
Outreach
Development of Indonesia’s Outlying Areas

The Rescuers
Children’s Day, which fell on July 23, reminds us of how many children throughout the country are 

still deprived of their educational rights. In Papua, about 42 percent of children never make it through 
elementary school, or worse. Only 3.36 percent actually go on to achieve undergraduate degrees, 
prompting a number of institutions and individuals to help out by offering them innovative methods 

of teaching. They are trying to create a new educated Papua generation who are aware of their 
environment. Despite the many obstacles, the results have proven to be quite a surprise. Tempo 

English Edition reports from Indonesia’s biggest and easternmost province.
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T
WO small children with dark 
skin and curly hair stared seri-
ously at the mathematics prob-
lem spread out in front of them. 
“Try counting how much is  

314 4/7 minus 289 ¾?” asked physics ex-
pert Yohanes Surya while writing the 
problem on the paper. Before 10 sec-
onds had passed, they answered: “24 
23/28.” Yohanes smiled with satisfaction, 
while giving them the next, more diffi-
cult problem. This time was the same. 
They completed it in a matter of sec-
onds. “They can answer any question. 
Sometimes we have trouble coming up 
with the problems,” said Yohanes.

Kristian, 12, and Koho’in, 11, easi-
ly ‘devoured’ problems which may have 
caused difficulty for high school stu-
dents.  Don’t get the wrong idea.  They 
are not geniuses. Two years ago they 
could barely read and write. These two 
youngsters come from the mountain re-
gion of Papua—an area considered the 
most backward in terms of education.  
However, according to Yohanes, with 
the method he has developed, all chil-
dren—whatever their backgrounds—
can do fast calculations.  “I am certain, 
there are no stupid children,” he assert-
ed firmly.  

Since  2009, Surya Institute, a re-
search and education institution headed 
by Yohanes, has taken in the ‘dumbest’ 
children from various districts in Pa-
pua and taught them to become cham-
pions in science and mathematics. “We 
want these children to become world 
champions,” said Yohanes.  After join-
ing the institute, a clear change could 
be seen.  Several children who took the 
last national exams could get scores of 
92-100.  Several won various competi-
tions in mathematics, physics, and ro-
botics at the national and internation-
al levels. 

Some of them are now in training for 
the Asian Mathematics Olympics to be 
held in November and to join a high 
school level physics competition. “They 
should be able to take the gold,” said Yo-
hanes optimistically.

l l l 

JOHN Tabo sat deep in thought in his 
office in Tolikara, an arid region in Jay-
awijaya—one afternoon in 2009.  He 
was thinking about what could be done 
with the special autonomy funds he had 
received.  The former district chief then 

thought about the children in his  area 
who were not getting quality education. 
He remembered Septinus George Saa 
and several other Papuan children who 
had become the champions of mathe-
matics and physics Olympiads. “Who 
was their teacher?” he kept asking.  Af-
ter learning that they had trained with 
Yohanes Surya, he searched for a way 
of making contact. “If you can make Pa-
puan children become champions, you 
can certainly make the children of To-
likara great,” John said when inviting 
Yohanes. 

At first, Yohanes felt that these chil-
dren did not stand a chance. But John 
did not give up. “You can make smart 
children become outstanding, but can 
you make children who are not able to do 
this work at all become great?” he chal-

funds.  However, he does not want these 
efforts to end with Papua.  “If Papua—
which is said to be the most backward—
can do it, other regions certainly can,” 
asserted Yohanes.

l l l 

ABOUT six little pairs of hands 
struggled to arrange a pile of equilat-
eral triangles made of multicolored 
plastic. The pleasant sound of children 
laughing could be heard. The teachers 
came at times to give instructions.  Al-
though the activities were taking place 
in class, the atmosphere was as relaxed 
as a playroom. Kristian moved away 
from the crowd, deep in concentra-
tion.  “These triangles can be combined 
to form squares, pentagons, and so on.  
Now I am up to a 13-sided shape,” he ex-
plained.

In that relaxed atmosphere, the chil-
dren were actually studying geometry.  
“We don’t use pens and paper like in 
regular classes,” said Surya Wijaya, 33, 

coordinator of mathematics teachers. 
With this kind of exploration, the cre-
ativity and logical thinking of the chil-
dren is honed.  The children do not feel 
burdened. “I like it best when there is 
equipment to play with, it’s fun,” said 
Koho’in. The teachers also feel that 
once children’s logic has been shaped, 
they are easier to teach. “Their ability 
to comprehend is beyond that of normal 
elementary school children. They can 
easily understand high school level ma-
terial,” said Andrea Perestu, a 23-year-
old mathematics teacher.

The Surya Institute uses the ‘gasing’ 
method, an acronym for the Indonesian 
words for easy, engaging, and fun.  Ac-
cording to Yohanes, anyone who knows 
it will consider it easy.  The two keys are: 
memorize sums up to 20 and multiplica-
tion from 1 x 1 until 10 x 10.  After that, 
everything becomes easier.  The method 
of memorizing is also not difficult.  Ac-
cording to Yohanes, bright children can 
learn them in 10 minutes.  At the very 
most, it takes three days.

