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Abstract 

 

 This paper aims at understanding Filipino migrant worker (OFW)s’ educational 

experience in a receiving country, Taiwan. The purpose of this study is to figure out to which 

extent education can influence OFWs’ lives, and whether OFWs view their educational 

experience as empowering or suppressive. In this paper, social phenomenon of international 

labor migration will be illustrated, and the focus will be narrowed down to OFWs in Taiwan. 

Selected literature on migration and education, however, unveil dilemma of migrant workers’ 

education that education can be either empowerment or suppression. 

This study combines Stromquist (2002) and Rowlands (1995)’s classification of 

empowerment to generate analytical framework that guides us to examine the dilemma at 

three different levels; personal, relational, and collective. The methods used in this qualitative 

study are semi-structured interview and participatory observation. 

 The findings show that the majority of interview participants, OFWs with educational 

experiences in Taiwan, felt empowered through their educational experiences at personal 

level. Empowerment at relational level, however, were limited to the groups of people 

participants already knew, for example, their families and co-workers. Participants answered 

that there is a weak linkage between their educational experience and building new social 

networks, especially with Taiwanese people. Two categories fall under collective level of 

empowerment, economic and political dimensions. While some participants viewed their 

educational experience economically empowering, there was only a little room for their 

economic and political empowerment in Taiwanese society. 
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1 Introduction and Background 

 

 

1.1 International labor migration 

 

Due to increased mobility and global connectivity, modern society allows the flow of 

people seeking for better places to study, work, or spend their life time. Although the luxury 

of exploring the world is not for everyone, increasing number of people from middle to low-

income countries choose to live abroad, especially to work abroad. So-called economic 

migration, this facet of migration displays global division of labor and power relations.  

 In general, economic migration takes place in direction from relatively lower income 

countries to higher income countries. Of course, there are global elites who choose to move 

abroad in search for promising job markets, but still overwhelming majority are temporary, 

non-status workers whose rights are very limited (Choudry & Hlatshwayo, 2016). In their 

study, Choudry and Hlatshwayo (2016) claims that labor migration is one of the by-products 

of capitalist globalization, which comes with liberalization and deregulation while increasing 

the mobility of capital. It is indeed a question worth asking, if increased global mobility 

brings more freedom or dehumanization. Marxist scholars contend that capitalist economy 

demands cheaper labor force, in order to make greater surplus value. In other words, 

developed economies are supported by cheap labor of migrant workers (Choudry & 

Hlatshwayo, 2016, p. 3).  

However, it does not only benefit larger economies, so-called ‘labor receiving 

countries’. Some low- or middle-income countries promote labor migration and encourage 

their citizens to become migrant workers. One of the most wide-known labor exporting 

countries is the Philippines. Cohen (2006) shows how Philippine ‘make a virtue out of 

necessity’ with outbound labor migration. According to Cohen (2006, p. 163-169), ‘culture of 

emigration’ first came along in the Philippines when some other Asian nations emerged with 

economic success in 1980s. Since then, government of the Philippines has supported labor 

migration as a survival strategy, which brings money back home as a form of remittance and 
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also grows domestic business of labor migration recruiting agencies (Asis, 2006; Legrain, 

2007, p. 161-165; Sills & Chowthi, 2008).  

The mechanism of labor migration has been attempted by many scholars to be fully 

understood, but migrant workers’ side of view is often put aside. Karpestam and Andersson 

(2013) introduce theories concerning initial decision made by migrants to move to the new 

country. Based on an assumption that human beings are rational decision-makers, neoclassical 

theorists gave a simple explanation for labor migration: people choose to migrate when the 

expected income in a receiving country is higher than the income in a sending country, and 

the risk of unemployment lower. 

However, neoclassicalism’s analysis that workers move only for higher wage and 

lower unemployment risk faced challenge with segmented/dual labor market theory 

afterwards (Karpestam and Andersson, 2013). According to dual market theory, labor market 

is divided into two sectors, primary and secondary sectors (similar example can be ‘white 

collar / blue collar job segregation’). Primary sector of labor market guarantees employees of 

relatively stable job position, high salary, and high returns to education. On the other hand, 

secondary sector needs low-skilled employees who can endure physical labor and low wage. 

Segmented labor market theory claims that the rise of migrant workers in developed capitalist 

societies is due to unfulfilled need of secondary sector, as few local populations want to take 

part in these jobs. 

This change in the flow of migration economic theory shows that decision to migrate 

is not utterly independent choice of individuals, but rather in connection with the structure of 

labor market that demands migrant workers who can work for secondary sectors in richer 

countries. It also indicates limited social mobility for migrant workers, even in countries that 

accept and welcome immigrants, such as the U.S. Alarcon (2017) writes that almost 60% of 

Hispanic migrant population in the U.S. is earning less than national average income. Thus, it 

shows that economic fear of local population about losing their jobs to immigrants is rather 

groundless (Legrain, 2007, p. 66-83). 

But again, we need to understand the complexity and avoid making distorted images 

of migrant workers. Migrants are not villains nor mere victims (Barber, 2002). Social status of 

being migrants can “make them vulnerable to various forms of exploitation, harassment and 

even violence. Yet, the manner in which they seek control over such conditions, their strategic 
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negotiation with such odds, is not often discussed” (Barber, 2002, p.46). As an attempt to seek 

control over their conditions, migrant workers negotiate their priorities, major life decisions 

and family plans before and after they migrate.  

As one of the tools to explore different choices and possibilities, education can help 

migrant workers grow strategic power over their situation. So far, however, scholarly 

evaluations of the roles of education in providing inclusive environment for migrant 

population have overwhelmingly focused on refugee and immigrant children’s education 

(McPherson, 2014; Tjaden, & Hunkler, 2017; Nawarat, 2017). Comparatively few studies 

examine adult migrant workers’ education and trainings in host countries (Hannah, 2008; 

Yuniarto, 2019; Liu, 2013). In this research, therefore, migrant worker’s educational 

experiences in receiving countries will be discussed.   

 

1.2 Purpose of the study  

 

Purpose of this research is to give thorough understanding of migrants’ educational 

experiences in receiving country, through using empowerment as a tool to evaluate how 

migrant education can bring upon actual changes in migrant’s mindset and action, and their 

social participation. In addition, this study aims to fill the knowledge gap of adult migrant 

workers’ education, which has been neglected while previous studies on migrant education 

highly focused on refugee, migrant youth and second generation of migrant families’ 

education and integration.  

 

1.3 Background information  

 

While designing the research, various places were considered as a research site. 

Norway, South Korea, or EU countries were easily reachable options as being a master’s 

student in Norway and having South Korean nationality. However, reading about Southeast 
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Asian migrant workers in other Asian countries, for instance, Hong Kong, Singapore, and 

Taiwan, and their bilateral/regional relationships were also particularly intriguing. Having a 

chance to stay in Taiwan as a part of TEEP(Taiwan Experience Education Program)@Asia 

Plus internship program also gave enough reason to choose foreign workers in Taiwan as 

eligible research objects. Eventually, Filipino workers in Taiwan, who can speak fluent 

English, and therefore communicate without interpretation were chosen as particular 

participants for the study. Following parts will introduce background information of Taiwan 

as a host country of migrant workers and Filipino workers working abroad.  

 

1.3.1 Taiwan as a labor receiving country 

 

Southeast Asian migrants in Taiwan 

National Statistics (2019) announced that the number of immigrants residing in 

Taiwan in total are 972,043, whereas National Immigration Agency (2019) stated that the 

total number of foreign residents in Taiwan is 758,583. Among the immigrants, most of the 

people are coming from mainland China, Hong Kong and Macau, and Southeast Asia. 

Figure 1. Map of East and Southeast Asia (Source: Finlayson, 2019) 
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Because of ‘One China policy’, usage of same language and cultural, external similarities, 

however, some statistics exclude Chinese migrants from international migrant population. 

Therefore, it is justifiable to claim that SE Asian migrants are the main population of 

Taiwan’s immigrants. Table 1 shows detailed number of SE Asian migrant population in 

Taiwan. There is high degree of attention to SE Asian migrants in Taiwanese context, in news 

media and academic papers. Yang & Cole (2016) suggests simplified overview of SE Asian 

migrant population in Taiwan, which says that migrant laborers coming from SE Asia are one 

of every 40 people in Taiwan, and one in every 10 students are children of this new 

immigrants.  

 

Table 1. SE Asian migrant population in Taiwan (Source: National Immigration Agency, 2019) 

 

Nationality 

 

Number of 

Male migrants 

Number of 

Female 

migrants 

Total migrant 

population in 

Taiwan 

Indonesia 65,819 185,463 251,282 

Vietnam 133,903 89,922 223,825 

The Philippines 57,550 89,870 147,420 

Thailand 51,063 13,592 64,655 

Malaysia 10,783 10,517 21,300 

Total 319,118 389,364 708,482 

              

Historically, Taiwan has accepted large number of migrants from neighboring 

Southeast Asian countries. Tsay (2015) argues that this flow of human migration was due to 

economic desire of people and nations. In late 1980s, when labor-intensive industry was 

booming in Taiwan, there was labor shortage in physical, low-skilled manpower for public 

construction projects (Kuan & Kuan, 2019). Taiwanese government decided to introduce 

foreign workers from neighboring SE Asian countries, and authorized migrant workers in 

1992 (Kuan & Kuan, 2019; Tsay, 2015). Since then, SE Asian migrants gradually grew in 

number in Taiwan. Taiwan is often said to have constructive relationship with SE Asian 
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countries, considering that Taiwanese government adopted New Southbound Policy in 2016 

in order to be more engaged in the region and increase trade with SE Asian countries (Huang, 

2018).   

Huang (2018) claims this effort of Taiwan is due to several reasons, which are 

Mainland China’s oppression towards Taiwan’s external relations, the country’s desire for 

regional economic participation, and SE Asia’s rapid economic growth. However, Tsay (2015) 

applies World Systems Theory to analyze the relationship between Taiwan and SE Asia in 

more critical viewpoint. Labeling Taiwan as a semi-peripheral nation, Tsay (2015) argues that 

Southeast Asian countries, especially four of them (Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand and 

Vietnam) are peripheral nations who ought to attend to the wants of Taiwan. Consequently, 

SE Asian migrants in Taiwan have limited labor market choices and mostly end up earning 

less money than the local population. 

This study will be focusing on Taiwan (Republic of China, henceforth Taiwan) as a 

labor migration receiving country, and target sample population of overseas Filipino workers 

(henceforth OFWs) in Taiwan. There are large number of OFWs in Taiwan mainly working 

in low-income and labor-intensive industries, including manufacturing, household caretaking 

and fishery industry (Sills & Chowthi, 2008).  

 

1.3.2 The Philippines as a labor sending country 

 

 

Figure 2. Map of the Philippines and Taiwan (Source: Raindeocampo, 2019) 
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Labor migration has been a mixed blessing to the country. Sending approximately 2.3 

million Overseas Filipino Workers (OFW) to almost every country in the world, Philippines 

became a representative labor sending country (Casco, 2013; Casco, 2014; Amrith, 2017, p. 

2). Migration has been a way of life since large-scale labor migration first started in the 1970s 

(Asis, 2006). What the country faced in the 1970s was growing number of population while 

small number of decent jobs in domestic market that can never hire enough people who are 

seeking for jobs. The government then promoted overseas employment and directly recruited 

and matched workers with overseas jobs. In 1976, it moved on to private agencies to recruit 

and place workers, but the government still took some roles, for example, giving license to the 

agencies (Asis, 2006). 

 

Table 2. Age and Sex of Overseas Filipino Workers: 2018 (Source: Philippine Statistics Authority, 2019) 

 

 Table 2 shows the demographics of Filipino migrant workers overseas. Unlike other 

Southeast Asian countries, Filipino workers show balanced sex and age ratio when it comes to 

working overseas. According to a recent survey, largest number of OFWs work in elementary 

occupations (37.1%), followed by service and sales (18.8%), plant and machine 

operation/assembly (13.8%), professional jobs and technicians (Philippine Statistics Authority, 
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2020). The destinations for OFWs are also diverse, but main destinations are located in the 

Middle East and East Asian region. Saudi Arabia (24.3%) and United Arab Emirates (15.7%) 

being top two countries employing OFWs, Kuwait and Qatar are two of the following 

destinations in the Middle East (Philippine Statistics Authority, 2018). In East and Southeast 

Asia, Singapore, Hong Kong and Taiwan are employing largest number of OFWs (POEA, 

2017).  

 Overseas contract workers from the Philippines are often called as ‘modern-day heroes 

(bagong bayani)’ at their home (Amrith, 2017). Glick-Schiller, Basch & Blanc-Szanton (1992, 

p. 4) gave an example of President Marcos’ speech, at which he encouraged OFWs to 

regularly visit their homes with up to two Balikbayan (home comers) boxes duty-free per year. 

By giving this special favor, government of the Philippines promoted homecoming of “heroes 

and heroines of the Philippines” during holidays with their earnings. This example shows that 

the government is deeply engaged in system of contracting overseas labor, and so is the 

country’s economy. Transnational labor migration is officially sanctioned and regulated 

through the state officials (Glick-Schiller, Basch & Blanc-Szanton, 1992, p. 4).  

 With the support and regulation state government offers, OFW has gained its own 

“brand name” of migrant labor (O’Neil, 2004). Although some think temporary labor 

migration is common but disgraceful practice, the government has continuously put effort to 

bring prosperity to the business. Major characteristics of OFWs are that they are very well 

educated at their departure, relatively fluent in English, and self-assertive (Amrith, 2017, p. 3; 

OECD, 2017). Government of the Philippines, knowing many strong points of its workers, 

use these points in promoting overseas employment of its workers. Therefore, it adopts 

employment-driven strategy in bilateral and regional trade negotiations (O’Neil, 2004). To 

secure high-quality “brand name” of Filipino workers abroad, the government prohibits the 

workers from using unofficial channels to migrate, such as unlicensed recruiter, or 

overstaying a visa. It has been successful since the strategy meets the needs of partner nations. 

Host countries, for example, countries in the Middle East, has appreciated Filipino 

governments’ policy that aims at encouraging temporary labor migration rather than 

permanent settlement (O’Neil, 2004). 

 Filipino migrant workers represent a major socioeconomic sector in the Philippines by 

sending remittances and contributing to the country’s GDP (Casco, 2013). In 2019, the 

amount of remittance in the Philippines was 35 billion U.S. dollars (World Bank, 2020). As 
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shown in Figure 3, following India, China, and Mexico, the Philippines ranked fourth in top 

remittance recipient countries (World Bank, 2019). According to the World Bank (2020), 

remittances take up to 9.9 per cent of the country’s GDP, and the amount shows growing 

trend.  

 

Figure 3. Top Remittance Recipients in 2018 (Source: World Bank, 2019) 

 

 

Figure 4. Top Remittance Recipients in the East Asia and Pacific Region in 2018 (Source: World Bank, 

2019) 

 

Figure 4 also shows how much the economy and society of the Philippines are relying 

heavily on OFWs’ work and devotion from overseas. Although the country is benefitting as a 

whole through migration of its nationals to work abroad, Asis (2006) criticized that the 
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Philippines has failed to develop and strengthen national plans and systems while becoming 

so successful of labor export. This is also in line with the findings of OECD (2017), which 

showed that 11% of emigrants were unemployed before they had left the Philippines, whereas 

the global average rate of unemployment before departure was 5%. It indicates that one of the 

most important determinants of economic migration is unemployment, when it comes to the 

Philippines. Choudry & Hlatshwayo (2016, p. 9) pointed out a major drawback of remittance-

reliant economy, saying that it is a way of alleviating state responsibility and burdening it to 

individual workers, instead of providing social safety net for unemployed or underemployed 

workers in their society. 

