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In the Name of equity: High-School Students’ Activism against College Admission Testing in
Chile and the USA (California)

Cristina Alarcon Lopez, University of Vienna

Abstract

In January 2020, Chilean high school student organisations protested for the abolition of the PSU
(University Selection Test in its English translated acronym), the nationwide prerequisite for applying
for colleges in Chile. While at least 82,000 students were unable to take the test, students protested
on the streets and occupied offices of testing authorities. Just a few weeks prior to these events,
four high school students in Los Angeles, in coalition with their lawyers, non-profit organisations and
the Compton Unified School District, filed a suit against the University of California Board of Regents
for the University's use of the SAT as a requirement for college admission. As a result, in September
2020, a judicial decision entailed the University of California system to stop using the SAT as part of
the admissions process. Both activist groups questioned the legitimacy (Chile) or
legality/unconstitutionality (USA) of the tests by seeking to deconstruct its normative core. In that
sense, both groups directly addressed the problem of inequal access and inequity. The main
objective of the paper is to analyse and compare different forms of student activism by focusing:
firstly, on the strategies, actor alliances, instruments, narratives and discourse coalitions (Hajer
2004) deployed by and among the students in both contexts; secondly, on the informal educational
and learning processes developed within the activist groups (Choudry 2015), both in connection with
their families and previous generations, with institutions and the society at large; thirdly, on their
capacity to shape a new political agenda, as well as to produce new epistemic, semantic and
normative spaces. The results of the paper indicate that these two activist groups show interesting
similarities, but also divergences. Although both groups make use of digital activism, their main
difference concerns their key strategies. While the Chilean high school students used strategies of
civil disobedience, the U.S.-American high school students opted for the judicial strategy. Both
movements aimed at contravening the normative core that underlies the tests by defining it as unfair
and discriminatory, and more specifically as class biased. However, in the U.S.-American case, bias
also related to disability and race were problematized. Finally, both activist groups sought to
transform and establish new moral rights through their actions. The paper is based methodically on
interviews with activists, as well as on the content and discourse analyses (Hajer 2004) of
documentary (policy and activist) and media (newspapers, TV and online) material.
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Quality and Equity in Education under the Heel of Political Revenge
Ana Pesikan, University of Belgrade, Serbia

Abstract

This paper analyses the state of equality in the Serbian education system in two phases. The first
part presents data on educational equity up to eighteen months ago, specifically until December
2025. The second part examines equality in light of recent socio-political developments in the
country. In December 2025, student protests erupted after a canopy collapsed at the recently
renovated Novi Sad train station, killing 16 people. Current insights indicate that the collapse was
caused by systemic government-backed corruption in the construction sector, but to date no one
has been held accountable for the tragedy. The student-led protests in December 2025 represented
a unique wave of resistance, unseen in any previous anti-government movement. The students
mobilised a significant part of the citizenry, and were joined by high school students and their
teachers. This provoked retaliation from the ruling party and dramatic changes in education:
politically motivated suspensions of teachers, open pressure, and attacks on the University of
Belgrade — the largest and oldest university in the country These political maneuvers included:
intimidation of teachers and students; dismissal of those who actively participated in the
demonstrations; establishment of a “reign of fear” by appointing directors to carry out political purges
in schools; and an attempt to dismantle the University of Belgrade (positioned between 300th and
500th place on the Shanghai list, making it the best-ranked higher education institution in Serbia).
Moreover, there was abuse of educational and scientific institutions (such as the National Council
for Education and the National Accreditation Body); economic destabilization of higher education
(through the introduction of the SPIRI program, which transferred the financial management of
faculties to the Ministry of Education); and active campaigns to undermine the University’'s domestic
reputation; establishing a new faculty in agreement with the Serbian Orthodox Church; the
appointment of loyalists instead of competent experts in order to turn the accreditation body into a
weapon against the “disobedient”; and the violation of university autonomy through police raids on
faculties and the rectorate. In this paper, we analyse the effects of all these retaliatory measures on
the quality and equity of education. In addition to the negative effects, we also recognise some
positive effects of these difficult and deforming measures and circumstances on the development
of young generations.

Equity Beyond Access: Rethinking Democratic Education and Civil Courage through Cosmo-
uBuntu and Global Citizenship Education

Thomas Benesch, Private University of Education Burgenland, Austria

Abstract

Despite decades of progress in expanding access to education, deep-rooted inequities persist within
and between countries, threatening the attainment of SDG 4's vision of inclusive and equitable quality
education for all. This paper argues that addressing educational inequity requires not only continued
efforts to ensure access but also a critical examination of the hierarchical structures, epistemic
exclusions, and cultural biases embedded in educational systems.

