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Accelerating the Empowerment of Madrasah:
The Policy of Islamic Education in Indonesia

agenda item for the Indonesia Ministry of Religious Affairs (MORA).

As the formal body overseeing madrasah education, MORA has taken
many strategic steps to improve the quality of madrasah schooling. These steps
have been taken in response to demand for the improvement of madrasah
education aiming to produce graduates who can compete with graduates of
other institutions, particularly public schools under the management of the
Ministry of Education.

In recent years, MORA has been able to intensify its efforts to improve the
quality of madrasab as a result of loans made available by the Asian Develop-
ment Bank (ADB) specifically for this purpose. The ADB loans, as a compo-
nent the Basic Education Project, aims to improve the quality of basic educa-
tion in madrasah in 16 districts (kapubaten) within 5 provinces (propinsi): (1)
Lampung Selatan in Lampung Province, (2) Lebak, (3) Serang, and (4)
Pandeglang in West Java Province, (5) Tegal, (6) Brebes, and (7) Kebumen in
Central Java Province, (11) Lombok Barat, (12) Lombok Tengah, and (13)
Lombok Timur in West Nusa Tenggara Province, (14) Banjarmasin and (15)
Hulu Sungai Utara in South Kalimantan Province.

T he empowerment of madrasab (Islamic schools) is an important
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The decision to improve madrasah through the Basic Education Project is
based on a number of important facts. Although madrasab remains under the
management of MORA, it has already been integrated into the system of
national education. The process of this integration bas been fostered by the
introduction of laws governing the national system of education (Undang-
Undang Sistem Pendidikan Nasional (UUSPN) No. 2 year 1989), which
changed the definition of madrasab, from “religious school” (sekolah agama)
to “public school with Islamic characteristics” (sekolah umum bercirikbas Is-
lam). The change of definition is significant, as madrasah has been designated
as a “modern” educational institution and its status has been fully legitimized
as part of national education system. Under the umbrella of this UUSPN,
Islamic primary schools (madvrasab ibtidaiyah) are treated the same as “pri-
mary schools with Islamic characteristics”. Madrasah Tsanawiyab (Islamic
secondary schools) are the same as “secondary schools with Islamic characteris-
tics.” Both MI and MTs are thus included in the education project. Addition-
ally, Madrasah Aliyah (Islamic high schools) are categorized as “high schools
with Islamic characteristics.”

These changes necessitated several adjustments in the madrasah curricu-
Ium. Since madrasabs are no longer considered religious schools, they are re-
quired to use the national curriculum designed for use in public schools by the
Ministry of Education. At the same time, however, they are expected to con-
tinue to teach religious subjects. Additionally, UUSPN 1989 has required
madrasah to transform their institutional structures, curricula, and even their
teachers and support staffs so that they are compatible with the national educa-
tion system. From an institutional perspective, madrasabs are now public
schools with the same position as other public schools; from a curricular per-
spective, madrasab teaches the same subjects as public schools; from the teach-
ing perspective, madrasah is expected to employ teachers with the same quali-

fication as other teachers in public schools.

The effort to integrate madrasah with the national education system did
not stop at the UUSPN. The government also fought to align madrasah with
public schools by introducing a new national curviculum in 1994. At a glance,
it seems that the 1994 national curriculum abolished the religious subjects
that comprised 30% of the courses taught in madrasah, as was recommended
by the 1975 curriculum. However, if closely observed, the idea of “abolish-
ment ”was not taken to mean removing the subject of religion form madrasab,
but to mean “reformulating” the teaching of religious subjects in madrasab.
Islamic teaching is now not presented in the form of formal religious subjects,
but it bas been fully integrated into general studies. (pelajaran umum).
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On the basis of this compliance madrasab is felt to have been integrated
fully into the national education system, yet it bas also managed to retain its
unique character, it bas thus become an inseparable part of the national pro-
gram providing 6 to 9 years of compulsory education for the general public.
Madrasab is now expected to absorb 16,7% of the population aged 7 to 15
years. Thus, programs aiming to improve the quality of madrasah education
and widen peoples access to both primary and secondary schools are intended
to belp prepare the madrasab sector to absorb at least 6 million new students
at the secondary level (MT).