 

1.3.3 Limitations and Human rights issues of migrant workers 

 

 Migration has played a significant role in both Taiwan and the Philippines. It has been 

a vehicle for the development for decades, and it is a shared priority of both countries to 

ensure the rights and well-being of workers (Norton, 2008). But rather, both countries actively 

engaged in the export and import of migrant labor force, and only shed light on it as a 

profitable commodity (Wolfgram, 2012). In the meantime, there are raising voices of migrant 

workers about their mistreats in the workplace and hardship to be integrated into Taiwanese 

society. Amrith (2017, p. 2) argues that “(t)hey are either celebrated for their heroic sacrifices, 

or disparaged as necessary yet undesirable presences in a number of countries to which they 

migrate”. Kuan & Kuan (2018, p. 11) also supports this argument by saying that majority of 

the workers are still outsiders of the society. Migrant workers suffer from isolation and lack of 

resources to feel secure at their new homes. Although Filipino workers are generally known 

for high level of education in their homeland and English proficiency, most of the OFWs in 

Taiwan remain as temporary, low-income workers who can be easily replaced with other 

migrant workers. Ofreneo & Samonte (2005, p. 7-8) made a list of deep-rooted problems 

migrant workers face in different stages of their migration: 

« a) Pre-employment/deployment 

 

• High cost of placement fees 

• Lack of information on policies of host country 
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• Lack of preparation of migrant workers and families 

• Illegal recruitment/deployment/departure 

• Lack of domestic economic/employment opportunities 

• Limited job options 

 

 

b) On-site 

 

• Abusive and exploitative work conditions 

• Contract substitution 

• Inadequate protective mechanisms 

• Inadequate compliance monitoring 

• Limited on-site services/assistance to overseas workers 

• Ill-attended health needs 

• Rampant trafficking of women 

• Social and cultural adaptation problems 

• Incidence of violence 

• Inadequate preparation for interracial marriages 

• Limited support services/system for women in interracial marriages 

• Lack of welfare and other officials to attend to migrant worker needs ‘ 

• Lack of support or cooperation from government of host country 

 

 

c) Post-employment/return 

 

• Lack of opportunity to absorb returning migrant workers 

• Lack of savings 

• Inability to manage income 

• Broken families 

• Reintegration problem of women migrant workers » 

 

           With regard to the listed problems, there are raising voices of criticism about human 

rights violation and discrimination towards SE Asian migrants in Taiwan. According to Tsai 

& Hsiao (2006), NGOs for human rights protection of migrant workers emerged after series 

of reports on migrant workers’ severe working conditions. Those NGOs provide shelters for 
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migrants, provide education and speak for migrants against systematic restrictions. 

Nevertheless, large number of female migrants from SE Asian countries comes through 

marriage intermediation by brokers and work as caretakers and household helpers in Taiwan 

(Tseng, 2015). Societal expectation regarding to the practice makes it particularly hard for 

female workers to get educational opportunities and participate in social activities. 

In addition, migrant workers’ prior education and their background knowledge are not 

recognized in their receiving countries. Sometimes, even when they are better educated than 

the local population, foreign workers have hard times getting jobs that match their 

expectations (Mancinelli, Mazzanti, Piva, & Ponti, 2010). Mancinelli et al. (2010) compared 

level of education and job position between migrant population and native-born population in 

Italy. From the study, researchers found that the percentage of people who received higher 

education was somewhat similar between the migrants and locals (11.1% and 15.1% 

respectively), but more than 75% of migrants were employed as blue-collar workers, whereas 

34.7% of locals were working as blue-collar laborers (Mancinelli et al., 2010). It shows that 

pre-immigrant educational levels are not well recognized in receiving countries, and also 

asserts the importance of migrant education provided in the receiving countries to overcome 

unfair division of labor among locals and migrants. Mancinelli et al. (2010) argues that the 

mismatch of level of education and their employability in so-called white-collar jobs is due to 

employers’ stereotypical beliefs about migrant workers.  

Moreover, there has been a lot of discussions and concerns regarding the system of 

brokerage. OFWs in Taiwan are obliged to find work through brokerage firms before they 

come. Guest worker activists in Taiwan claim that employment contracts from their countries 

of origin often provide misleading or false information about their working conditions 

(Tierney, 2007, p. 221).  False information includes salary, extra benefits, place of 

employment, and the nature and skill of the job. However, it is hard for the workers to express 

their complaints, because the system of closed work permit ties migrant workers to one job 

under single boss (Choudry & Hlatshwayo, 2016, p. 4).  

Brokers in both countries, in this case, the Philippines and Taiwan, economically take 

advantage of migrant workers in the name of different fees. Estimated monthly income of 

migrant factory workers in Taiwan was from TWD 19,643 to TWD 25,440 in 2014, but 

Taiwan-based brokers were charging them TWD 150,000 as a placement fee in 2000 (Kuan & 

Kuan, 2018, p. 1; Tierney, 2007, p. 221). To take inflation during the period of 2000-2014 
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into account, Kuan & Kuan (2018, p. 1) claims that migrant workers needed to spend their 

first 18-month salary to pay all the fees to migrant agents and as other migration-related 

expenses. These excessive fees put migrant workers in a vulnerable position because it makes 

them live without any extra money for a while. Moreover, as many migrant workers are in 

debt when they leave their homes, they are somehow forced to bear harsh working conditions 

to repay their loans (Asis, 2006). 

 

1.4 Summary 

 

To sum up, migrant workers continue to go through exploitation and oppression, and 

their struggles highlight how system of capitalist societies exploits workers by their unstable 

immigration status and social relations of class, gender and race around the globe (Choudry & 

Hlatshwayo, 2016, p. 2). On the other hand, it somehow implies the key role migrant workers 

are playing in a global power struggle. According to Taiwan and the Philippines’ labor 

migration history and practice elaborated through different authors, migrant workers are a 

vital, yet disregarded part of global social and political force (Choudry & Hlatshwayo, 2016, 

p. 2). In this study, different scopes and dimensions of labor migration has been introduced 

and will further be considered in order to picture the reality without biased view. Although 

individual migrant workers’ view will be prioritized to understand their perspective and 

situation, brokerage system and global social structure, as well as policies and societal factors 

around migrant workers will also be counted as essential influence that outlines individual 

workers’ lives.  

The role of education can be discussed when migrant workers’ complexity and self-

authority is understood properly. According to Amrith (2017, p. 4), who wrote about OFWs’ 

situation working in other countries,  

“both the tone of celebration and tone of self-pity in the narratives about Filipino 

migrants neglect complex layers of the migrant experience. These binary narratives 

also overlook the sheer range of migrants who might hold very different aspirations 

and priorities”.  
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Migrant workers are individuals in society who hold different aspirations and choices, 

possibilities, and make effort to overcome oppression and limitations that they face. 

Education can be one of their strategic negotiation to seek control over their conditions. In the 

next chapter, literature about migrant workers’ choices and experience of education in host 

countries will be introduced and reviewed. 

 



15 

 

2 Literature Review 

 

Literature for the thesis has mainly been searched on Oria, library search engine of the 

University of Oslo, and Google scholar. Some of the books that are not available online were 

borrowed at Humanities and Social Sciences Library in Georg Sverdrups hus at University of 

Oslo. Main keywords for the search include “migrant education”, “migrant worker education”, 

and “migrant worker training programs”. 

 

2.1 Migration and Education 

 

Education being a part of basic human rights and fundamental institution of nation 

states, has a complex and multi-layered relationship with international migration. OECD 

published a paper concerning the relationship of migration and education in the Philippines. 

OECD (2017) defined education as a mean to foster national development and growth. Using 

‘human capital’ perspective to analyze, OECD viewed international migration as a way of 

building human capital stocks and improving educational outcomes. However, the term, 

‘brain drain’ also appeared in OECD’s report as a negative side of emigration in the 

Philippines, especially the situation of highly educated individuals going abroad to take up 

low-skilled jobs. In addition, it turned out that few accumulate more education while working 

abroad. Statistics in the study showed that less than one out of ten migrant workers, both 

current (9%) and returned (6%), had received education abroad (OECD, 2017, p. 141-142). 

Although these shortcomings might seem problematic, OECD put more light on positive 

impact of emigration in education. Since the remittances OFWs send back to their homes 

contribute to revitalizing economic investment in education, school attendance of young 

people and enrollment to private schools, household expenditure for education rised 

altogether (OECD, 2017).  
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2.2 Migrant workers and their education in host 

countries 

 

To narrow down the focus to more relevant topic to this research, educational 

experience of migrant workers and previous literature on it will be discussed in the following 

part of literature review. As mentioned above, OECD (2017) used ‘human capital’ perspective 

to analyze how migration and education affect each other. Even though OECD gave a tiny 

space in its writing for migrants’ educational chances in host countries, there certainly was a 

point that it wanted to shed light on. OECD (2017, p. 141) claimed that “[o]ne of the potential 

benefits of international migration is the acquisition of new knowledge and skills by migrants 

in destination countries. Return migrants who bring these skills back home can contribute to 

human capital accumulation in the origin country”. 

 There are two points to criticize such analysis of OECD (2017)’s. First of all, there is a 

possible danger of dehumanization of migrant workers. In statistics and their description, 

OECD (2017) excessively focused on return migrants among all types of migrants. The term 

‘brain drain’, for instance, reflects the way OECD view Filipino nationals living abroad as 

well; It indicates that the ones living and working abroad is considered a ‘loss’ to a country 

and when they finally come back home, they ‘bring back’ their earnings and learnings to the 

country. It is exactly the way we view capital, not human beings. Flow and interaction of 

humans are much more complex, flexible and creative than flow of capital. Although 

physically abroad, migrant workers can communicate and share what they learned with their 

family and friends at home, thanks to the internet and networking services. Likewise, not only 

return migrants can contribute to their home countries’ education. Secondly, OECD (2017)’s 

standpoint emphasizes nation as a unit of analysis. Thus, individual migrant workers’ 

experience and opinions are often neglected. There are so much more than mere ‘human 

capital accumulation’ on the topic of migrant workers’ education, which will be elaborated 

soon after. In the worst-case scenario, it will deepen the gap between policy-level and 

classroom-level (practice) education if individuals’ experience in education is considered 

unimportant and only ‘nation state as a whole’ is concerned. 

 In contrast to OECD (2017), Hannah (2008)’s writing embraced diverse and complex 

nature of migrant education. It includes wide range of possible topics and instances related to 



17 

 

the main theme. In order to do so, setting definition of terms by comparing similar and 

relevant ones is a significant process before making in-depth analysis. In her writing, 

‘immigrant (migrant)’ and ‘refugee’ are compared to clearly distinguish the two. People often 

confuse the two words and misuse them, which can cause confusion and misunderstanding. 

First, let me clarify the definition of terms. 

 

2.2.1 Migrant and refugee 

 

Sometimes, ‘immigrant(migrant)’ is considered as a broader term that includes 

‘refugee’. In this research, however, immigrant(migrant) and refugee will be differentiated, 

and in order to clarify meaning of terms, ‘migrant’ will mostly be used to refer to a group of 

people who migrate with their own will, with what Hannah (2008) called, "the migration 

decision". Refugee, however, refers to a group of people who were forced to flee from 

persecution and to seek asylum in other countries (Hannah, 2008). For refugees, return is not 

an option, whereas migrants have more options in planning for the future. Migrants can settle 

down in a host country, move to another country, or return to their home country. Motivation 

for migration also includes several reasons, such as economic (work), social (international 

marriage), and educational reasons (study abroad). Their legal status and social circumstance, 

including plans and intensions for the future, have huge impact on their educational 

experiences.  

 

2.2.2 The Right to Education 

 

In fact, academic literature has had stronger focus on the schooling and enhancing the 

educational performance of second generation of migrant population and refugee youth. Since 

they are usually born or raised in the destination country from young age, the countries 

consider them as their native citizens and try to make embracive educational environment 

within public education system. The children and youth’s integration into compulsory 
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schooling system and their access to education is known as basic human rights internationally. 

However, host countries are overlooking the social effect of providing education for migrant 

workers, and the human rights of adult migrants to be educated for better adjustment to their 

destination country. In this social context, adult migrants are prone to discrimination towards 

their ethnic identity, lower quality of life stemming from low wage and poor working 

condition, as well as groundless prejudice about them. The struggle of migrant workers can be 

shown in the human rights protest of migrant workers in different host countries and migrant 

workers’ human rights violation in harsh working conditions. Therefore, the aim of their 

education should be raising self-confidence, making sustainable livelihood and ultimately, 

becoming self-reliant (Hannah, 2008).  

Hannah (2008) stated that education plays a crucial role in the field of international 

migration. Education and training make integration process of migrants easier, and also 

contributes in empowering migrants and refugees (Hannah, 2008). Nonetheless, education 

should not bear too much responsibility that seems to be behind its role and control. For 

example, policy makers have a tendency to blame education when the problem actually is 

their poor employment or housing policies. Furthermore, regarding migrants residing in host 

countries, national laws and policies of migrants’ residency and citizenship can determine 

primary access to education and training (Hannah, 2008). It is thus important to understand 

both the potential and limit of the role of migrant workers education.  

 One of the key findings from previous and prospective researches on this topic, 

therefore, is ‘what worked’ and ‘what did not (work)’. To make more relevant and effective 

classes for migrant workers, most studies propose suggestions and things that needs to be 

done to improve in their findings. Hannah (2008)’s findings also included advice for 

education for migrants. Firstly, Hannah claimed that language is a single most important 

factor to the integration of migrants. Language learning opens up for even more educational 

opportunities, and chances in labor market. Thus, many countries and institutions use 

language proficiency as a key scale to evaluate how well a person (migrant) is integrated into 

society (Hannah, 2008). In addition, being able to use host country’s language is closely 

linked to migrants’ sense of belonging. To make better language courses for migrant workers, 

Hannah (2008) asserted that appropriate initial diagnosis of participants’ level of literacy is 

necessary. Because every migrant has different level of literacy in their mother tongue, 
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educational and occupational background, and goals to achieve in the host country, language 

education should be able to meet their specific needs (Hannah, 2008, p. 44). 

 The roles and responsibilities of educational providers are also vital part of migrant’s 

education. To maximize the benefits of education, the institutions and the staffs should have 

sensitivity towards migrants and their circumstances, hence giving appropriate guidance and 

support migrant workers need (Hannah, 2008). 

 

2.3 Literature based on specific groups of migrant 

workers 

  

Three selected literatures on education of specific groups of migrant workers will be 

discussed together. To start with, background information and embedded circumstance of 

each study will be introduced. Social context of each research can affect the findings and 

conclusion of the studies, bringing different interpretation to seemingly similar type of 

educational practice. Three selected literatures are; Zielińska, 2013; Yuniarto, 2019; and Jang, 

Choi, Lee, & Go, 2019. Zielińska (2013)’s study is based on Polish migrants in Iceland, 

Yuniarto (2019) wrote on Indonesian migrant workers in Taiwan, and Jang et al. (2019) gave 

a research on Filipino workers in South Korea. 

