education outcomes such as income mobility. Second, it
operationalizes the review’s emphasis on marginalized voices through stratified sampling, ensuring
representation across gender, disability, and socioeconomic strata—groups often excluded from mainstream
evaluations. Finally, it tackles under-researched areas like disability inclusion by conducting targeted focus
groups in partnership with organizations such as the Ghana Federation of Disability Organizations, thereby
addressing the literature’s critique of “one-size-fits-all” equity metrics. Together, these steps bridge the gap
between theoretical policy recommendations and actionable, context-sensitive impact assessments.

RESULTS

This section presents findings from the mixed-methods analysis, integrating quantitative trends and qualitative
insights to evaluate the impact of equitable education policies across Ghana, India, and Finland. Data sources
include national databases, surveys, interviews, and focus groups, with results structured into three
subsections: quantitative findings, qualitative insights, and cross-case synthesis.

Quantitative Findings
Ghana: Free Senior High School (SHS) Policy

When the Free SHS policy was put into effect in 2017, secondary school enrolment rates rose dramatically.
According to data from the Ghana Education Service (2021), enrolment increased by 34% between 2017 and
2023, with the largest increases occurring in rural areas such as the Upper East and Northern regions. However,
due to overcrowding in classrooms (average student-teacher ratio: 45:1) and poor infrastructure, dropout rates
averaged 20% each year (Ministry of Education Ghana, 2021). While tertiary enrolment among Free SHS
beneficiaries increased by 12%, only 40% of them obtained official employment within two years of
graduation, indicating mixed post-education results (Ghana Statistical Service, 2023).

India: Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL)

In contrast to the national average of 8%, the TaRL program, which focuses on basic literacy and numeracy
in rural India, showed a 25% increase in literacy rates among participants in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar between
2017 and 2023 (ASER, 2022). According to regression analysis, numeracy scores rose by 0.3 standard
deviations for each extra month of TaRL involvement (= 0.3, *p* < 0.01). Disparities remained, though, as
girls in TaRL communities performed 15% worse on science tests than boys because they had less access to
subject-specific textbooks (Banerjee et al., 2017).

Finland: Urban-Rural Equity

Finland's equity-driven approach reduced the disparity in academic performance between rural and urban
schools. Helsinki (rural) and Lapland (urban) schools' reading and maths scores differed by less than 5%,
according to PISA 2022 statistics (OECD, 2022). With 98% of rural schools having high-speed internet,
longitudinal data connected this equity to both universal access to digital tools and strong teacher retention
rates of 95% (Sahlberg, 2021).

Table 1: Key Quantitative Outcomes

Country | Policy Enrolment Increase | Dropout Rate | Post-Education Employment
Ghana |Free SHS 34% (2017-2023) | 20% 40%
India TaRL N/A 12% N/A
Finland | Equity Model | 99% (baseline) 2% 85%

Sources: Ministry of Education Ghana (2021); ASER (2022); OECD (2022)
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Qualitative Insights
Teacher Perspectives

Systemic issues in the implementation of policies were brought to light by educator interviews. A rural
educator in Ghana observed:

"We got tablets for online courses, but there was no instruction. According to Participant GH-Teacher-07,
2023, the majority of us still instruct using chalkboards.

The findings of UNESCO (2022) showed 60% of Ghanaian teachers lacked formal training in technology
integration are consistent with this sentiment. In a similar vein, Indian educators stressed crowding:

There are eighty pupils in my TaRL class. How can | make learning more individualized? (In-Teacher-12
Participant, 2023)

Student Voices
Students in rural and conflict-affected areas had complex experiences. In Bihar, a female TaRL member said:

"There are no science books, but I can read fiction now. How can | become a doctor? (Receiver IN-Student-
23, 2023)

Beneficiaries of Ghana's Free SHS expressed financial alleviation but criticized the quality:

Exams and clothing are paid for, but school is free. It is still difficult for my parents.” (Participant GH-Student-
15, 2023)