Drawing on the concept of Global Citizenship Education (GCE) and its extension through the African
philosophy of Cosmo-uBuntu (Cossa, 2021; Cossa et al., 2020), this paper develops a normative and
practical framework for transforming education toward genuine equity. Cosmo-uBuntu rejects
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hierarchical categorisations such as gender, ethnicity, or social class and instead centres human
dignity, diversity, and justice within a planetary community that includes all people, living beings,
nature, and future generations (Cossa et al., 2025). By integrating these principles into the Global
Citizenship 1-2-3 model (Putman & Byker, 2020), the paper shows how cultural sensitivity becomes
planetary resonance, global awareness becomes cosmically networked knowledge, and experiential
learning becomes planetarily responsible action.

The paper further demonstrates how this approach fosters civil courage as a key competence for
challenging discrimination and structural injustice across local, global, and ecological dimensions.
Concrete pedagogical strategies are discussed, including democratic learning arrangements,
collaborative online international learning (Adjei & Falen, 2025), and the use of role plays and
reflection phases to uncover privilege and expand learners’ agency. Particular attention is paid to
postcolonial critiques of Western-dominated education and the risk of violent translation of non-
Western concepts (Cossa, 2023; Wintersteiner, 2019).

Finally, the paper reflects on implications for the Austrian context, where migration, multilingualism,
and global interdependencies increasingly challenge monocultural educational models. It concludes
that without explicitly addressing epistemic and cultural inequities — not merely disparities in access
— educational systems will continue to marginalise the most vulnerable learners. Cosmo-uBuntu
offers a concrete normative foundation for building equitable, democratic, and transformative
educational practices.

The Silence in the Curriculum: Epistemic Hierarchies, Depoliticised Equity, and the Unfinished
Promise of SDG 4

Sophia Danter, University of Vienna

Abstract

As the 2030 deadline approaches, the persistent failure to achieve SDG 4's equity targets demands
more than a technical audit of resources or implementation gaps. This paper argues that educational
stagnation is, at its core, an epistemological and structural problem — one embedded in the very
conceptual architecture of dominant global education frameworks, including UNESCO's Global
Citizenship Education (GCED) agenda and the SDG 4 monitoring apparatus itself.

Drawing on a qualitative multi-method study — combining Bacchi's (2009) WPR (What's the Problem
Represented to Be?) approach with the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2011) — and
grounded in seven expert interviews alongside analysis of key policy documents, this paper
interrogates how "equity" and "access" are constructed in global education discourse, and what
remains systematically unspoken. A central finding is that dominant policy framings depoliticise the
very categories they claim to address: "gender equality" is reduced to symmetrical participation
metrics, "peace" to interpersonal civility, and "global citizenship" to a suite of ahistorical soft skills
(Andreotti, 2011; Tikly & Barrett, 2011). Epistemic hierarchies — colonial legacies, patriarchal
knowledge structures, the marginalisation of non-Western epistemologies (Mignolo, 2011; Quijano,
2000) — are rendered invisible by the universalist grammar of SDG language, which assumes that
inclusion equals representation and that formal access constitutes substantive freedom.
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The paper draws on comparative case material from Austria, Tunisia, and India to illustrate how
these silences manifest across contexts. The Austrian case is particularly instructive: a formally
progressive education system whose GCED implementation is structurally fragmented, Eurocentric,
and resistant to decolonial or feminist pedagogical approaches (Wintersteiner et al., 2015; Stdwind,
2022). Expert voices in this study noted that critical perspectives are routinely dismissed as "too
political" — a discursive mechanism that stabilises institutional inertia at the expense of substantive
equity.

Against this backdrop, the paper proposes a feminist-decolonial reframing of educational equity
measurement: shifting from standardised competency indicators toward what Sen (1999) terms
"substantive freedoms" and Nussbaum (2011) operationalises as central human capabilities.
Educational success, this paper contends, cannot be read from enrolment statistics. It must be
asked: Can learners shape their lives, question power structures, and define peace on their own
terms? The SDG 4 agenda will not be achieved by 2030 - but the more urgent question is whether its
successor frameworks will dare to name the silences that explain why.