 While both Yuniarto (2019) and Jang et al. (2019) (, and Hannah (2008) as well) 

expressed their positive understanding of language education in host countries as most 

researchers did, Zielińska (2013) critically reviewed national language courses for migrant 

workers in Iceland. To begin with, Polish migrants initially came to work in Iceland as fixed-

term contract workers. Most of the workers, before 2006, were guaranteed job positions, 

while female migrants worked as cleaners and male migrants worked at construction sites in 

most cases (Zielińska, 2013). After financial crisis in Iceland, many of Polish migrant workers 

became unemployed. From then on, naturally, the demand of Icelandic language proficiency 

from migrant workers has rised among local employers (Zielińska, 2013). In such context, 

Zielińska brought in a critical lens to analyze power relations and the effect of language 

learning for Polish migrants in Iceland. Zielińska (2013) agreed on widespread merit of 
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language education for adult migrants, such as better job opportunities and communication 

with local people. Besides, Zielińska (2013, p. 121) raised some questions that are rarely 

asked; « Do migrants, especially temporary ones, have any use for local knowledge? Can 

education for migrants focus on building their relationship to places, making them feel ‘at 

home’ rather than strangers? Is focusing educational content on issues related to a particular 

place empowering or, rather, oppressive? » 

 

2.3.1 Reflection of power in migrant education 

 

 Reading the questions above, some might wonder how education can be ‘oppressive’. 

Educational oppression is a well-developed topic of Freire (1970) and following scholars of 

critical pedagogy. Freire brought up a critical framework which claims education is either 

oppression or liberation. Zielińska, borrowing and comprehending Freire’s framework in 

her(/his) way, raised a question about the role of language education in revealing power of the 

national language and citizenship. Zielińska (2013, p. 131), therefore, claimed that language 

education for migrant workers in Iceland shows imbalance of power by attempting to 

integrate workers into single linguistic community. Although language courses may not be 

forced or obligatory, it reflects subtle forms of power (Zielińska, 2013). Linguistic 

community based on single dominant language, in this case, Icelandic, is a result of political 

domination reproduced by social institutions, especially through education. It shows the 

power local citizens obtain over migrant population by setting ‘only legitimate language’ and 

making it almost like a ‘moral’ to learn it (Zielińska, 2013). One interviewee from 

Zielińska(2013, p. 130)’s research gave an answer that describes complex feelings on social 

expectation towards migrant workers to learn Icelandic.  

“They all speak English here, so they are rather open. Of course, there are also these stubborn ones 

who don’t speak it because they don’t want to ... But it doesn’t surprise me ... well, it is us who 

dragged ourselves here, nobody forced us ... of course, they invited us, they really did! Oh, how 

they tempted us to come here! But they are at home here. It would be strange if they couldn’t use 

only their language if they felt like it. That’s life ... It’s us who should adapt”. 
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The interviewee accepted that local people can feel reluctant to speak a foreign language 

(English) in their own country, and that migrants are only guests in locals’ point of view 

(Zielińska, 2013, p. 131). In the meantime, the interviewee also contended that the host 

country (Iceland) invited migrant workers to come, due to shortage of manpower. Zielińska 

(2013) made her(/his) core claim here. The situation in Iceland, which makes migrant workers 

learn the ‘local language (Icelandic)’, and defining it as ‘natural’, is the exercise of Bourdieu 

(1991)’s symbolic power. As such, the society establishes linguistic legitimacy and issues ‘the 

authority to speak’ to the ones who can speak the language. This phenomenon can result in 

discriminatory social hierarchy based on one’s national language competency. 

 Zielińska (2013)’s critical interpretation of migrant worker’s language education 

partially stems from the characteristic of Icelandic. Since Iceland is a remote island country, 

Icelandic language is very local. Thus, learning Icelandic, in temporary migrant workers’ 

view, can be less beneficial than learning global language or universal skills. Moreover, some 

respondents complained that daily conversation and other practical reasons to study Icelandic 

are seemingly meaningless since they do not have anyone to talk to in Icelandic (Zielińska, 

2013). Sometimes, their co-workers are also migrants like themselves, and some also 

mentioned that they could do daily things in English or in Polish (Zielińska, 2013, p. 128). It, 

again, shows that considering particular social environment of migrant workers is significant 

when analyzing the effect of migrant workers’ education. 

 Zielińska gave a valuable inquiry for future researchers about a dilemma migrant 

workers’ education possibly holds. Most of the times, education is viewed as a master key 

that can always empower the lives of workers and bring positive effect on society. 

Nevertheless, education is embedded in global and local social structure where power struggle 

happens. It is, therefore, important to keep in mind that dis-empowerment or reckless 

assimilation can happen as a result of migrant education. Paying keen attention to migrant 

workers’ voices and experience as well as their social and political surroundings will deepen 

the understanding of migrant worker’s education. 

 

2.3.2 Practices of migrant workers’ education 

 



22 

 

 Before proceeding onto shared topics to discuss among selected literature, Yuniarto 

(2019) and Jang et al. (2019)’s research and its background will be briefly explained. 

Yuniarto wrote on Indonesian migrant workers in Taipei, Taiwan. Putting special stress on 

VET (vocational training program) and community-based learning, Yuniarto gave detailed 

description of educational programs and activities offered by different education providers. 

Besides, Jang et al. (2019)’s topic of research is transnational financial education for Filipino 

workers residing in South Korea (henceforth Korea). OFWs in Korea are EPS (Employment 

permit system) workers, which means that they are temporary workers whose length of stay is 

limited. EPS workers have to go back to the Philippines when their granted time in Korea is 

over. They are banned from permanent settlement. The restriction on them is very similar to 

Indonesian workers in Taiwan, who are prohibited from obtaining permanent visas or 

naturalization (Yuiarto, 2019). Their family members, of course, are refrained from joining 

them to stay in host countries. 

 Yuniarto (2019) believed that migrant worker education, especially VET and 

community learning, helps capacity building of migrant workers. According to Yuniarto 

(2019), VET programs for migrant workers are mainly provided by government and NGOs, 

and aim to improve efficiency of the labor market. In other words, VET focuses on preparing 

the workers to meet overseas employers’ requirements (Yuniarto, 2019). Migrant workers’ 

view is not well-reflected into VET programs, thus failing to meet migrant’s need. Another 

shortcoming of VET programs is that they are lacking of monitoring and evaluation process 

(Yuniarto, 2019). Lacking of the two can hinder improvement and decrease effectiveness of 

the programs.  

On the other hand, Yuniarto (2019) referred to community learning as a type of 

education offered by migrant associations or religious groups that promotes migrant workers’ 

social inclusion and cross-cultural understanding. It includes practical subjects as skills, 

computer, and English. Unlike education provided by governmental institutions and private 

training academies, those informal educational activities forge solidarity among the workers 

of same nationality and gives them sense of freedom (Yuniarto, 2019). In addition, 

community learning spaces and Indonesian entrepreneurs in Taiwan provide diverse social 

services that migrant workers need to overcome difficulties they face during the stay. The 

comparison of VET and community-based learning from Yuniarto’s writing shows that 
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different types of education and providers of education can bring distinctive characteristic of 

each program. 

 Jang et al. (2019), however, dealt with financial education programs for migrant 

workers in Korea, which aims to build financial literacy among Filipino EPS workers. While 

OFWs come to Korea for work, the rest of their families, most of the times, remain in their 

hometowns. They then become so-called ‘transnational families’. Living apart from their 

families makes financial management of OFWs’ earnings especially difficult because strong 

family bond is an important part of the Philippines’ culture. OFWs struggle between meeting 

their families’ financial goals and the reality of high living cost in Korea, along with their lack 

of knowledge and low trust in Korean banking system. Thus, Jang et al. (2019) looked for a 

way that education can bring financial empowerment among the workers, and secure financial 

sustainability of their families.  

  

2.3.3 Future Orientation 

 

 All three of selected literature, Zielińska (2013), Jang et al. (2019), and Yuniarto 

(2019), dealt with the notion of time. Time of the past, present time, and plans for the future 

affected and changed migrant workers’ educational experiences. Zielińska (2013, p. 134) 

wrote; “[i]t is also interesting to consider how often the participants talked about time – 

about spending or wasting it. They treated time as a resource that could be exchanged for 

knowledge... Time seems to be, therefore, a very productive and complex lens by which to 

look at adult education for migrants”.  

Some respondents from Zielińska (2013)’s study related learning to their biological age. They 

claimed that they cannot learn as effectively as they could before. In addition to biological 

time, Biographical time played a key role in migrants’ educational decision-making.  

 Migrant workers, unless they change their professions and visa types accordingly, get 

to spend limited amount of time in their host countries. Their limited, yet changeable length 

of stay and other external factors regarding their future plans influence learning. An 
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expression Zielińska (2013, p. 133) used— “how learning is embedded in migrants’ future 

plans” — shows that migrant workers make educational decision upon their blueprint of 

future.  

However, it appears that life of migrant workers is very often unpredictable. Their 

plans change frequently, and makes it harder for themselves to put time and effort in learning 

the language of host countries (Zielińska, 2013). In the same vein, Yuniarto (2019) mentioned 

that lacking of concrete plans for the future is one of the main constraints that limits 

Indonesian migrant workers educational participation in Taiwan. When asked about their 

plans, migrant workers tended to give a vague and ambiguous answer. The uncertainty of 

future affects their financial management and participation in education as well. According to 

an interviewee of Yuniarto (2019, p. 126),  

“… in fact, the Indonesian migrant doesn’t have a well-managed calculation on future 

planning; they [just] collect money, but they don’t think seriously about their future plans as 

to what they would use their savings, and will instead consider this when they are home”. 

Planning ahead is a major issue faced by migrant workers when their employment in host 

countries end (Yuniarto, 2019). During the contract, migrant workers use their income 

without well-managed financial strategy. Jang et al. (2019) asserted that the goal of financial 

education of migrant workers should be encouraging better financial management. In doing so, 

educational programs should connect migrant workers’ past (pre-departure), present (working 

overseas), and the future (post-return or otherwise). An Officer of Indonesian government, in 

Yuniarto (2019)’s research, said that the purpose of training programs government offer for 

migrant workers is to give workers the ability to seek for alternative livelihoods at home.  

Different factors concerning the education of migrant workers include their social 

background, previous educational experiences, and working conditions (Jang et al., 2019; 

Yuniarto, 2019; Zielińska, p. 133). Migrant workers, especially female workers who work as 

hospital nurses or domestic care givers, showed low rate of educational participation due to 

the nature of their occupations, which provide on-demand services without regular time-off 

(Yuniarto, 2019). 
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 In order to promote participation of migrant workers in educational programs, first of 

all, practicality of the learning should be guaranteed. Since migrant workers are working full-

time and do not want their time to be wasted, educational programs will have higher demand 

if they are connected with further employability and opportunities. Secondly, rather than ‘one 

size fits all’, the subject and level of migrant education should be diversified. To do so, 

different educational institutions can work together. Not only NGOs and governmental offices 

of home and host countries, local schools or universities can offer professional training 

programs to help workers cultivate new skills (Yuniarto, 2019, p. 121). There is an example 

of local NGO and high school’s cooperation in Taiwan, which Yuniarto (2019, p. 122) 

elaborated; 

“The Global Workers’ Upskill Centre, which is a joint collaboration between Global Workers’ 

Organization (GWO) and KaiNan High School of Commerce and Industry, started to offer 

training in e-commerce and home baking every Sunday for migrant workers to expand their 

personal skills and improve employment opportunities. After 10 weeks of training, they will 

receive a certificate for completing the training, GWO spokesmen added ”.  

Such collaboration for migrant worker’s education will eventually prompt networking of 

different stakeholders of education and guarantee better quality of the programs. 

 

2.4 Summary 

 

To sum up, previous literature on migrant worker’s education interpreted and analyzed 

the effect of education in different ways. While OECD (2017) applied transnational and 

economic view on migrant’s education, it opened up the room for more critical perspective 

that changed the focus to migrant workers’ experiences. Although there are different factors 

affecting migrants’ education, such as legal status of migrant workers, socio-cultural 

circumstance, working conditions, and so on, most researchers advocated migrant workers’ 

right to be educated for their protection and empowerment in the society. Researchers also 

shared their findings on ‘what worked’ and ‘what did not’ as practical suggestions for 

improving migrant workers’ education. Many of them pointed out ‘future orientation’ as a key 
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element in workers’ educational experiences. Unstable status in host countries and vague 

outline of future hampered migrant workers’ participation in education. Zielińska (2013)’s 

writing on Polish migrant workers’ language education in Iceland, however, gave a hint on a 

dilemma education of migrant worker might have. Education can serve as a tool to empower 

migrant workers in a positive way, or to suppress and dis-empower them. It is important to 

notice that external factors, including national policies, working contract, and visa, can affect 

the limit and potential of education. Accordingly, in this study, I want to find out to what 

degree education can affect migrant workers’ lives, communities, and society. In doing so, the 

dilemma of migrant workers’ education, whether it empowers or suppresses, will be discussed 

in the workers’ viewpoint. 

 

 

2.5 Research Questions 

 

How do Filipino workers (OFWs) in Taiwan view and describe the impact of educational 

programs on themselves? Empowering or oppressive? 

- (1)  How does OFWs’ educational experience in Taiwan affect them on a personal 

level? 

 

- (2)  How does OFWs’ educational experience in Taiwan affect them on a relational 

level? 

 

- (3)  How does OFWs’ educational experience in Taiwan affect them on a collective 

level? 
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3 Analytical Framework 

 

 

In order to answer the research questions, I tried to find a concept or framework that 

best suits to render the dilemma of migrant workers’ education. The dilemma can be 

expressed in different ways, such as «liberation vs. oppression» as Freire (1970) did, or 

«enhancement of capabilities vs. capability deprivation» by Sen (1999). However, I chose to 

use empowerment because I believe it is the best way to bridge individual, relational, and 

collective level of the impact of migrant worker’s education. As it includes the word ‘power’ 

in itself, empowerment implies power relation in societies that shows how groups of people 

are positioned in their social embeddings (Huis, Hansen, Otten, & Lensink, 2017). At the 

same time, empowerment emphasizes personal agency of individuals who are the agents of 

choices and change (Huis et al., 2017). Freire (1970)’s critical pedagogy and Sen (1999)’s 

capability approach constitute a big part of theoretical basis of empowerment, so the terms 

and concepts will still appear in the following parts. In this chapter, notion of empowerment 

and how it can be applied to this research will be discussed. 

 

3.1 Notion of Empowerment 

 

To begin with, academic discourse of the term, empowerment will be introduced. The 

notion of empowerment has been defined and developed as a conceptual framework by many 

scholars. Central meaning of empowerment agreed by scholars is that it raises desire to act 

and change the surroundings that had been disempowering the person (Day, 1999; Rowlands, 

1995; Stromquist, 1995; Stromquist, 2002). Bauman elaborates on this in one of his writings; 

“[W]idespread consent, ‘empowerment’ ... is achieved when people acquire the ability to 

control, or at least significantly influence, the personal, political, economic and social forces 

by which their life trajectory would be otherwise buffeted; in other words, to be ‘empowered’ 

means to be able to make choices and act effectively on the choices made, and that in turn 
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signifies the capacity to influence the range of available choices and the social settings in 

which choices are made and pursued” (Bauman, 2005, p. 23).  