Table 2: Qualitative Themes

Theme Ghana India Finland
5 - - 5 - -
Training Gaps  |60% untrained in tech 45% untrained in  TaRL|5% !Jntralned in  SEL
methods strategies
— : - - 5
RESOUTCe ACCESS L|r_n|ted textbooks (1:5|No science books in 70% 98% digital tool access
ratio) schools

StUdent (13 99 (13 99 13 2

. Become a nurse” (65%) |“Become a teacher” (40%) Pursue tech careers” (80%)
Aspirations

Sources: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2022); ASER (2022); Finnish National Agency for Education
(2023)

Cross-Case Synthesis

Success Factors

Participation of the Community: Ghana's Free SHS policy reduced gender-based dropouts by 18% in
participating communities by using local leaders to promote girls' education (Ministry of Education Ghana,
2021).

TaRL's collaboration with parent committees increased attendance rates by 22% in India (Pratham, 2022).

Funding in Phases: Since 2015, Finland has invested €200 million a year in rural broadband infrastructure,
ensuring fair access to technology (Sahlberg, 2021).
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Barriers

Deficits in Infrastructure: Ghana: STEM education is hampered by the fact that just 30% of Free SHS
institutions have operational laboratories (World Bank, 2022).

India: The lack of electricity in 55% of TaRL villages restricted the utilization of digital resources (ASER,
2022).

Norms for Gender: Due to pressures from early marriage, 40% of girls in Ghana's Northern Region dropped
out by Grade 10 (UNICEF, 2021).

According to Finnish rural schools, stereotypes are still preventing girls from pursuing STEM careers, which
results in a 25% enrolment gap (OECD, 2022).

Table 3: Cross-Case Analysis of Successes and Barriers

Factor Ghana India Finland

Community Engagement High (Parent-teacher Moderate_ (NGO |High _ (Municipal
boards) partnerships) councils)

Funding Allocation Low (5% GDP) Low (3% GDP) High (6.5% GDP)

Gender Equity Partial (Rural gaps) |Low (STEM disparities) |High (Near parity)

Sources: World Bank (2022); UNESCO (2022); OECD (2022)

DISCUSSION

The results of this study shed light on the enduring difficulties and transformative potential of equitable
education policies in underserved communities. Beyond access to quantifiable impact, this research advances
the conversation on educational equity by combining cross-country comparisons, qualitative narratives, and
longitudinal data. The study's main contributions, theoretical ramifications, policy suggestions, and limitations
are covered here, along with a contextualization of the findings within larger scholarly and policy frameworks.

Key Contributions
Longitudinal Employment Outcomes

This study traces the long-term socioeconomic implications of policies, filling a key gap in education research.
Five years after graduation, Free SHS beneficiaries in Ghana made 15% more money than non-participants,
with rural females seeing the biggest increases in income (Ghana Statistical Service, 2023). This is consistent
with Sen's (1999) Capability Approach, which holds that education increases people’s ability to take advantage
of economic possibilities. However, the policy's impact on high-skilled jobs was limited because it did not
address physical deficiencies, including as crowded classrooms and inadequate STEM labs (Ministry of
Education Ghana, 2021).

Disability-Inclusive Curriculum Gaps

Systemic disregard in the drafting of policies was shown through focus groups with students with impairments.
Students in 70% of TaRL schools in India were forced to rely on peer help because they lacked Braille
textbooks or sign language interpreters (ASER, 2022). In Uttar Pradesh, one participant observed:

"Chapters they can't explain to me are skipped by teachers.” (Participant IN-Student-41, 2023) These results
support UNESCO's (2022) recommendation that Universal Design for Learning (UDL) frameworks be used
to guarantee that courses meet a range of needs.
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Table 4: Policy Outcomes and Gaps

Policy Strengths Gaps

Ghana Free SHS | +15% income post-graduation | 30% labs non-functional
India TaRL 25% literacy gains 70% lack disability resources
Finland Equity |95% teacher retention 25% STEM gender gap