The Process of Madrasah integration as described above, however, does
not solve fundamental problems that have been facing by madrasah for a
long time. Madrasabs are still for bebind public schools. The following are
some of the fundamental problems that have been identified.

Financing madrasah has proven problematic. The budget for madrasah edu-
cation is very little compared to the public schools. Madrasabs generally do not
receive funds from the Ministry of Education as their development funding
remains under the Mora. Thus, funds to develop madrasabs buildings, to sup-
port the development of teaching materials, and to improve teachers’ quality is
limited. Moreover, as the majority of madrasah are owned privately, it can be
assured that most of their sources of funding come directly from the people.

The politics of Islamic education have played a significant role in reduc-
ing the capacity if madrasab to provide general education. Early improve-
ment policies favored religions teaching so that 90% of resources were chan-
nelled toward training for religious teachers. As a result, although madrasah
has adopted all national curriculum materials, the capability of teachers is
still low. 75% of all madrasah teachers have training only in religious disci-
plines and are not qualified to teach academic subjects. Even for the level of
schoolmasters, in all madrasab levels, nearly 100% come from religious edu-
cation backgrounds. This problem contributes to the low achievement of
madrasab students in national evaluations particularly in non-religious sub-
jects. Thus, the number of madrasah teachers (primary and secondary schools)
who are mismatched and underqualified is quite large. Data from EMIS (Edu-
cation Management and Information System) reveals that of teachers of MI
(primary) and MT5 (secondary) in 1998/1999 and 1999/2000 only 25% fall
into the category of “qualified teacher,” whereas 32% are categorised as “mis-
matched,” and 43% are categorised as “underqualified.”

The problem of teacher qualification is worsened by the fact that the ma-
Jjority of madrasabs are private schools, or were formerly private. Except re-
garding curriculum and national evaluation, in general, private madrasabs
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have their own independent policies concerning the instalment of teachers
and schoolmasters as well as many other aspects of the schooling process. There-
Jore, the efforts toward standardizing education staffs in madrasab have been
difficult to achieve.

Another problem is that the majority of madrasabs are located in rural
areas that are economically weak. People who chose madrasah are often prac-
tically motivated. Apart from the fact that they are often inexpensive, madrasabs
can meet the basic needs of people in terms of teaching knowledge and practi-
cal skills in religious affairs. In this context, madrasabh is one of the best alter-
natives for rural Muslims to get access to an education. This is because basic
knowledge such as reading, writing, and numerology—even if rather low in
quality—can be attained while a basic religious education is also pursued.
Problematically, however, students from such areas usually cannot afford the
increases in fees that madrasah would need to demand if significant upgrade
were pursued.

On the basis of those fundamental problems the madrasab as an institu-
tion has long suffered. The Basic Education Project (BEP) is designed to im-
prove many aspects of madrasah: Such as learning facilities, teacher and staff
development, and studies to better understand the needs and capabilities of
Islamic education in Indonesia in general. In short the BEP project has three
main objectives: (1) strengthening the institutional framework of MORA, (2)
supporting the implementation of the national curriculum in madvasab, and
(3) enlarging access to basic education.

Concerning teacher and staff development, it is important to explain bere
that MORA has sent a number of madrasab teachers and MORA staff to
undertake post-graduate (s2) and other courses in overseas universities: such as
the university of Sydney and Curtin University of Technology in Australia,
and University Sains Malaysia (USM) in Malaysia. In these Australian uni-
versities, MORA students registered in the Faculty of Education take courses
and conduct research on educational management. This two year pros-gradu-
ate program is designed to provide students with managerial skill in ednuca-
tion—one of the crucial needs of madrasabs and also MORA in general.

At the University Sains Malaysia, 52 students from MORA recruited from
vartous madrasabs in a BEP pilot project have been taking courses on non-
religious subjects; namely mathematics, physics, biology, statistics, and other
related subject matters. Thus, different from post-graduate programs at the
universities in Australia that are concerned with management education,
this one-year program in Malaysia is intended to prepare for mastery of non-
religious subjects taught in madrasabs.
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