From the quote above, we can find three main aspects of empowerment. One is ‘the 

ability to control’, another is ‘capacity to make choices and act upon them’ and the other is 

‘capability to influence social settings’. When it comes to the ability to control, Hansen (2015) 

puts it in another way, while considering how to measure personal, psychological 

empowerment. One of the indicator Hansen (2015)’s research included was ‘a strong personal 

control belief’, which is a trust in oneself of having control over outcomes in life. To obtain 

such belief, one should gain knowledge to change the perception about self and the 

surrounding social environment (Lazo, 1995). People of oppressed group usually have limited 

willingness and ability to solve problems in their lives (Stromquist, 1995). Thus, 

empowerment should be a process of gaining control in one’s personal life. 

Secondly, making choices and acting upon them is an essential part of defining 

empowerment. Kabeer (1999) defined power as ‘ability to choose’, and argued that 

disempowerment means to deny one’s ability to exercise choice. When a person is 

empowered, it implies wider range of options available for her(him), as well as opening up 

the possibility of alternatives in life (Kabeer, 1999, p. 437; Lazo, 1995). And Stromquist 

(2014) asserted that empowerment through education goes beyond consciousness-raising. 

After learning about reality, empowered individual should be able to act upon it. It is what 

Lazo (1995) called bargaining power, which is power to generate choices and negotiate 

among the choices. Being able to ‘act’ upon personal choices widens up the scope of one’s 

empowerment, into the level of close relationships. One can start to influence close group of 

people and relatively small community when her(his) choices are followed by subsequent 

actions. 

 Lastly, empowerment accompanies capability to influence social settings (Bauman, 

2005). Empowerment, in its emancipatory meaning, begins from influencing one’s personal 

agency to acting for human rights and justice in the society (Stromquist, 1995; Stromquist, 

2014). In an attempt to create desirable social conditions, empowerment generates motivation 

for changing disempowering environment through collective action. Stromquist (2014) 

underlined this facet of empowerment, saying that only little change will occur if new 

knowledge and skills acquired from education are not accompanied with further social 

organization and political actions. 
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3.1.1 Migrant workers’ empowerment 

 

Historically, the term, empowerment, was used for advocating democratic rights for 

the people of color in 1960’s, and for women’s movement in 1970’s (Stromquist, 1995). It 

used to be a slogan for women’s advancement in society for a long time, and asserted the 

importance of women’s education and supportive political will to sustain positive changes in 

society (Aksornkool, 1995). Now it has gained wider usage among extensive academic field 

of education, as well as migrant studies. Although most studies on the notion of 

empowerment mentioned that it can be applied to different marginalized groups, it would be 

helpful to indicate specific purpose and aim of migrant worker’s education in order to 

understand what it means to empower migrant workers through education. Disempowering 

social conditions of migrant workers, as elaborated in the Background information part, 

should be considered as we look through following examples. 

 Migrant Workers Affairs, an NGO, defined migrant worker’s empowerment strategy 

as “[e]nhancing their capability to deal with their own economic, social and cultural problems 

while in the receiving countries” (Ofreneo & Samonte, 2005, p.19). This definition, in a way, 

emphasized personal level of empowerment as highlighting one’s capability development. 

Besides, Kuan & Kuan (2018, p.13) argued that education should expand and connect migrant 

workers’ lives to more people and more places. The authors also expected higher confidence 

and sense of autonomy as a result of the broadened spectrum of migrant workers’ lives. 

Connecting their lives with wider level of society implies that empowerment does not only 

remain at personal level, and affect their lives at different levels. Therefore, desirable outcome 

of migrant worker’s empowerment should enable the workers of self-protection, as well as the 

ability to have influence in broader society. Lazo (1995) stated that empowerment of migrant 

workers in societal level includes reduction of their vulnerability and exploitability, elevation 

of socio-economic status, and easier access to social services and resources. 

 

 Based on the notion of empowerment and migrant worker’s empowerment we 

discussed so far, next parts of this chapter will introduce Stromquist (2015)’s comparison of 

formal and non-formal education regarding empowerment, and present concrete analytical 

framework for this research. 
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3.2 Formal and Non-formal Education 

 

Stromquist (2002; 2015) claimed that formal and non-formal education display 

significant differences in relation to empowerment. They are also in line with the dilemma of 

migrant worker’s education, the phenomenon this research wants to find out about. The 

comparison of the two derived from Stromquist (2015)’s argument that most successful 

instances of empowerment occurred through non-formal education. In her viewpoint, formal 

education reflects perspective of oppressor, thus reproduces hegemonic power and dominant 

order of the society (Stromquist, 2015). Main contents of formal education are reading, math, 

and science, what most schools universally teach as basic subjects. Academic standard of 

achievement is narrowly linked to these conventional subjects (Stromquist, 2015). The nature 

of formal education, therefore, does not encourage social change. On the contrary, non-formal 

education generally teaches life skills. On top of that, non-formal education offers spaces for 

developing supportive relationships (Stromquist, 2015). Considering her statement above, we 

can infer that such characteristics of non-formal education provide empowerment-friendly 

educational environment. 

 

3.3 Analytical Framework 

 

Following part of analytical framework will introduce Rowlands (1995)’s three levels 

of empowerment and Stromquist’s four dimensions of empowerment. As combining the two 

together, I attempted to make a concrete framework that can be applied to this research. 

Combination of the two enabled the author to bring about the indicators falling under each 

type of empowerment. I chose to use Rowlands and Stromquist’s models because both of 

them intended to make a precise and deliberate definition of empowerment against multiple 

definitions on it, which caused unclear use of the terminology (Rowlands, 1995; Stromquist, 

2002). 

Rowlands (1995) wrote on three levels of empowerment in the realm of development 

studies, but also claimed that empowerment can be applied to poor and marginalized people 
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in the society. Stromquist, on the other hand, introduced four dimensions of empowerment in 

the field of gender and education.  

3.3.1 Stromquist’s empowerment classification 

 

Stromquist has developed and subdivided empowerment into four different 

dimensions. She claimed that they are all equally important, and none of them are sufficient 

by itself (Stromquist, 2002, p. 23). First, cognitive empowerment is a process of gaining 

critical understanding of reality through learning knowledge, such as one’s legal rights and 

citizenship status (Stromquist, 1995; Stromquist, 2002). Secondly, psychological 

empowerment is best represented as psychological notion of self-worth, self-esteem, and 

confidence. The first two dimensions constitute internal empowerment. Third comes political 

empowerment, and it includes having sufficient political knowledge and awareness of power 

inequalities, and the capacity to organize and participate in political affairs (Stromquist, 2002). 

Lastly, economic empowerment is related to learning productive skills that leads a person to 

income-generating activities or direct increase of income (Stromquist, 1995). It has to entail 

the ability to generate independent income (Stromquist, 2002). Third and fourth dimensions, 

political and economic dimensions, belong to collective empowerment.  

 

3.3.2  Rowlands’s three levels of empowerment 

 

 

 

personal 

Close 

Relationship 

collective 

Figure 5. Rowlands (1995)’s three levels of empowerment 
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Rowlands’s three levels of empowerment consists of personal level, close 

relationships level, and collective level. Firstly, for examining personal level of empowerment, 

Rowlands (1995) emphasized learning about personal history and focusing on one’s 

experience. In doing so, researcher can find out clues about participants’ self-esteem and 

confidence, which reflects personal level of empowerment. Secondly, close relationship as a 

second level of empowerment includes one’s ability to influence and make decision in 

relatively small, close groups of people. It also contains network building with people who are 

directly involved, and can offer support with each other (Rowlands, 1995). Lastly, collective 

level of empowerment shows individual’s ability to have extensive impact on societal level. 

 

3.3.3 Combining Stromquist and Rowlands 

 

Table 3. Classification of Stromquist’s typology guided by Rowlands (1995)’s levels of empowerment and 

development of indicators for each level of empowerment 

Three levels of 

Empowerment 

(Rowlands, 1995) 

Stromquist’s 

Empowerment 

classification 

 

Indicators 

Personal 
Cognitive 

Psychological  

knowledge  

self-esteem, confidence  

Close relationships 

(Relational) 
Socio-cultural1 social network 

Collective 
Economic  

Political 

job-related skill, income 

social participation & inclusion 

 

As can be seen from Table 3, this study combines Stromquist’s classification of four 

dimensions of empowerment with Rowlands’s three levels of empowerment to generate 

adequate indicator for each level of empowerment, which will be used for interview questions 

 
1 Socio-cultural empowerment is not from Stromquist’s classification. In order to match Rowlands’ 

second level of empowerment (Close relationships), I made up the term with reference to numerous 

researches on educational empowerment. 
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and data analysis. The reason for using Rowlands’s levels of empowerment is to better 

capture and view how educational experience of migrant workers affect their lives from 

micro-, meso-, to macro level. Stromquist’s typology matched with Rowlands’s allows the 

explanation of empowerment process in greater detail. Each dimension of empowerment leads 

to the indicators that comes under the levels of empowerment. 

Among the second column of Table 3, ‘Socio-cultural empowerment’ is a term made 

upon Stromquist (1995)’s emphasis on interpersonal relations in community level. She 

stressed that empowerment can also come from participating in small, cohesive groups, 

through gaining social trust and building networks (Stromquist, 1995, p. 18). 

 Each indicator on the third column of Table 3 were developed by the author. While 

drawn from extensive reading on empowerment (Kabeer, 1999; Kabeer, 2012; Rowlands, 

1995; Sen, 1999; Stromquist, 1995; Stromquist, 2015), special social condition of migrant 

workers was taken into account. The following shows definition of each indicator, which will 

be used for making interview guide and analyzing the findings afterwards. 

<1. Personal level of empowerment - 1. 1. Cognitive empowerment> 

〮  1. 1. 1. Knowledge 

- Information or understanding of a subject 

 

<1. Personal level of empowerment - 1. 2. Psychological empowerment> 

〮  1. 2. 1. Self-esteem 

- Positive view on oneself, belief in worth and value one has. It includes feeling good about 

oneself, and high self-esteem helps to cope effectively with challenges (Heatherton, & 

Wyland, 2003). 

 

〮  1. 2. 2. Confidence 

- Belief in one’s own ability to make desirable things happen in one’s life. Personal belief of 

one’s own capable ability. 
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<2. Relational level of empowerment - 2.1. Socio-cultural empowerment> 

〮  2.1.1. Social network 

- Building social bond between people of close group(s). It includes widening up one’s social 

boundary by joining new groups of people, or tightening social ties with people who the 

person already knew. 

 

<3. Collective level of empowerment - 3. 1. Economic empowerment> 

〮  3. 1. 1. Job-related skill 

- Set of skill(s) that can be related to making higher achievement in one’s current job, or 

acquisition of future job. 

 

〮  3. 1. 2. Income 

- The amount of money one can earn through economic activities, for example, providing 

one’s manpower in the job market, or running a business. 

 

<3. Collective level of empowerment - 3. 2. Political empowerment> 

〮  3. 2. 1. Social participation & inclusion 

- Capability to participate in social and political affairs, and the sense of being part of the 

larger social context. 
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3.4 Assumption 

 

Based on the theory, my initial assumption for the comparison between three levels of 

empowerment was that OFWs in Taiwan will find educational programs empowering in 

personal and close-relationships levels, but not so in collective level. This assumption was 

made under the reality that migrant workers are not fully integrated and that their rights are 

limited in receiving country. Thus, I assume it will be harder for OFWs to get empowered at a 

collective (political and economic) level through their educational experience in Taiwan. 
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4 Methodology 

 

 

Walter (2010) claimed that a research is designed and conducted through methodology. 

Three components of methodology are theoretical framework, method, and stand point 

(Walter, 2010). When it comes to this research, theoretical framework of empowerment has 

been presented in the chapter of analytical framework, and this chapter will mostly focus on 

giving details on the research design and method used in this study. Author’s stand point, 

however, is showed throughout the whole thesis, including this chapter. To understand the 

author’s decision regarding research design, method, data collection and analysis in this 

chapter, it will be helpful for the readers to note that this research has been designed and 

conducted by a master’s student who do not have much prior knowledge and experience about 

Filipino migrant workers’ educational experience in Taiwan. 

 

4.1 Research Design 

 

Qualitative research design is used for this research. There are variety of research 

designs, but the big distinction between quantitative and qualitative design shows why I 

decided to use qualitative design. 

To start with, quantitative design is commonly believed to be stemming from the 

research tradition of natural science (Bryman, 2016). Tradition of natural science believes that 

reality is something concrete ‘out there’. Their understanding of knowledge is, therefore, 

something that is pre-established, and researchers have to observe regularities of the natural or 

social law and generalize their findings. 

On the other hand, the tradition of qualitative research is closely linked with how 

people define reality in the field of social science (Bryman, 2016). Reality, from the 

perspective of social science, is something that comes from within. Thus, qualitative research 
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applies individual perspective to capture social reality, which may differ depending on one’s 

social embeddings and own interpretation (Bryman, 2016). I chose to use qualitative design 

for this research because it aims to look at the effect of migrant workers’ education in the 

viewpoint of OFWs in Taiwan. 

 

4.1.1 Qualitative Research 

 

The findings of this research will provide thick and rich description on the social 

phenomena, in this case, migrant worker’s educational experience regarding three levels of 

empowerment. Unlike quantitative research in social science that tests hypothesis and draws 

social principles upon the result, qualitative research values finding meanings attached to 

people’s experience with words rather than numbers (Bryman, 2016). This human aspect of 

qualitative research enables meaningful findings even with relatively small number of 

participants. 

 

4.2 Data collection and methods 

 

Given the goals of this study, the most appropriate data collection method was semi-

structured interview with OFWs in Taiwan, which entailed few participant observations in the 

educational programs for migrant workers. 

 

4.2.1 Data collection period 

 

Data was collected from September to November 2019 in Taichung (臺中), Taiwan. 

Since I went to Taiwan as a part of TEEP@Asia Plus internship program, I stayed in a student 
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dormitory at National Chi Nan University (NCNU) in Nantou, a county located in the central 

part of Taiwan. 

 

Figure 6. Municipalities of Taiwan (Source: Istanbul-city-guide., n.d.) 

 

I usually spent weekdays at the university, but on weekends and whenever I had free time, I 

took a bus that goes to the city of Taichung to meet informants who could possibly introduce 

me to OFWs working in the area around Taichung. Taichung is the second biggest city of 

Taiwan, and has second largest number of migrant workers in Taiwan. Above all, Taichung is 

one of three cities in Taiwan with MECO office, a governmental office serving for Filipino 

citizens abroad. OFWs, especially because of their vulnerable position in Taiwanese society, 

had to be approached carefully with the help of informants. Gaining access to OFWs and 

educational programs for them were a very important part of data collection due to the 

characteristic of qualitative research, which emphasizes gaining trust from participants 

(Harding, 2018). To hear their true stories, building rapport before conducting interviews was 

required. Therefore, it was critical to have informants who already know well or gained trust 

among OFWs, since I was also a first-timer in Taiwanese society who does not know how to 

speak Mandarin or Tagalog. 

 Before I arrived in Taiwan, I made a list of six main stakeholders for migrant worker 

education in Taichung. They were: 

1. migrant workers (in my case, Filipino migrant workers) 

2. NGOs working for migrant’s right 
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3. local government (Taichung city government’s labor bureau) 

4. Representative offices of the Philippines 

5. Religious group (catholic churches)  

6. labor migration brokerage companies  

 

I found these stakeholders while browsing on the internet for relevant information about 

Filipino migrant workers in Taichung. Due to lack of local language proficiency, I could not 

get in touch with local government of Taiwan and brokerage companies. However, I managed 

to get in touch with a local NGO and MECO Taichung, governmental office of the 

Philippines. It was through social media that we contacted each other. In addition, I also 

found out that most people of the Philippines are devout catholic, and that there are famous 

churches in Taichung for having many Filipino congregations. 