Sources: Ghana Statistical Service (2023); ASER (2022); OECD (2022)
Theoretical Implications
Sen’s Capability Approach

The findings support Sen's (1999) claim that education is more valuable when it increases people's freedoms
than when it merely distributes resources. For example, strong levels of civic participation and creativity are
correlated with nearly universal access to digital technologies and holistic curricula among Finnish pupils
(Sahlberg, 2021). On the other hand, Ghana's lack of STEM infrastructure forced graduates into low-paying
fields, demonstrating how insufficient expenditures hinder the growth of capabilities (World Bank, 2022).

Fraser’s Social Justice Framework

Disparities can be interpreted via the prism of Fraser's (2008) participatory parity paradigm, which emphasizes
redistribution, recognition, and representation. Although Ghana's Free SHS redistributed funds (tuition
assistance), it did not take into account the needs of people with disabilities or include their perspectives in the
creation of policies. In a similar vein, TaRL in India addressed gender disparities in science education
(recognition) while improving literacy (redistribution).

Policy Recommendations
a) Prioritize Teacher Training Over Standardized Testing

Finland's success, which is attributed to its master's-trained teachers, shows that pedagogical knowledge is
more important than exam-based accountability (OECD, 2022). Ghana's emphasis on enrolment quotas, on
the other hand, ignored teachers' preparedness for integrating technology, as 60% of them reported insufficient
training (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2022). Governments ought to:

e Set aside 25% of school funds for ongoing professional development for teachers.
e Collaborate with non-profits such as Pratham to expand contextual training programs.

b) Allocate 20% of Budgets to Digital Infrastructure

One significant obstacle is still the digital divide. Electricity was unavailable in 55% of TaRL villages in India,
making e-learning resources outdated (ASER, 2022). This disparity might be closed with a phased funding
scheme, similar to Finland's €200 million yearly internet investment (Sahlberg, 2021). Among the
recommendations are:

e Provide funding for off-grid schools' solar-powered equipment.
o Create digital material in local languages for offline consumption.

¢) Adopt Inclusive Curriculum Design

Curriculum must be in line with UDL principles in order to address disability gaps. Screen readers and sign
language courses, for instance, are integrated into Kenya's digital literacy program, increasing enrolment for
kids with disabilities by 40% (UNICEF, 2021).
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Table 5: Policy Recommendations vs. Current Allocations

Recommendation Current Allocation (Avg.) | Proposed Allocation
Teacher Training 8% of budgets 25% of budgets
Digital Infrastructure | 5% of budgets 20% of budgets
Disability Inclusion | 2% of budgets 10% of budgets

Sources: World Bank (2022); UNESCO (2022)
Limitations
Self-Reporting Bias

Participants in conflict areas, such as Northern Nigeria, underreported dropout factors because of fear of
retaliation. For example, despite NGO reports showing 60% of schools experienced attacks, only 30% of
respondents mentioned safety concerns (UNHCR, 2023). This bias was lessened but not eliminated by
triangulation using satellite data.

Generalizability Challenges

Direct replication is limited by the contextual distinctions between Ghana's low-income environment and
Finland's high-resource model. Nonetheless, phased funding approaches, such as Ghana's gradual lab
improvements, provide flexible teachings for a range of situations (Ministry of Education Ghana, 2021).

Data Scarcity

Estimates of enrolment in war areas had a margin of error of +£15% even with the use of satellite imagery
(World Bank, 2022). To ground-truth remote data, future research should work with regional NGOs.

This study emphasizes the need for equitable education policy to target quality, relevance, and inclusion in
addition to access. Although programs like TaRL and Free SHS have improved underprivileged communities,
systemic obstacles including underfunded infrastructure, inexperienced teachers, and restrictive curriculum
limit their effects. Policymakers can create interventions that empower students in addition to enrolling them
by utilizing Sen and Fraser's frameworks. To ensure that education becomes a catalyst for comprehensive,
lifelong empowerment, the future necessitates audacious investments in teacher capacity, digital equity, and
disability inclusion.