This method has attracted the atten-
tion of North Carolina University, in the 
US. They are interested in implement-
ing the curriculum. But Yohanes has a 
problem with that. “I don’t want this to 
be spread abroad yet. I want our gov-
ernment to try it,” Yohanes said hope-
fully.   

But indeed, it is not easy to convince 
the government.  In the gasing method, 
two hours every day must be devoted to 
mathematics lessons in order to train 
the brain.  In six months to one year, 
all the lessons from grade one to six are 
completed.  “After that, the students 
are free to join other lessons,” he said.  
Right now Yohanes wants to first prove 
his results by working with a number of 
regional governments.

For now, only the students of Surya 
Institute are currently experiencing 
that intensive mathematics training.  
Every day they take part in eight to 10 
hours of lessons. It is a stark contrast to 
the conditions in Papua.  “Back then the 
teacher only came for two hours,” said 
Merlin, age 11. The results have been 
worthwhile: Merlin won a bronze medal 
in the Singapore & Asean School Math-
ematics Olympiad last year. “Although 
before this she would perform addition 
using the sticks of a broom,” said phys-
ics teacher Syailendra Harahap, 28.

Boredom is one of the obstacles the 
children must face, especially as they 

are used to living in a more relaxed 
rhythm. To maintain their motivation, 
the teachers invite them to go on walks 
or go out to eat. “Especially when they 
have completed one of the targets,” said 
Surya.  Besides that, the teachers also 
apply a point system. “The child with 
the highest number of points at the end 
of the month is taken ice-skating or out 
to eat,” said Andrea.

The children did not appear to have 
a problem with all the intensive hours 
of studying. “I was at one time kind of 
bored, but they gave us some games 
and I was ready to study again,” said 
Koho’in. One other indicator is that no 
one is homesick. “I am also surprised 
that children of this age do not want to 
go home,” said Surya. 

One of the challenges the teachers 
face is dealing with the emotions of the 
children. “They often get jealous. For 
example if I only teach one student, the 
others get angry,” said Andrea.  Wheth-
er they want to or not, in the end the 
teachers realize they must give all the 
students the same attention.

The students who have joined the 
Surya Institute are not necessarily be-
ing prepared for a science or mathemat-
ics Olympiads. “The Olympiads are just 
an intermediary goal. The main goal is 
to prepare scientists from Papua who 
can develop their region,” said Surya. 
John Tabo agreed. “I sent these chil-
dren in the hope that they will manage 
the natural potential here,” he said ex-
pressing sincere hope. 

Yohanes has higher goals.  Indonesia 
must have 30,000 doctors of science and 
technology if it wants to progress, ac-
cording to him.  “If that is achieved by 
2030, Indonesia will definitely be out-
standing,” he said.

Most of these children have aspira-
tions to return to their home region.  
Many of them want to become physics 
or mathematics professors. “I want to 
become a professor of mathematics, so 
I can teach others,” said Koho’in.  But 
at the moment, it does not look like any 
of them want to return home. “I want to 
win a gold medal first,” said Kristian 
seriously.

l l l 

IT is well known that the quality of 
education in Papua is still below stan-
dard. Based on the most recent data 
from the Central Bureau of Statistics 
in Papua, the number of people above 
the age of 10 who do not graduate from 
school is 42.10 percent, while graduates 
with bachelor degrees are only 3.36 per-
cent. As the level of education increases, 
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lenged. Yohanes felt deeply touched.  He 
brought five children from Tolikara and 
five children from Wamena—the neigh-
bor of Tolikara—to Jakarta. 

These 10 children were then trained  
in Jakarta. Four months later John 
heard the happy news. “Your little 
brothers can do 7,000 multiplications. 
Amazing,” said John imitating Yo-
hanes.  John was determined to con-
tinue the education program. He set 
up an MoU that a portion of those chil-
dren would continue to be educated un-
til they received their doctorates from 
universities abroad. And 121 children 
from Tolikara aged 8-18 were educated 
by the Surya Institute team.

Yohanes felt his own eyes were 
opened. Seeing the method succeed, he 
is convinced that anyone can do it.  From 
2009 until now, there are 121 elementa-
ry schoolchildren, 10 junior high stu-
dents, 249 senior high students, and 114 
future teachers from 10 districts in Pa-
pua, who have been sent using regional 
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Children of Surya Institue studying geometry 
by playing. 
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the number of participants in school de-
creases: 83.09 percent of children aged 
7-12 drops down to 53.70 percent for 
children aged 16-18.

Why is it that bad? “The distance 
from one area to the next is very far and 
transportation is limited,” said Vincen-
tius Mekiuw, Head of the Department 
of Education and Teaching in Merauke 
district.

The transportation difficulties have 
an impact on the conditions of educa-
tion in the interior.  Papua Department 
of Education, Youth and Sports Head, 
James Modouw, related that many 
teachers are not happy in those condi-
tions. “In the end, many teachers go to 
work in cities, although they are really 
needed in the village areas,” he said.