Shortly after I arrived in Taiwan, I started to meet the informants that I contacted 

beforehand, and also got help from the university to meet researchers and students who shared 

their insight on my research and gave thoughtful advice on how to conduct a research about 

migrant workers in Taiwan. Table 4 shows groups and people I contacted in order to gain 

access to educational programs for OFWs. 

Table 4. Informants in city of Taichung and research procedure (written on 2019.09.19) 

OFW-related informants 

(group/individual) 

Educational programs Interviews 

SEAT (social platform) None. And main visitors are 

Indonesian migrant workers. 

N/A 

1095 (NGO) Mental health, Yoga and 

Mandarin classes. But main 

visitors are Indonesian 

migrant workers. 

Program coordinator 

(Annie) will contact if 

there’s any OFWs from 

previous classes visiting 

NGO again. 

Tiwa -Taichung (NGO) Labor right lecture, cooking 

class, and Mandarin classes. 

But main visitors are 

Indonesian migrant workers. 

N/A 

Father Joy  

(catholic churches in 

Taichung and Tan Zi) 

Skills training in Ugnayan 

center in Tan zi (In connection 

with OWWA) 

Available on Saturday 



40 

 

MECO (governmental 

office of the Philippines) 

Mandarin classes Planned to visit the classes.  

09/29 and 10/27 

OWWA (governmental 

office of the Philippines) 

Basic skill training in 

Ugnayan center in Tan zi (In 

connection with Fr Joy) 

Visited the classes on 09/15. 

Making appointment with 

participants in the classes. 

Migrant Welfare Center 

(governmental branch of 

Taiwan) 

Mandarin classes Visited the class on 09/15. 

Making appointment with 

participants in the class. 

 

NGOs and social platform in Taichung were offering programs mainly for Indonesian 

workers. Since Indonesian workers are larger in number than OFWs and relatively under-

educated at the arrival, local NGOs in Taiwan seemed to be focusing on their advancement. 

When it comes to catholic church, there was a famous figure in Taichung among Filipino 

migrants, Father Joy (hereafter Fr Joy). Whenever I talked with OFWs on the streets of 

Taichung, they asked me if I met Fr Joy. He is an American-Filipino priest who established 

Ugnayan (means ‘connection, association, relationship, joint’ in Tagalog) center. Ugnayan 

center is a place for worship, shelter, and activities including skill training programs run by 

OWWA.  

I finally gained access to educational programs for OFWs after visiting MECO 

Taichung office and International migrant workers living care service center. With generous 

help and guidance of public officers in MECO (see Appendix Ⅱ for the research request), I 

was allowed to visit every class they offer to OFWs. Visiting MECO was planned ahead 

because I contacted Mr. Carl (MECO officer) before coming to Taiwan, but it was a big 

surprise to come across International migrant workers living care service center in the corner 

of ASEAN square (complex mall with a lot of migrant worker visitors). When I visited the 

center, there was a Taiwanese officer who could not understand English, so we communicated 

using mobile translation app. He introduced me to some workers at Filipino restaurants in the 

mall and drove me to a Mandarin class for OFWs. The class was provided by Taichung city 

government, and I got an opportunity to introduce myself in front of the class. Eventually, I 

was able to draw a map of educational programs offered for OFWs in Taichung. 

The classes for OFWs were as follow: 

1. Taichung city Mandarin class  
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It was a basic level Mandarin class offered by Taichung city government (see Appendix Ⅴ, 4). 

Second batch of students were taking this program from August to October 2019. There were 

approximately 20-25 students in the class. There was only one class for Filipino students 

(separate classes were also provided for Vietnamese and Indonesian workers), and the class 

was on every Sunday, from 11am to 4pm. Teacher of the program was a university student 

from Indonesia. The class was free of charge. 

 

2. Providence University Mandarin 

 

Figure 7. Cooperation of different stakeholders to provide Mandarin class 

As Figure 7 shows, this course was designed and provided in relation with different 

stakeholders. It was a part of project ‘MECOnnect’ (see Appendix Ⅴ, 3), a project by the 

governmental office of the Philippines to promote participation of other institutions in 

providing OFWs beneficial programs. The program took place at Providence University, a 

higher education institute of catholic foundation located in Taichung. There were two classes 

for OFWs, which were beginner (for those who learn Mandarin for the first time) level and 

basic-intermediate level (for those who already have some prior knowledge). Opening 

ceremony of the second batch of students was held on September 29th (Sunday), 2019. The 

program lasted until early December. For the second batch, 40 students were divided into two 

levels of classes upon their choices. One of the reasons for Providence University to provide 

this program for OFWs is their catholic background. Teachers of this program were 

Taiwanese students who majored in teaching Mandarin at Providence University.  
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Interesting fact is that Providence University was already running Mandarin classes for 

foreigners at that time (with tuition fee). However, these two classes were free of charge, and 

students just needed to pay deposit and got them back after taking all classes. 

 

3. OWWA basic skill programs in Ugnayan center 

It was a set of basic skill classes offered by OWWA (see Appendix Ⅴ, 2). There were wide 

range of classes, from computer class to massage therapy and hair treatment. The class was 

free of charge for members of OWWA (see Appendix Ⅴ, 1), and took place in Taichung 

Ugnayan center. Whenever a new set of classes were held, it was announced in their social 

media page, and OFWs were enrolled on first-come, first-served basis. The classes were 

mostly short-term, such as 3 to 5 sessions. It was also every Sunday that the classes were held, 

and teachers were OFWs or Filipinos (/Filipinas) who settled down in Taiwan. 

 

4.2.2 Semi-structured Interview 

 

Overall research design of this study contains method of semi-structured interview and 

participatory observation. As Bryman (2016) claimed, qualitative research attempts to find 

meanings that are attached to people’s experience. It requires listening to their stories, as well 

as merging theory into the context surrounding people’s lives. Therefore, I decided to use 

semi-structured interview as a main method for this research. I wanted to have overarching 

framework of empowerment that penetrates the interview questions, while keeping flexibility 

and openness so as to allow myself to adjust questions depending on different situations, and  

for the participants to intervene or step in to the flow of interview as story-tellers (Bryman, 

2016).  

I generated a part of interview questions from the indicators of each level of 

empowerment as below (see Appendix Ⅲ for the full interview guide): 

1. Personal level – ‘Self-esteem’    
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: One’s own idea about oneself, believing in worth and value one has. High self-

esteem helps to cope effectively with challenges (Heatherton & Wyland, 2003). 

-What was some of the biggest challenges that you faced when you first came?  

-How have you overcome (or failed to overcome) the challenge? How has it 

affected your feelings about yourself?  

-What was the role of migrant education program in overcoming (or failing to 

overcome) the difficulty?   

-Has joining the program(s) made you feel worse or better about yourself? How 

and why? 

  

2. Personal level – ‘Confidence’   

: Belief in one’s own ability to make desirable things happen in one’s life.   

-What are the plans for your future?   

-Do you think you can manage to follow the plans?   

-Do you think any migrant educational program you attended might help you 

accomplish them?  

-Has the participation in the class(es) made you better cope with the life 

problems in Taiwan? 

 

3. Personal level – ‘Knowledge’  

-    What are the new things that you learned through migrant education programs?  

-    Was there any incident the new knowledge you learned was useful in your daily life?  

- Was the new knowledge useful at work?  
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4. Close relationships level – ‘Social network’  

-   What kind of social groups are you joining here?  

-   How did you become a member of it(them)?  

- Have you gotten any help or given any help from/to a person you know from the 

class?  

- Do you feel like attending to the class has widened your social boundary?  

- Do you talk and interact with more people than before?  

 

5. Collective level – ‘Job-related skill’ 

- Did you learn new skills you can use at your work?  

- (If yes,) How did your boss or co-workers reacted to your change? 

- Do you think you can get a new job from the skills you learned from the class? 

 

         6.  Collective level – ‘Income’   

- In your opinion, what was the skills taught in the class that can be linked to 

generating more income?  

- Do you think there is a link between joining educational programs and income? 

- How do you think your participation in the class will affect your future income? 

 

         7. Collective level – ‘Social participation & Inclusion’ 

-What is your opinion about migrant workers’ participation in Taiwanese 

society? 

-Do you think migrant workers as part of Taiwanese society, or do you feel 

migrant workers are still strangers apart from the society? 

-Has joining the class affected your participation in community life and your 

participation in Taiwanese society?  
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On average, three to four questions fell under each indicator. After making the first 

draft of interview guide, I continued to modify the questions and indicators to fit them better 

with OFWs’ situations in Taiwan. After I arrived in Taiwan, I met Ronnie, a student from the 

Philippines, and asked him for reviewing the interview questions. He gave useful comments 

on the interview guide so that I can clarify the questions and conduct interview in an 

appropriate manner. 

 

Table 5. Timetable of the semi-structured interviews 

 Interview date and time Note 

1 September 20, 2019      5pm Group interview 

2 September 21, 2019     1.30pm Individual interview 

3 September 22, 2019      4pm Group interview 

4 October 19, 2019        10.30am Group interview 

5 October 20, 2019         5pm Individual interview (no audio recording) 

6 October 23, 2019        6.45pm Individual interview 

7 October 25, 2019        10am Individual interview (on the phone) 

8 October 27, 2019       2.30pm Group interview 

 

As shown on Table 5, 8 sessions of semi-structured interviews were conducted, and 

there were 15 participants in the interviews in total. Four of the interviews were one on one 

interview, whereas the other half of the interviews were group interviews. My initial plan was 

to conduct individual interviews, but I found out that some of the participants felt nervous to 

be in the interview alone. Thus, to prioritize in making confortable atmosphere for the 

participants, I opened up for group interviews where there is only one interviewer (the 

researcher) with two or more interviewees. 
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Each interview lasted for 50~80 minutes, and was conducted only in English. OFWs in 

general were very fluent, at least able to express themselves in English. The location of the 

interviews included quiet cafés in Taichung and Douliu, empty classroom in Ugnayan center, 

and also Taichung city Mandarin classroom after their graduation ceremony. The interviews 

were recorded after getting letter of consent signed by the participants (see Appendix Ⅰ for the 

consent form). There was one participant who refused to be recorded, so I took notes during 

the interview. In addition, there was one interview conducted over the phone. Because the 

participants were working during the weekdays and taking classes on the weekends, it was 

hard for them to find time to take part in the interview. I understood that it was a hard 

decision for them to participate in the interview and tried to provide as much convenience as 

possible.  

 

4.2.3 Participatory Observation 

 

To gain natural and holistic view on the educational programs and their empowering 

effect on personal, relational, and collective level, I conducted participatory observations in 

some of the classes. Harding (2018, p. 18) said “[u]nderstanding the perspectives of 

respondents is often the key aim of qualitative researcher”. I believe a researcher must put 

herself in participants’ position in order to see things through the eyes of participants. 

Nevertheless, participatory observation in this research serves as a secondary method to help 

researcher understand OFWs’ educational experience better. 

I joined opening of the new batch of OWWA skill programs, and the first day of 

Mandarin classes at Providence University. I took part in the beginner level class at the 

university because I was also a first-time learner of Mandarin. I was taking a Mandarin course 

at NCNU, the university that I was staying at that time, so I could very much relate myself to 

the students in the beginner’s class. I participated in the class at Providence University twice. 

Furthermore, after I introduced myself in front of the class, students of Taichung Mandarin 

class invited me to their graduation ceremony. We shared food and got to know each other in 

person and became friends after the event. Besides, I joined Mandarin class for migrant 

workers at 1095 Culture Studio (NGO). Although there were only Indonesian migrant 
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workers in the class, it gave me deeper insight on the relation of three levels of empowerment 

and educational providers, as well as purpose and content of migrant workers’ education. 

4.2.4 Other ways of data collection 

 

Aside from semi-structured interview and participatory observation, additional 

information was collected throughout the fieldwork period. First of all, I met people from 

local and global NGOs. Local NGOs in Taichung, 1095 Culture Studio and TIWA (Taiwan 

International Workers’ Association) were visited, and we had conversations on migrant 

workers’ education and policies limiting migrant workers’ rights. In addition, international 

organization for OFWs’ rights, Migrante International had branches in Taiwan, and I got to 

meet Gilda from Migrante Taipei who came to visit Taichung for letting OFWs know about 

their rights (see Appendix Ⅴ, 4). She was a president of Taipei branch, working as a domestic 

caregiver for years in Taiwan. She let me visit a shelter for OFWs in danger and we also had a 

talk on migrant workers’ education and rights. Secondly, I met public officers from both 

countries of the Philippines and Taiwan. As mentioned above, I got to meet officers in MECO, 

POLO, and OWWA with help of Mr. Carl. They thankfully spared some time for me to ask 

questions including their purpose of providing educational programs and let me visit the 

classes with them. On the other hand, it was very difficult to get in touch with Taichung city’s 

public officers. I attempted several times to reach them on the phone and via email, but all the 

effort was in vain. However, at the end of November, I finally got a chance to meet Taichung 

city government officer working in foreign labor bureau with a help of Kenzi, a local 

researcher and lecturer. Three of us had a conversation on OFWs’ education and Taichung 

city’s purpose of educating them, and Kenzi helped me to communicate with the officer. 

 

 Except for NGOs and government officers, I met and talked with teachers from the 

programs, and occasionally went to Tanzi catholic church, South Taichung catholic church, 

Taichung train station and ASEAN square to meet OFWs. Moreover, I sent questions via 

email and Line (a messenger app) to some people who does not have enough time to meet me 

in person. One of them is Fr Joy, and he sent me short answers for the questions I sent him 

through Line. The questions were about the purpose of him to establish Ugnayan center and 

provide skills programs for OFWs. Another person was Ms. Yuan, who sent me the answers 
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on behalf of Taichung city government labour bureau (see Appendix Ⅳ for the question 

sheet). We exchanged emails, and it was also at the very end of the fieldwork period that I got 

her contact. A staff member at SEAT, a communication and interaction platform at ASEAN 

square, helped me to get in touch with her. 

During data collection period, I realized how important it is to have informants who 

can introduce you to your participants, especially in case you are not familiar with the field or 

the country. Additionally, I want to stress the importance of social media as a tool to facilitate 

data collection process. Most of the informants were contacted through Facebook, and I used 

Facebook and Line to keep in touch with participants even before and after the interviews. It 

made it easier for me to ask follow-up questions if I had any, and keep getting news from the 

participants about their educational updates and life events. 

 Before moving on to the next part, I want to remind the readers that the main method 

of this research was semi-structured interview, and that data from participatory observation 

and the rest will be part of final discussion. 

 

4.3 Sampling of participants 

 

So-called snowball sampling was used in this research. In order to look for OFWs with 

recent educational experience in Taiwan, it was a priority to find educational programs for 

OFWs first. OFWs I occasionally encountered in churches and different places of Taichung 

told me that they did not have any educational experience in Taiwan, which implies low 

educational participation rate. Therefore, I decided to contact education providers first, and 

got access to educational programs. I introduced myself and the research to OFWs in the 

classes, asking for their participation in semi-structured interview if they are willing to. Some 

participants contacted me through social media (with the contact detail I gave them), and I 

made appointments with those who showed interest in joining the interviews.  
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4.4 Ethical Considerations 

 

In respect of ethical concerns, this research has gotten approval from NSD, Norwegian 

Centre for Research Data regarding data collection and data processing procedure. Measures 

were taken to ensure the protection of participants’ personal data before, during, and after the 

interviews. 