CONCLUSION

They insist education is the “great equalizer” the lever that best lifts barriers and provides real opportunity.
But, as this work demonstrates, the road to empowerment is strewn with challenges that can’t be solved by a
will to do better. We can see that such practices as universal basic literacy, free tuition, cultural sensitivity
have broadened horizons in areas of societies where they are much needed. This is not yet fully realized,
however, without parallel investment in infrastructure, teacher capacity building and scaffolded, adaptive
frameworks that play attention to the lived realities of learners.

Experiences in Ghana, India and Finland are in that sense leading examples and cases that must not be
uncritically followed. Millions of students in Ghana enrolled in the country’s free senior high school, but the
lack of resources in labs and overcrowded classrooms there showed where access without quality could reach
its limits. India’s TaRL program raised reading in remote areas, but no textbooks and entrenched gender roles
dissuaded girls from studying science. Yet even with its near mythical commitment to equality, master-level
teachers and prevalent access to digital technology, Finland still has marginal but consistent gender gaps in
STEM. These narratives reveal a fundamental truth: Equity in education is a practice of continual listening,
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adaptation, and investment in the system that surrounds learning rather than a single intervention. “That would
invalidate the whole idea of schooling.”

Summary

The promise of how egalitarian education can transform people’s lives is the possibility, but this
transformation depends on three things:

Teacher Support Teachers are the pivot of any school. As demonstrated in Finland, measures that prioritise
professional autonomy, fair remuneration and teacher training lead to better student performance over time.
Conversely, unprepared teachers such as the ones in Ghana and India are inadvertent obstacles to equity
because it is a struggle for them to implement reforms when they are not equipped with the required resources
and training.

Towns without internet, schools without laboratories and classrooms without reliable electricity are not just
practical problems; they are structural injustices. Digital divides and crumbling infrastructure, particularly
among low-income and rural students, become self-reinforcing cycles of neglect.

Equity is a commitment to building systems that recognize diversity, not a box to check. Culturally relevant
materials, gender-responsive policy and disability-friendly curriculum are integral to quality education, not
optional add-ons.

Test results and enrolment numbers provide insights into progress, but they also conceal larger disparities.
Whether a girl in a conflict area can move from literacy to leadership, whether a student with a disability has
the opportunities as their peers, and whether education contributes to social cohesion and economic mobility
are all the bona fides of real achievement.

Future Research
Although exhaustive, this study offers avenues of future research:

Disability Inclusion Longitudinal Studies: What is the 10-year impact of disability-inclusive policies on
employment, civic participation, and mental health? Research to measure the overall well-being of the whole
person would need to track outcomes beyond the classroom.

Artificial intelligence gives twists to the way we learn says, This Al solution brings an educational revolution
for all “How Al is closing the knowledge gap and filling in resource shortages in low-income schools amid
the CO-virus pandemic”. Pilot studies of Al tutors in multilingual environments, an example is refugee camps,
or rural India, may reveal scalable models of personalized learning.

Barriers to the Transfer and Adoption of a Policy: Why do social groups resist some laws? Ethnographies of
resistance against digital learning or about gender equity could inform more culturally sensitive efforts.

Climate Change and Education: Which are the disparate impacts of climate-related disruptions (such as
droughts and floods) on children and youth from vulnerable populations? Vulnerability mapping could guide
design of robust policies in regions such as Sub-Saharan Africa.

How do layered identities (dis/ability + gender + rurality, for instance) contribute to educational
disadvantage? That’s been called intersectional equity. Deciphering these via intersectional optics is the need
of the hour.

Call to Action

The following plea is addressed to the decision-makers, educators, and international supporters in this most
critical of times:

Page 2267

www.rsisinternational .org


https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijriss
https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijriss
http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume IX Issue VII July 2025

7, =
“
# RSIS ~

Mind the Gaps of What Work: When boardroom designed policies make it to the classroom, they often don’t
work. Examples of the effectiveness of community-level partnerships are the village education committees in
India and the parent-teacher bodies in Ghana.