The lack of ability of children in the 
village regions causes them to have a 
lower quality of life. “There are those 
who cannot even read and write,” said 
Leo Sagisolo, a lecturer in the Depart-

ment of Teaching and Education at Cen-
derawasih University, Jayapura.

Even though, according to Yohanes, 
there are no stupid children in Papua. 
The problems are in the methods and 
quality of the teachers. “Children have 
problems because the teachers do not 
use good methods,” he explained. 

Due to that, the initiative emerged to 
teach the children of Papua with inno-
vative methods.  For example, John Ra-
hail, a 45-year-old teacher in Sarmi dis-
trict uses traditional toys and games to 
teach his students.  According to John, 
this method is very effective in helping 
children understand the material.

In the bay area of Tanah Merah, non-
profit organization LMMA togeth-
er with teachers at six schools, devel-
oped an environment-friendly curricu-
lum.The children were given the chance 
to dive and swim to learn about the di-
verse species in the sea and ways to con-
serve them. The teachers then devel-
oped modules based on their observa-
tions during this learning process.

However, merely improving teaching 

methods is not enough. According to 
education observer Rafael Kapura, the 
problems of education in Papua must be 
solved holistically. “Problems in educa-
tion are closely related to the economy 
and culture,” he said. There are families 
that do not want their children to go to 
school because of economic constraints. 
Besides that, many of the eldest sons 
from are required to help guard their 
villages, “Of course he then thinks that 
school is not necessary, as in the end he 
will come back to the forest to protect 
his village,” he added.   

As Rafael sees it, the education prob-
lems in the biggest province in Indone-
sia can be easily solved. “If all the stake-
holders in Papua have good intentions, 
with such a lot of funds available (spe-
cial autonomy budget—Ed.) every year, 
we can surely be better than other re-
gions,” said the doctoral candidate in 
Political Science at University of Indo-
nesia. “Unfortunately, the special au-
tonomy funds are usually only enjoyed 
by the officials,” he said with concern.

n

B
ESIDE a wooden building 
raised on stilts located near 
the beach, a group of infants 
sat gathered in a circle. All 
had their heads bent, busi-

ly manipulating lengths of string. They 
were forming letters, numbers and pic-
tures of things they liked. This was go-
ing on in the village of Beneraf one mid-
July clear, bright morning, to the back-
ground of a persistent coastal breeze.

At first glance this activity appeared 
to be just some kind of children’s game. 
But once observed closely, it was evi-
dently part of the village school activ-
ities—locals’ term for the education of 
their very young children—in Beneraf, 
located in Sarmi regency, Papua. This 
school is the result of the work of John 
Rahail, 45, Director of the Institute for 
the Development and Empowerment of 
Papuan People (ICDp).

Getting a Head Start
learning through traditional games in village schools for 
infants under 5 has better prepared the children of Papua 
for entry to primary school. Jayapura lecturer in teaching, 
John rahail, came up with the idea.

“I converted this traditional game 
into learning material, so they wouldn’t 
feel strange when learning,” John ex-
plained. To help them learn count-
ing, for instance, he made use of a tra-
ditional hand string game (twen’kam), 
tops (smin’kan), and lemon spears 
(lemon’bran). This method has prov-
en to make it easier for them to absorb 
what is being taught.

John, who has been active for 20 years 
in the NGO, sees that the source of the 
problems in education in Papua is al-
most uniform. Namely, the stigma that 
schooling is expensive and investment 
in it has no value—because it does take a 
long time to see the results.

At the end of 2007, John carried out 
a study into the education of children 
in five regencies in Papua—including 
Sarmi. From it he uncovered the fact 
that every existing program only in-

volved the Papuans as recipients. The 
programs were also carried out using a 
perspective unfamiliar to local people 
and without any attempt to align them 
with local traditions and customs. John 
found another disturbing aspect: there 
was hardly ever any continuation of 
those programs run.

The snapshot of the status of educa-
tion in Sarmi was equally grim. Chil-
dren there were scared to go to school 
as they were unsure about how to ask 
questions. When at school, the children 
faced teachers who taught their lessons 
in hurried fashion. When at home, their 
parents were incapable of explaining 
whatever their child asked them about. 
“They could only teach them about 
growing food and fishing,” said Mar-
tinus Waenok, 29, a teacher at Bener-
af Village in Sarmi regency. As an ex-
ample, he said, a year 1 class in prima-
ry school could consist of up to 40 chil-
dren. But when it was time for the na-
tional examinations, only around 6 of 
those would turn up.

John then studied these cases. He fi-
nally arrived at the core issue: the chil-
dren did not come well-prepared from 
home—nor did they have much self-
confidence—to be ready to learn at pri-
mary school where there are various 
formal requirements. “Those who had 
been through a village school could al-

Surya Research and Education Center.
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Children learning while  
playing in the village 
school yard, Sarmi, 
Papua.
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