First of all, interview questions with regard to collective level of empowerment, 

especially political empowerment, has gone through frequent changes. To consider the danger 

of revealing participants’ political orientation or activities, I avoided using direct words, for 

example, protest or political opinion, and changed the indicator from ‘collective action’ to 

‘social participation and inclusion’.  

 Secondly, every participant took part in the interview upon their choice of voluntary 

participation. No harm, threat or disadvantage were given to OFWs who decided not to 

participate. After getting access to educational programs, I was not accompanied by public 

officers, so no one felt forced to participate in this research. On the interviews, I handed out 

the consent form (see AppendixⅠ) as a hard copy to each participant and read orally through 

all the details about how their personal data will be treated. To avoid deception, transparency 

was always the priority when giving the details to the participants. Participants were free to 

ask any questions if they needed, and I provided contact detail to ensure them that they could 

contact me any time if they wanted to change something or feel uncomfortable about anything. 

They could withdraw anytime, even after the interviews. Participants signed on the consent 

form if they agreed to proceed the interview. Interviews were recorded (except for one) using 

recording device borrowed from Department of Education at University of Oslo. I had 

downloaded Diktafon mobile application as a backup. Participants’ names were changed into 

random names they chose before the interview to keep their personal information anonymous. 

 Finally, sensitive topics, such as politics and story about violation of the law were 

deleted to protect the participants after transcribing the interview. 
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4.5 Data Analysis Procedure 

 

I transcribed interviews and made notes of additional data that I collected during the 

field work. Since the purpose of qualitative research is to find meanings from people’s 

experience, I tried to keep an open mind about what each participant was trying to convey 

from their answers while I was analyzing the data. Individual and social background of the 

participants were taken into consideration to prevent myself from jumping to the conclusion, 

and the transcriptions were analyzed using the framework of three levels of empowerment. In 

the upcoming chapter of findings, my analysis of semi-structured interview data will be 

presented. 
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5 Findings 

 

In findings, signs of empowerment through migrant workers’ educational experiences will be 

highlighted. This is based on interview data collected during field work. 

 

5.1 Basic information of participants 

 

Among 15 interview participants (7 female and 8 male), majority were factory 

workers, two were domestic caregiver, one was working as a translator and one was a nurse 

aide. Table 6 shows the basic information of participants and Table 7 gives detail about 

participants’ educational background and their working language in Taiwan.  

 

Table 6. Basic information of interview participants (based on field work conducted in September to 

November 2019) 

Name 

(randomly chosen by 

participants) 

Occupation Sex 
Has worked in 

Taiwan for (...) years 

Abby Domestic caregiver Female 9 

Andoy Factory worker Male 9 

Angelo Factory worker Male 3 

Anna Factory worker Female 2 

Danielle Domestic caregiver Female 3 

Jay Factory worker Male 4 

John Factory worker Male 7 

Keziah Translator Female 12 

Kristian Factory worker Male 2 

Lea Nurse Aide Female 11 

Luis Factory worker Male 6 

Mary Factory worker Female 12 
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Precious Factory worker Female 9 

Seth Factory worker Male 9 

Wa Paul Factory worker Male 6 

 

Table 7. Interview participants’ level of education and language usage at work (based on field work 

conducted in September to November 2019) 

Participant Level of education (Philippines) Language used at work (Taiwan) 

Abby University (leave of absence) Mandarin, English, Sign language 

Andoy Highschool graduate + Sign language 

Angelo University graduate Mandarin, English, Sign language 

Anna University (leave of absence) English 

Danielle University (leave of absence) Mandarin, English 

Jay University graduate Mandarin, English 

John Highschool graduate + Mandarin, English, Tagalog 

Keziah University (leave of absence) Mandarin 

Kristian University graduate English 

Lea University graduate Mandarin 

Luis University graduate Sign language 

Mary University (leave of absence) Sign language 

Precious Highschool graduate + Mandarin, English 

Seth University (leave of absence) Mandarin, English 

Wa Paul Highschool graduate + Sign language 

 

Table 7 indicates that OFWs in Taiwan have obtained high level of education back 

home. All of the interview participants had completed high school education and above. This 

shows that their choices of jobs in Taiwan are in fact downward choices in social, structural 

ladder, considering their input in education in the Philippines. ‘Highschool graduate +’ in the 

table will be elaborated later on, which implies extra vocational education was taken among 

high school graduates. 

In Table 6, column of ‘Has worked in Taiwan for (…) years’ shows imbalance of the 

years spent in Taiwan among the workers who chose to participate in educational programs. 

Among 15 participants, 5 were relatively new comers, ranging between 2 to 4 working years 

in Taiwan, and 10 participants have reached over 6 years, which is half of the period migrant 

guest workers are allowed to stay in Taiwan for (--12 years, but 14 years for the workers in 

care profession). In later part, where interviews and the narratives of participants are going to 

be presented, further analysis of this information will follow. 
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 During the interviews, participants were asked what language they use at work. 

Regardless of the number of years they spent working in Taiwan, mix of language use were 

observed, especially including high proportion of sign language (body language) usage. 

Almost none of the participants answered that they learned proper Mandarin before they come 

to Taiwan, so the only language they could use to work in Taiwan was English when they first 

arrived. Some of the workers used Tagalog (native language of the Philippines) when they 

work with Filipino co-workers, but when they interact with Taiwanese co-workers or 

supervisors at workplace, they had to communicate through sign language or poor, basic-level 

Mandarin. Some may claim that high English proficiency and level of education of Filipino 

workers give OFWs certain advantage over other migrant workers. However, for majority of 

the times, it is also true that neither their English competency nor their educational 

backgrounds are fully acknowledged by Taiwanese employers. 

 

Table 8. Details on participants’ education after high school graduation (based on field work conducted 

in September to November 2019) 

Participant Education in detail (Philippines) 

Abby Second year in Accounting Technology (university) 

Andoy 3-month vocational education in Computer and Data 

Angelo Bachelor of Mechanical Engineering – 5 years 

Anna Second year in Elementary Education, teaching science (university) 

Danielle Second year in Science and Public Administration (university) 

Jay Bachelor of Information Technology – 4 years 

John Vocational education in Electronic and Computer Technology 

Keziah Undergraduate of Education and Teaching Science (university) 

Kristian Bachelor of Science and Computer Engineering – 5 years 

Lea Bachelor of Science and Nursing – 4 years 

Luis Bachelor of Electronics – 4 years 

Mary Second year in Education (university) 

Precious 2-year vocational education in Computer Science 

Seth 
Drop out of university (Computer Science) & vocational education in 

Building Wiring and Industrial Electronics 

Wa Paul 
6-month vocational education in Information and Communication 

Technology 
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 As mentioned earlier, OFWs generally obtained high level of education. Table 8 gives 

details on participants’ educational background, which shows high school education was 

completed by all of them, and additional education, whether vocational or higher education, 

were pursued by all. 5 of the participants, Andoy, John, Precious, Wa Paul, and Seth (he 

dropped out of college before going to vocational institute) have completed vocational 

education after they graduated from high school. Another 5, Angelo, Jay, Kristian, Lea, and 

Luis, completed their higher education which took 4 to 5 years, and the rest of the participants 

enrolled and entered in the university, but started to work abroad while they were still 

university students.  

 

5.2 Educational courses for OFWs in Taichung 

 

Participants took part in various educational programs in Taichung. Although some of 

them had to travel to Taichung from their workplaces located in Yunlin (Anna, Keziah, and 

Mary) or Miaoli County (Jay), their education took place in the city of Taichung. Three main 

educational courses provided for OFWs were:  

1. Taichung Mandarin 

Basic Mandarin course by Taichung city government (hereafter referred to as 

‘Taichung Mandarin’),  

2. Providence University Mandarin 

Mandarin courses for OFWs at Providence University in collaboration with MECO, 

government of the Philippines’ representative office (hereafter referred to as 

‘Providence University Mandarin’), and  

3. OWWA basic skill programs 

basic skill programs at Ugnayan center, a catholic organization, provided in 

cooperation with OWWA, governmental branch of the Philippines to protect OFWs’ 

rights (hereafter referred to as ‘OWWA basic skill programs’).  
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Table 9 is listing educational programs that each participant had joined in Taiwan at the time 

of the interview. Three main programs above take up the vast majority of the list, except for 

Keziah’s participation in Douliu Mandarin program and Luis’s participation in Mandarin 

class at the Providence University that was not specially for Filipino migrant workers.  

 

Table 9. Interview participants’ participation in educational programs in Taiwan (based on data 

collected during the interviews- September to November 2019) 

Participant Education in detail (Taiwan) 

Abby Taichung Mandarin 

Andoy 
Taichung Mandarin, OWWA (bread-baking, cake-making, massage, 

computer, photography) 

Angelo Providence University Mandarin, OWWA (Mandarin, barista) 

Anna Providence University Mandarin 

Danielle Taichung Mandarin 

Jay Providence University Mandarin 

John 
-   Taichung Mandarin, OWWA (Mandarin, massage, barista, bread-

baking) 

Keziah -  Taichung Mandarin, Douliu Mandarin 

Kristian Taichung Mandarin, OWWA (massage) 

Lea 
Taichung Mandarin, OWWA (massage, barista, hair-cutting, makeup, 

facial massage) 

Luis 
Taichung Mandarin, Providence University Mandarin, Providence 

Mandarin – advanced (tuition fee) 

Mary 
OWWA (barista, bread-baking, hair and makeup, skin care, massage, hair-

cutting) 

Precious Taichung Mandarin, OWWA (soap and bath making) 

Seth -  Taichung Mandarin, OWWA (massage, barista, hair-cutting, Mandarin) 

Wa Paul Taichung Mandarin 

* Bold letters show the course each participant was taking at the moment. 

* John, Keziah, and Seth were not taking any educational course when interviewed. 

 

5.3 Living and working in Taichung as OFW 
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Taichung, the research site of this study is a city located in mid-west Taiwan with a 

characteristic of holding several industrial zones where a lot of Southeast Asian migrant 

workers are hired. Taichung has ranked second among the cities in Taiwan at hosting foreign 

migrant workers following Taoyuan. Total number of migrant workers in Taichung is 106,489 

based on a data collected at the end of September 2019, including 79,020 factory workers 

(74.21%) and 27,469 caretakers (25.79%) (Statistical data provided by Taichung city 

government). Following Vietnamese and Indonesian, Filipino migrant workers took up to 

18.18% of the migrant workers’ population in Taichung (19,361), which includes 81.4% of 

factory workers and 18.6% of workers in care profession. This shows that majority of OFWs 

in Taichung are factory workers, including workers in semicon or textile companies working 

as machine operators in production or assembly lines. 

5.3.1 Training before coming to Taiwan 

 

 Journey of OFWs begins as they choose to work abroad for different purposes and 

aspirations. While still in the Philippines, before they go to the foreign land, they take training 

courses relevant to their new jobs. However, the trainings are rather short-term crash courses, 

often not so closely related to reality in the host country. Interview with Abby and Danielle, 

domestic caregivers in Taichung, gave picture of their training course before departure: 

Interviewer: Actually, your education back in the Philippines is not closely connected 

to what you are working on right now, so how did you get to learn all these duties in 

your job, like when you first came? Was there any training?  

Abby: Before we come here, we had training in the Philippines. So, we pay for the 

training, the basics, we will stay in the training firm, maybe for 15 days, taking care 

of babies, taking care of elders, how to clean the house, 

Danielle: (interrupts) table setting, like that. 

Interviewer: How about after coming to Taiwan? 



57 

 

Danielle: It's different. It's really different from our training. Because we have table 

settings in our trainings, but here, no. No table setting. (laughs) 

Abby mentioned later in the interview that she also took Mandarin training in the Philippines 

to come to work as a caregiver in Taiwan, but it was only for 6 days. The course was mainly 

focused on memorizing Zhu-yin alphabets. Interview participants in other professions, 

however, answered they did not have any language learning before coming to Taiwan. 

Considering that caregivers have to live in employers’ houses and interact with Taiwanese 

families all the time, pre-departure education for domestic caregivers may be more actively 

promoted than others. Despite the short-term trainings in Philippines, on-the-job trainings 

after they come to Taiwan seems necessary because, as Danielle said, every household 

(workplace, for workers in other professions) has different expectations and duties for the 

employee. Moreover, pre-departure 6-day language course is too short to learn to 

communicate with the employer, which in case, should be prioritized than learning the 

alphabets.  

5.3.2 Language as the biggest obstacle for OFWs 

 

When asked the biggest obstacles they faced when they first arrived in Taiwan, most 

of the participants answered language barrier. Foreign workers, including OFWs, first come 

to work in Taiwan without much background knowledge in Mandarin. They could learn skills 

needed for work from their co-workers every day at their workplaces, but struggled to 

actually communicate with their Taiwanese co-workers and employers. Some of OFWs were 

lucky enough to have Filipino co-workers who could help them out, but that does not mean 

they did not encounter any inconvenience in daily lives, and at work. Jay shared his story:  

Interviewer: What was the biggest difficulty or challenge living and working in 

Taiwan? 

Jay: At first, it was language barrier. Because I never spoke Mandarin, even a single 

word. I didn't know any Mandarin before I came here. Using my second language, 

English, I had to adapt to their country. I am obliged to learn Mandarin for them to 

understand me, and to understand my work as well. And... if I don't study Mandarin, 

I'm not going to understand what they're trying to say. And the job description they 
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have given to me, you know? I could not follow the procedure. It was written in 

Mandarin. English is not their native language. Knowing that Taiwanese people... 

they're not… umm, maybe it depends upon company. When I first came here in 

Taiwan, my company, uhm… I actually learned from my fellow Filipinos here. Who 

knows how to speak Mandarin, who spent quite some years working here. So, I 

learned some Mandarin from my fellow Filipinos. And at the same time, as the years 

go by, I learned Mandarin as ..., you know. 

OFWs shared similar experiences when it comes to their first encounter with Taiwan and the 

communication problems. Keziah is now a translator coordinator in a Taiwanese company, 

but she used to work as a domestic caregiver for 6 years in Taiwan in the past. She recalled 

her memory: 

Keziah: Before..., my first job in Taiwan was very difficult. Because I don't know 

how to speak Mandarin and my employer don't know how to speak English! So, very 

difficult. Every day when I'm taking a rest, I was crying and crying. Very difficult. 

Because if we go to one place where we don't understand the language, oh, it's very 

difficult, really. 

Interviewer: Then, how did you communicate with your employer back then? 

Keziah: Sign language! (laughs) 

 

To be able to learn the work and communicate with others, language is a crucial part 

of being foreign workers. For most of the workers who just came to the country, however, 

understanding a new language is extra burden on top of their new working environment and 

homesickness. Participants working at factories shared their stories about unfair expectation 

of Taiwanese employers regarding language: 

Precious: I’ll tell you a story. It’s 2008, on my 8th month, my supervisor told me that 

if I cannot speak Mandarin, I will have to go home to the Philippines. So, I was 

forced to learn to speak. 