Phased investment strategies, like the development of broadband in Finland. Preparing the teachers to train
should be primary, then scale infrastructure and technology endeavours.

Allocate 20 percent of school budgets for digital infrastructure, ensuring that poorly connected areas are loaded
with offline-ready content. Every educational policy should have disability inclusion audits, and funding
should be dependent on compliance.

In our Edgar County forum, | promised to work to develop a more holistic assessment: one based on more
comprehensive metrics such as student well-being, success in post-secondary work, and community trust in
their schools, rather than on the narrower measure oftesting. Celebrate “little victories” like a disabled student
who manages to graduate, or a girl who writes a program in a remote laboratory as signs of systemic change.

Create global platforms to share the best practices. Is there a lesson Ghana could learn from Finland’s teacher
training? How can the Indian TaRL model be adapted for the Brazilian favelas? Leverage technology for
global classrooms that connect children experiencing an emergency to resources and mentors all over the
world.

Final Word

Education is aroad to a more fair and just society, not merely a right. But no learner passes through the same
sequence, and it is not linear. Safety for a child in a refugee camp is education. It’s disobedience for the girl
in the distant village. It is dignity for the student who has a disability. Their work is a testament to their
resilience, and a challenge to the powerful: equity is a daily exercise in power to see and hear and support
those on the margins rather than an outcome.

There is no such thing as incremental change. Our crises today climate collapse, technological disruption,
and increasing inequality require educational institutions that are inclusive and transformative. Let’s build new
curricula that make every voice count, classrooms where every child isacknowledged, and policies that ensure
we walk the walk on equity.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The government, NGOs, academics and communities have to do something together that is determined toward
achieving egalitarian education.” These specific recommendations, below, would convert the findings of the
study into real gains for underprivileged students.

For Governments
a). Implement Hybrid Learning Models with Localized E-Resources

Only if participants from the ground are involved in the design of the hybrid learning combining digital tools
with face-to-face encounter is there a chance to fill the access and quality gaps.

Develop Offline-First Digital Tools: Develop e-resources that are implemented offline in low-connectivity
areas. For example, in hard-to-reach or conflict-affected areas, solar-powered tablets pre-loaded with locale-
specific content in languages such as Quechua in Peru or Hausa in Northern Nigeria can ensure continuity.

Train Teachers as Tech Facilitators: Equip teachers with the power to fix basic tech problems and to make
digital content work for students. Mentors on IT at the district level who lead monthly workshops could be
used to help build confidence and competency around this issue.
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Localize Content: Engage artists, historians, and storytellers in the community to make school and classroom-
based curriculum authentic to local traditions. A literary program in Kenya could include segments on oral
storytelling traditions, for example, while a math module in rural India might incorporate agroecological case
studies (like how to calculate crop yields).

b) Mandate Disability-Inclusive Curricula

Belonging can’t be an afterthought. Governments also need to legislate and fund systems that make sure
everyone can get an education.

Mandate all schools to adopt Universal Design for Learning (UDL) guidelines that provide materials in
multiple formats (print, audio, Braille) and including alternative methods of assessment (oral exams, project-
based assessments).

Ensure inclusion of students with disabilities in all teacher preparation programs. For instance, all Ghanaian
teachers may be required to take one course in assistive technology or the basics of sign language.

Create groups, including parents, advocates and students with disabilities, to audit teaching methods and the
school building (including tactile paths and ramps) once a year.

For NGOs
a) Partner with Tech Firms to Subsidize Devices in Rural Areas
NGOs and the private sector must work creatively together to close the digital divide.

Bulk Procurement Agreements: Bargain with tech firms such as Samsung or Microsoft to supply affordable
laptops or tablets for educational institutions. For instance, an NGO in Brazil partnered with Dell's CSR
division to cut device expenses by 60%.