Wa Paul’s experience coincide with Precious’s story on unreasonable request upon migrant 

workers to speak Mandarin: 
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Wa Paul: The Taiwanese, they expect us (to speak Mandarin). They're angry if you 

don't understand. 

Some employers of caregivers even expect their employees to be multi-lingual at work. 

Especially if they have children at home, Taiwanese employers wanted their Filipina 

caregivers to speak and teach English to children, whereas talking to the elderly in Mandarin. 

Danielle recalled her employer’s expectation to speak and understand Mandarin and learn the 

language while working full-time:  

Danielle: At the first time, it was actually hard because I needed to adjust to two 

different people. The children and the elderly that I was taking care of before. 

Because the parents of the kids, because I’m living with them, they want me to talk to 

their kids in English. But! My boss wants me to talk in Chinese (Mandarin) because 

I’m taking care of his mother. But what about the grandchildren? They want me to 

talk to them in English. So, it’s hard. 

 

Nonetheless, although Taiwanese employers want migrant workers to understand and 

speak Mandarin, they do not offer adequate language learning programs to migrant workers. 

It is migrant workers’ job to find education by themselves and to study. One of the 

participants, Mary, had been working in Taiwan for 12 years under the same employer. Her 

work place was in Yunlin, and it took 2 hours for her to come to Taichung. Since most of the 

classes for OFWs and migrant workers took place in big cities like Taichung, she had been 

spending her day-offs to join OWWA basic skill programs. However, she never managed to 

join Mandarin course, and her communication with her employer had only been through sign 

language and gestures for 12 years:  

Mary: We learn by ourselves. Especially me, until now I don't understand, I don't 

speak Taiwanese (Mandarin and/or local language in Taiwan). I communicate with 

my boss only with actions, you know. 

This shows that learning new language is not an easy task for migrant workers. Taiwanese 

employers tend to casually ask OFWs to speak and understand fluent Mandarin, but in fact, 

many OFWs fail to learn Mandarin no matter how long they work and stay in Taiwan. 
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5.3.3 Making decision to take part in educational program 

 

15 interview participants in this research had one commonality that they share. They 

found educational programs for migrant workers in Taichung and enrolled in the courses. 

They took at least one or more courses of their interest. The content of the courses varies 

between basic skill teaching and Mandarin, the language used in Taiwan, but their motivation 

of learning mainly fell into three different categories. 

1) Learning for a better future 

Some participants hoped education could help them overcome the limitations as being foreign 

guest workers in Taiwan. Blue-collar migrant workers have limit of 12 years to stay in 

Taiwan (14 years in care profession). Precious and Andoy said that their motivation of 

participating in education in Taiwan was for their future goals: 

Precious: I want to be a teacher. I want to change my position from machine operator 

to a teacher because I want to stay in Taiwan. I want to live in Taiwan. 

Andoy: I think I choose to spend my day off at class because I can get additional 

knowledge because... I didn't graduate college in the Philippines. So, I am taking my 

time here, learning new skills that can help me with the future. That's why I study here. 

 

2) Learning to communicate 

Communication is indeed a big barrier for migrant workers. Working and living abroad for a 

living, Luis said his work life became so much better thanks to Mandarin classes he joined: 

Luis: For me, it's a big, big, big help because in my work, my coworkers can't speak 

even a single word in English. Even a single word of 'Thank you'. 

 

3) Learning as a hobby or leisure activity 

On the other hand, some of the participants answered that joining classes is a way of how they 

choose to spend their time on day-offs. They viewed education as an activity that they enjoy. 
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It could be a plus in their skills, but they did not find a strong relationship between the classes 

and their future plans.  

Lea: Yes. For me, I don't really need it (to learn Mandarin). But it's just for fun. For 

me, it's just for fun, you know. Passing my time. 

 

5.4 Empowerment 

 

 This research was conducted based on the notion and theoretical framework of 

empowerment. Empowerment is widely used term in migrant workers’ rights movement, 

especially local and global NGOs in Taiwanese context. However, it is often vague in 

meaning because of its frequent usage and insufficient elucidation of what it actually aims at. 

In this part, interview data will be analyzed in accordance with the analytical framework of 

empowerment, which includes three levels of empowerment- personal, close relationships and 

collective-, under which lies five different types of empowerment and indicators to help look 

for the signs of empowerment in the interviews.  

 

5.4.1 Personal level of empowerment 

 

 People can feel or experience empowerment in different scope. When it happens 

within oneself, it is personal level of empowerment. Types of empowerment included in 

personal level are 1) cognitive and 2) psychological empowerment. Cognitive empowerment 

is related to knowledge one obtained that gives power over their life and choices. 

Psychological empowerment, on the other hand, is about how one feels or thinks about 

oneself. 

 

1) Cognitive Empowerment 
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 Indicator for cognitive empowerment is knowledge. By answering kinds of knowledge 

they gained through the classes, some participants were showing signs of their personal 

empowerment while others did not: 

John: Yeah, you get some more knowledge. You learn all the basics in OWWA. Like 

the barista, before, you don't know how to make the coffee, and the tea, hot tea or the 

cold tea, like that. When I was learning, the teacher taught us. 

John gives comparison of the past and the present by listing things he learned in barista basic 

skill program as an example.  

Seth: In the Mandarin class, I learned the language, and for me, in OWWA, I studied 

hair cutting. Now I can cut hair. And massage, now you can massage. You can use 

these in the future. Because you learn new skills and your knowledge is getting wider. 

Seth connected his knowledge with practice, and indicated wider capability of himself now 

and in the future. Later he described how he utilized new skills: 

Seth: The hair cutting, it's very useful. I cut the hair of my coworkers. I only need a 

pair of scissors and a paper. And the massage, any time you go outside, you can bring 

the oil. 

Seth mentioned that he can practice his skills with people around him. Mary also said 

knowledge is what she can share with others, implying knowledge can also be used as a tool 

to tighten the bond in social relationships: 

Mary: I gained so much knowledge. Every lesson I take here is new for me. And 

maybe also I can… I learn something good, and I can share also to others. Share what 

you learned. 

 

2) Psychological Empowerment 

Psychological empowerment includes self-esteem and confidence as indicators. They 

show higher respect and belief in oneself as a result of the empowering effect. Most of the 

participants gave positive answer when it comes to their feeling towards themselves while 

joining the programs: 
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Precious: Satisfying. It's challenging, but at the end of the day you kind of feel 'Oh 

my goodness, I did it.' Really, it makes me happy, it makes me satisfied, it makes me 

feel great. 

Precious shared her feeling of accomplishment in the learning process. Lea found herself 

surprised by learning to write new characters: 

Lea: 'I can do this?' Yeah, because not all the foreigners can write that (Chinese 

character). 

Visible improvement of their skills made OFWs feel better about themselves: 

Seth: For me, it was boost of my confidence. Confidence to… maybe talk to other 

people. You won't be scared if somebody talk to you in Mandarin. 

In case of Mary, she was having bad relationship with her coworkers. As a way to give herself 

time to be on her own, she came to Taichung to join Sunday mass and OWWA skill classes: 

Mary: It's like.., I find my other self. I think I improve. These programs of OWWA 

made me now different. So, it's not about hardships, you know, it changes me. It's not 

about the hardships and struggles with workers from my work. It makes me 

something new. Something like icing. This learnings of, the programs of OWWA, it's 

the icing on my hardship. 

 

3) Empowerment affected by other factors 

Although some answers clearly pointed at their educational experience as primary source of 

personal level of empowerment, there still remains some outer factors that needs to be 

discussed.  

 

Issue of certificate 

Seth: It’s a boost of my confidence. 

Keziah: Me too. I feel more confident because I have a certificate. (laughs) 
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In this answer, Keziah mentioned that she felt confident due to the certificate she had gotten 

from completing Taichung Mandarin class. Mr. Carl, officer in MECO Taichung, elaborated 

on the meaning attached to certificate: 

Mr. Carl: The certificate... We Filipinos are very, uhm..., those certificates are very 

important to us. We have this kind of interpretation that we have this certificate, that 

proves that you are eligible. That's why. Despite that she (Keziah) knows how to 

speak Mandarin (already), she still gets enrolled to this program. Of course, to 

enhance and to gain the certificate so that you can show you attended this program. 

Keziah, in fact, learned Mandarin from the kids while she was working as a caregiver in the 

past. She already became fluent in speaking, so the class was too basic for her. Major reason 

for her to join the class was to get the certificate as an official document that proves her 

language competence. Therefore, it is debatable whether to view certificate a part of education 

or aside from learning. Another participant, Andoy mentioned certificate as an important tool 

for getting permanent job in Taiwan. 

Andoy: I just want to nourish what I learned here. After 12 years, foreign workers 

here can only be here for 12 years, right? Uh, maybe if I want to extend, or I want to 

still work here, my certificate will help me, or if I take the Chinese exam, maybe I 

can somehow manage to work here more. That's my plan for now. 

 

Spending time on learning 

 Sometimes, going to the class itself gives better feeling for OFWs. Sunday is usually 

their day off, so malls, streets, and train stations get full of migrant workers who are enjoying 

their free time. Participants, however, chose to study instead. Thus, sometimes it is about time 

management and choice of activity that concerns. Angelo described how he felt to be 

productive spending time on learning: 

Angelo: Enhanced ability to talk in Mandarin makes me feel confident. And when I 

spend time on going to the class, I feel productive and satisfied. 

Except for caregivers, almost every OFW stays in dormitory provided by their 

employer. On average, 4 to 8 people share the room, so they are lacking of personal spaces. In 
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addition to it, most OFWs work night shift as Taiwanese workers avoid it. It gives picture of 

what it is like to be a migrant worker. Anna elaborates on it: 

Interviewer: Before you go to the class, what did you mostly spend your time with? 

Anna: Only in the dorm, only dorm. When my friends asked me to go outside, I 

would accompany them. Because I felt sad and lonely in the dormitory. All I do there 

is to sleep. Sleep, work, and sleep, work. It's so tiring. 

Interviewer: So, do you think you feel less lonely than before? 

Anna: Yes, because we talk a lot on video call, and I have some activities that I can 

have some fun with. 

Interviewer: What kind of activities? 

Anna: Like, attending the class every Sunday. Feeling excited every Sunday. 'Oh, I 

have to go there, I have my plans on Sunday', that's why, that's all. (laughs) 

 

To sum up, in most of the interviews, participants gave positive answer on personal 

level of empowerment through their educational experience in Taiwan. They learned new 

knowledge from the classes, which led them to cognitive empowerment, and answered that 

their confidence and self-esteem had been boosted. Few of them, however, answered that they 

did not gain any new knowledge from the class since the classes are very basic. Keziah, for 

example, said that her motivation and purpose of taking Taichung Mandarin class were in 

getting the certificate. She did not learn anything new because her level of Mandarin was 

already fluent. Moreover, some of the participants mentioned their psychological 

empowerment based on their time spent on learning. It is relatable to the motivation of some 

OFWs in educational participation, which was mentioned as ‘learning as a hobby or leisure 

activity’ in the earlier part of this chapter. In their cases, it is unclear if psychological 

empowerment is coming from their learning process or time spent in the courses. Nonetheless, 

participants reported feeling higher self-esteem and stronger confidence by taking the classes 

for OFWs. 
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5.4.2 Empowerment in close relationships 

 

Empowerment in close relationship is socio-cultural empowerment that includes 

relationship between family, friends, co-workers, and people who interact with OFWs on 

daily basis. How education empowers OFWs in their close relationships can be found in their 

social network, affiliation and relationships OFWs have. 

 

(1) Socio-cultural Empowerment 

 Indicator for socio-cultural empowerment is social network. If the educational 

programs provide relational empowerment, it will widen and strengthen the social network of 

OFWs. It is, therefore, important to know about the people OFWs socialize with, and how 

they create and keep the social networks. There are groups of people OFWs usually interact 

with, and the primary group is their families back home. OFWs actively use social media to 

keep in touch with their family. Participation in education can facilitate conversation with 

their family: 

Abby: I post it on my personal account, so they know that I study. They're like "Oh, 

you are studying Mandarin. It's good." And they'll ask me, "Oh, when you come back 

to the Philippines, can you teach me?" (laughs) 

At work, it is also welcomed that they chose to study on their day off: 

Seth: Yes, my Taiwanese coworkers and my supervisor, they're happy. "Good. 

Continue it." And my family, they are very happy. They know that it's good for me. 

And it also benefits them. 

“And it also benefits ‘them’.” Seth referred to both his family and people at work. In fact, 

among interview participants who were already joining programs, no one said their employer 

or supervisor did not like them learning, even with changing their shifts to adjust class 

schedule from time to time. There are two possibilities, one is only the ones who have 

learning-favorable employers could join the programs, and the other is that most of Taiwanese 

employers like educational participation of their employees. 
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 Meanwhile, OFWs get to meet new people from the class. Abby, caregiver, contrasts 

her Sunday spent with employer’s family and spent in class with other OFWs: 

Abby: Yeah, it's different. And I can go out every Sunday. (laughs) Before, I will just 

stay in the home. Although my employer will let me join when they'll eat out together, 

when they go to the mall, it's different when you are bonding with same Filipino 

friends than every day with your employer. It's different. 

For Angelo, on the contrary, it is giving up on another social group that he could join 

unless going to the class: 

Angelo: I used to join church choir. I started joining the choir after 6 months I came 

to Taiwan. But, nowadays, I don’t have much time because of the class that I am 

joining, so I can’t attend the choir practice. 

Because OFWs are working full-time, they do not have much free time to do everything they 

want on their day-offs. Angelo’s case shows that due to limited time, he had to make a 

decision that stopped him from joining religious social network. For him, it could be dis-

empowering to prioritize education and give up on attending choir practice in the aspect of 

socio-cultural empowerment. 

Abby and Danielle met in the class. They became very close to each other and hang 

out with each other often. However, in the interview, they showed difficulty socializing with 

Taiwanese people. 

Interviewer: Who are the group of people that you see, meet, have fun together or 

communicate the most in Taiwan?  

Abby: My friends. Her (points at Danielle), and my other friends outside. So, they 

will call me every night. 

Danielle: Just us. Because I don't have any Taiwanese friends. Oh, there are some. 

Jie-jie (older sister). She's the wife of my Ge-ge (older brother), my brother. That's it. 

Abby: Oh, if you mean Taiwanese friends, I don't have Taiwanese friends. (laughs) I 

mean, my Filipino friends that are working here in Taiwan, so… 

Danielle: (interrupts) Of course, your boss, also! 
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Abby: My boss? Yeah. Every day. (laughs) 

Danielle: Every day. 

Abby: Because we're living in the same house. 

In another interview, Seth shared his experience. Making social network with 

Taiwanese people, for OFWs, was very limited to their workmates. Although they attend 

Mandarin classes, improved language skill did not lead OFWs to make social relationships 

with Taiwanese outside their work: 

Interviewer: How about your relationship with Taiwanese people? Do you talk to 

them more or do you meet them more (after learning Mandarin)? 

Seth: Coworkers, we talk more, but we don't always go out together. Just inside the 

work. 

Keziah: For me, I go out many times with Taiwanese friends. 

Interviewer: Do you think it's related to the class or not, like you going out with your 

friends? 

Keziah: Not related to the class. 

Seth: Also, not related to the class. 