Programs for Device Leasing: To guarantee affordability in low-income areas, provide leased gadgets with
small monthly costs (e.g., $1). By performing community service after graduation, including mentoring
younger pupils, students could get their hands on the tablet.

Tech Maintenance Hubs: Teach young people in the area to be "digital custodians” by fixing gadgets and
offering tech assistance. This maintains infrastructure while generating jobs.

b) Amplify Grassroots Advocacy
NGOs must become community voice amplifiers rather than service providers.

Campaigns for Storytelling: Compile and share the achievements of underrepresented students. Policy
discussions can be made more relatable by a dyslexic student in Vietnam graduating first in their class or a
girl in Somalia developing her first app.

Policy Shadowing: Ask decision-makers to visit refugee camps or rural schools for a week. Immersion
experiences have the power to eliminate prejudices and spur immediate change.

For Researchers
a) Develop Metrics for Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) and Civic Engagement

The influence of education goes beyond the classroom. In order to measure holistic growth, new measures are
required.
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SEL Assessment Tools: Create questionnaires that assess abilities like cooperation, empathy, and resilience.
For instance, a "Community Contribution Diary" might record volunteer hours, and a "Conflict Resolution
Index™ might monitor how students resolve conflicts among themselves.

Civic Engagement Benchmarks: Collaborate with local administrations to monitor graduates' involvement in
environmental projects, community councils, and voting. A 2022 study in Finland found a correlation between
later voter turnout and high school civics grades.

Longitudinal Studies: Monitor students for ten to fifteen years to evaluate the effects of civic education and
SEL on career decisions, mental health, and contributions to society.

b) Pioneer Al-Driven Personalized Learning
Although it has the potential to be revolutionary, artificial intelligence must be used responsibly.

Multilingual Al Tutors: Create Al resources that instruct in underrepresented languages (such as Kurdish or
Maori) for math or science. These could ensure relevance by adapting to cultural contexts and dialects.

Conduct bias audits on a regular basis to check Al algorithms for socioeconomic, racial, or gender prejudices.
For example, an Al educator in South Africa shouldn't automatically use examples that are cantered on cities
or masculine pronouns.

Offline Al Solutions: Develop small, low-power Al applications that function on entry-level smartphones
without internet access, such a voice-activated literacy tutor for populations living on the go.

Cross-Sector Priorities
a) Forge Global Equity Alliances

Digital Equity Fund: A global effort to give 100 million underprivileged students access to Wi-Fi, gadgets,
and training by 2030 might be co-funded by governments, non-profits, and tech behemoths like Google and
Meta.

Teacher Exchange Programs: While Indian instructors share TaRL techniques with Brazilian favelas, Finnish
educators could coach their Ghanaian counterparts.

b) Invest in Crisis-Responsive Education

Emergency Education Kits: To reduce learning disruptions during floods, conflicts, or pandemics, place solar-
powered projectors, radios, and printed lesson packs in disaster-prone areas in advance.

Trauma-Informed Training: Provide crisis-area educators with the tools they need to identify and manage
student trauma, creating safe, healing learning environments.

c) Centre Student Agency

Youth Policy Councils: Include students in the formulation of educational policies. The systems that are
intended to help them should be co-designed by a 15-year-old in a wheelchair or a Jordanian refugee teen.

Passion Projects: Set aside 20% of class time for student-led projects, such as creating a play, designing an
app, or cultivating a communal garden. These initiatives foster creativity and a sense of ownership.

A Concluding Remark

Equitable education is a dynamic, ever-evolving dedication to justice rather than a checklist. It requires bravery
to oppose established power systems, humility to learn from mistakes, and inventiveness to rethink what is
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feasible. The aforementioned suggestions are not panaceas; rather, they represent a call to replace policy with
practice, exclusion with belonging, and complacency with urgency. Let's create structures that allow every
student, no matter what their circumstances, to write their own tale of worth, meaning, and hope.
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