 

To sum up, educational experience of the participants helped them to keep and 

strengthen the bond with close group of people. Especially people who were already close 

with them, such as their families, co-workers, and employers, showed positive interest in their 

educational participation, which facilitated communication between them. However, in most 

cases, education of OFWs did not result in creation of new social groups. Some of them kept 

good relationship with their classmates, but most of them did not have enough time to meet 

regularly due to their different workplaces and working times. Making friends outside of work 

was a challenge for OFWs, especially Taiwanese friends. In addition, some of the participants 

said that their participation in learning had negative relationship with their participation in 

social gatherings. They had to sacrifice their social relationships in order to devote their day-
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offs in learning. It shows that education can be dis-empowering in close relationships if it 

does not have any goal in offering chances and spaces for social networking.  

 

5.4.3 Collective level of empowerment 

 

 Empowerment contains ‘power’ in itself. Starting from individual experience, 

empowerment has to place personal stories into societal structure that shows power imbalance 

between different agents. Collective level of empowerment highlights issues in larger scope, 

including economic and political type of empowerment, with indicators of income, job-related 

skill, and social participation & inclusion.   

 

(1) Economic Empowerment 

Since OFWs are bonded with their contracts with Taiwanese employers, most of the 

participants gave negative answer to their economic empowerment in Taiwanese society. Few 

of them, for example, Precious and Andoy said they wanted to change their jobs to stay in 

Taiwan for longer, so learning could help them get new jobs. Others, who wish to go back to 

the Philippines, said Mandarin skill will be a big advantage in getting jobs at home due to 

flourishing BPO industry in the Philippines: 

Luis: Because in the Philippines, if you have a certificate, you can use it in the 

Philippines. When you go back to the Philippines and don't go to another country, for 

example, you can be a translator. It's big money, a lot of money. Because China 

nowaday is like America. It's growing bigger and bigger. 

Luis stressed the advantage of learning Mandarin. Due to growing economy of China and 

high demand of workers with Mandarin proficiency, learning Mandarin while working in 

Taiwan can be a chance to advance their employability in the Philippines. In addition to 

learning the language, those who took OWWA basic skill programs mentioned having small 

businesses in the Philippines in the future. 
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 In contrast, the signs of economic empowerment were hard to find when it comes to 

OFWs’ situation in Taiwan. It is highly connected to political reasons, such as restrictions 

based on visa and contract: 

Interviewer: Going to the class in general, do you think it can be led to earning 

higher income? or do you think learning is not that related to generation of more 

income? 

Abby: Maybe, in the Philippines, maybe it can (help). But not here. 

Danielle: Not here. 

Abby: Because we have fixed salary. And we are not allowed to have part-time jobs. 

That's what we have in our contract. In Taiwan, we have limitations. 

Jay also pointed it out:  

Jay: You cannot actually, you cannot put up a business here in Taiwan, because 

you're still in a contract. Like my case, my contract is renewed every three years, 

but aside from that, here in Taiwan, we have migrant workers who have different 

type of visa who can easily find a work, or apply for work here in Taiwan. Me, in 

my case, I could only apply for the job when I was in the Philippines. So, you 

cannot put up any business in Taiwan or you…, like vacation, it's all limited. Your 

privileges, benefits, even the salary, yeah. There is a huge difference between 

Taiwanese people's salary and the Filipinos’. As well as Indonesian, as well as 

Vietnamese and Thailander.  

Interviewer: So, even though you learn Mandarin and, let’s assume, you can speak 

perfect Mandarin in the future, you will still have those limitations, you think? 

Jay: Even I can speak fluent Mandarin, if I finish the 12 years, I have to go back to 

the Philippines. 

 

(2) Political Empowerment 

Participation and inclusion in the society are the indicators for political empowerment. 

Although most of the participants showed weak linkage between education and their 
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participation in Taiwanese society, Anna’s answer implies that learning the language can be a 

starting point in social participation: 

Interviewer: Do you think you can do a lot of things in Taiwanese society? If you 

want to, do you think you can participate in Taiwan society? 

Anna: If that time comes, I think it will be when I can speak fluent Mandarin. It's so 

hard to join them when I don't know how to speak and comprehend them. So, I 

study so that I can join them if the time comes. It's my first step, study their 

language. 

 On the other hand, most participants gave positive answer to their inclusion in 

Taiwanese society. However, many of them also mentioned that it was not particularly related 

to the class. They work, they live, they pay tax in the society, so for OFWs, those were the 

basic ground for their inclusion in the society: 

Interviewer: So, do you think your participation and connection to Taiwanese 

society have been enhanced by joining the class? Or maybe it's not really about the 

class, it's more about your hard work?  

Seth: Not really the class. It's about how you treat other people. How you treat them 

and how they treat you. Because if they see that you work hard, and you like them, 

they will give it back to you. Mandarin is a plus. I think so. But, not really. Because 

they're going to appreciate it if you work hard. 

 

To sum up, participants’ answers implied weak linkage between their educational 

experience and collective level of empowerment. When it comes to economic empowerment, 

most of them mentioned possibility of earning higher income using the skills they learned, but 

did not present any concrete plans for how to make it work. It stems from obscure outlook of 

migrant worker’s future, which, in fact, is also related to insecure position of them in host 

countries. Although empowerment develops in bottom-up process, from personal level to 

societal level, many scholars underscore top-down implementation of law and policy 

regarding visa, citizenship, and legal status that bridge individual change with institutional 

change (Huis et al., 2017; Kabeer, 2012). It is in line with what Abby called ‘limitations’ in 

her interview. Excessive economic and political constraints on migrant workers, including 
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OFWs in Taiwan, are serious impediment of educational empowerment in collective level. 

Few participants wanted to change their jobs in Taiwan, but they could not get helpful 

information or guidance during the programs. 

 It was hard to find relationship of OFWs’ educational participation and political 

empowerment in Taiwan. Some participants held skeptical view on their social participation 

and inclusion, while others thought they are (, and can be) a part of Taiwanese society. Most 

of them found the ground of social participation and inclusion in their hard work and 

contribution to Taiwanese economy, not in their educational experiences. Let me share a part 

of the conversation during the interview about OFW’s political empowerment: 

Wa Paul: Yes, yes, of course. Because we pay tax (bursts out of laughter). And we 

work hard. 

Andoy: I think so, too. Maybe we can be a part. Because we can help them, too. We 

can help Taiwanese the same way as they can. Maybe we just have to learn more here. 

Then, we can somehow manage to help. 

Kristian: Because we need each other. 

Wa Paul: Taiwanese and Filipinos, we use each other. We need each other. 
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6 Discussion and Conclusion 

 

 

In this chapter, the dilemma regarding OFWs’ educational experience in Taiwan will 

be discussed at three different levels. After revisiting three levels of empowerment, different 

standpoint of stakeholders, such as government of Taiwan and the Philippines, NGOs, and 

Catholic church, will be described in order to show wider scope of social environment OFWs’ 

education in Taiwan is situated in. It will lead our discussion to the next step, suggestions for 

future education programs. Critical reflection on reliability and validity issue, and limitation 

of this research will be followed afterwards. Finally, conclusion of this research will be 

derived from discussion and previous chapters. 

 

6.1 Revisiting three levels of empowerment 

 

The main purpose of this research is to deepen our understanding of migrant workers’ 

educational experiences in receiving country by using empowerment as a tool to investigate 

the extent to which migrant workers’ education can bring upon actual changes. Conducting a 

case study of OFWs in Taiwan, I attempted to see how the workers view their educational 

experience and the influence of it at three levels. The three levels, personal, relational, and 

collective, are different scales where the dilemma of migrant workers’ education is played out.  

 

6.1.1  Personal level of empowerment 

 

In terms of personal level, empowerment happens within cognitive and psychological 

aspect of OFWs’ lives. Most participants of the interviews viewed their educational 
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experience empowering at personal level, yet showing uncertainty of their future. Abby’s 

answer described this discrepancy: 

Interviewer: Why did you choose to come to the class here? 

Abby: Maybe I can use it after working here. Because my third contract is almost over. 

So, maybe I can choose to stay in the Philippines or stay here. So, I can have choices. 

From her answer, we can see that participation in education gave her alternative option to 

choose from. OFWs renew their contracts every three years, and she wanted to take part in 

Mandarin class not to limit herself to stay in Taiwan. In that sense, it implies personal 

empowerment based on new knowledge from the class which also goes with one’s ability to 

make better choices in life.  

On the other hand, she was quite hesitant about her provisional future plan of going 

back. It was also the case for other participants. Participants viewed learning as an asset that 

might benefit them in the future, but their instability hindered them from keeping faith and 

confidence in believing so. Likewise, personal empowerment they experienced during the 

classes will last only for a short period of time unless it leads them to higher levels of 

empowerment that give them power to act and change their surroundings. 

 

6.1.2  Relational level of empowerment 

 

Three levels of empowerment are closely linked with each other. As a bridge that 

connects personal level and collective, empowerment in close relationships has great potential 

to influence the lives of migrant workers. Most migrant workers come as strangers when they 

first arrive at the host countries. Even though they keep in touch with their friends and 

families back home, it is difficult for them to work and live in a country where no one knows 

them. Participants’ social boundaries, therefore, were relatively limited to work-related group 

of people and fellow OFWs. Kristian gave an example of how educational experience can 

influence social network:  
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Kristian: Our teacher here, he always gives us assignments. For my Taiwanese 

coworkers, I sometimes ask for their help. 

Interviewer: Do you think that improved your relationship with your coworkers? 

Kristian: Yes. Because I talk to them more. 

Educational experience of the participants facilitated communication among groups of people 

they already knew. It has tightened the bond of OFWs’ existing social networks. Nonetheless, 

education did not lead them to have new groups of people they can interact with, except for 

their classmates.  

This finding asserts the need for providing a friendly, and receptive social space for 

migrant workers. Friendship and social networking can affect migrants’ lives in many ways. 

When it comes to empowerment, it is related to psychological and political dimensions as 

well as socio-cultural dimension of empowerment. Migrant workers’ education must expand 

its aim to provide socio-cultural space where the workers can easily access and learn new 

things from each other. It is also in line with non-formal education, where education does not 

only happen inside classrooms, from teacher to students.  

 

6.1.3  Collective level of empowerment 

 

In findings, participants showed some signs of economic empowerment, especially 

when it comes to learning job-related skills. Income, however, has not changed due to 

education because OFWs get fixed salaries in Taiwan. This stresses the significance of 

political empowerment. Although it was hard to find relationship between participants’ 

educational experiences and political empowerment, empowerment is a bottom-up process, so 

the personal and relational level of empowerment can affect collective level later on. It might 

take time and additional effort to produce consciousness among policy makers to make 

embracive environment for migrant workers. Education can offer opportunity for migrant 

workers to practice participation in relatively small groups with collective agenda, which can 

encourage their social participation and inclusion in host countries. 
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6.1.4 Different stakeholders’ view on migrant worker’s education 

and empowerment 

 

The following paragraphs revisit the dilemma of migrant workers’ education with 

findings from semi-structured interviews and participatory observations. Stakeholders of 

OFWs’ education in Taiwan had different purposes and aspirations of providing migrant 

workers’ education. 

To start with, Taichung city government’s purpose in providing Mandarin classes for 

migrant workers will be presented. Lea and Precious saw their purpose as below: 

Lea: Yeah, Taichung city government. I think their purpose is just to help the migrant 

workers to deal with Taiwanese employers. Easier, you know. Because sometimes 

'language' is the barriers. 

Precious: It makes the employee and employer relationship easier. 

In fact, Lea and Precious accurately pointed out the main purpose of Taichung city 

government. Their purpose was to make communication of migrant employees and local 

employers easier. In findings, however, we discovered some forms of pressure or unfair 

expectation upon OFWs to learn Mandarin. If so, should we argue Mandarin education is 

oppression on OFWs? It can be, but I want to avoid overgeneralization because Mandarin is a 

global language rather than local. Many participants considered it as a benefit to be able to 

learn the language. 

To come back to Taichung city governments’ viewpoint, what they concerned the 

most about migrant workers’ education was violation of the labor law by having side jobs 

using the skills they learned from the class. Taichung city government only provided 

Mandarin programs for that reason. Thus, classes they provided for migrant workers were run 

by few local officers on a tight budget. Nevertheless, migrant workers are part of Taiwanese 

culture. Education will make them more responsible, respected, and helpful members of the 

society. Let me take Lea as an example. She took OWWA’s basic massage course. As being a 

nurse-aide at a hospital, she meets Taiwanese patients every day. She told me a series of 

stories of her patients being happy with her quality service and massage skills from the class. 
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On the other hand, government of the Philippines and Catholic churches provided 

education for OFWs’ better life back home. They especially aimed at empowering OFWs 

economically. Fr Joy used different expressions such as ‘A better future for their family’, ‘To 

help them get out of the cycle of poverty’, and ‘Improving lives by improving work 

opportunities’. Their educational provision emphasized future consideration – giving 

alternatives in lives. However, they had a tendency of overlooking some OFWs’ aspiration to 

stay longer or settle down in Taiwan, simply assuming that they are all going back. 

Consequently, their programs concerned less about OFWs’ empowerment in Taiwanese 

context. It may result in narrowing OFWs’ choices, disempowering them to consider return of 

every student and prepare them for their lives back in the Philippines. 

 

6.2 Suggestions for future programs 

 

In this part of the discussion, five practical suggestions for future migrant workers’ 

educational programs will be introduced. The suggestions are relevant to eliminating 

obstacles to migrant workers’ educational participation and improving quality of the 

education, which may foster empowerment through education. 

 

1. Proper promotion of the programs 

During the interviews, I met several participants who had been working in Taiwan for 

a long time without knowing about the programs. Mary talked about this in detail: 

Interviewer: So, when did you first know about the OWWA programs? 

Mary: It's only..., in this contract. It's only this last contract that I joined the first class. 

I think last year June. So, I've heard of this program before, but I don't know how. I 

want to learn something new, you know? But how? (…) From my own knowledge, 

most of us are not aware of the programs of OWWA, of their benefits. We are not 

aware. It's just for me, only this contract (that I got to know about the programs). 

Only in this last contract! 
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When interviewed, Mary had lived in Taiwan for 12 years. The same goes for Abby, Precious, 

and Lea, who had lived in Taiwan for 9, 9, and 11 years respectively: 

Interviewer: When was the first time you decided to go to the classes in Taiwan? Is 

this your first time? 

Abby: Yes, it’s my first time. First time in 9 years (laughs). 

 

Interviewer: Do you remember the very first class that you have participated in? 

Precious: Last year, I think the last year, that was the soap making. 

Lea: Same for me. Last year. 

According to the answers above, educational programs for OFWs are not widely known by 

OFWs. This calls for proper promotion of the programs, including advertising the programs to 

newcomers at their orientations. 

 

2. Larger number of classes 

However, promotion of the programs would be meaningless without enough classes. 

Mr. Carl, an officer who was in charge of recruiting students, expressed difficulty having 

small number of classes and seats compared to the number of OFWs who want to join the 

programs: 

Mr. Carl: There's a baking class opening now. When I post it on social media, they 

have to send me some registration on my email. I post it, like 12 in the midnight. And 

8 a.m., you know how many participants asking to be enrolled? Already 60. I only 

need 25.  

In fact, the number of classes is far from enough to accommodate prospective students. 

 

3. Classes for advanced levels 

Educational programs for OFWs in Taichung were offering only basic level of 

Mandarin and practical skills. Therefore, if OFWs wanted subsequent education, they had to 

pay for private institute or academy like Luis did at Providence University. It not only 
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imposes economic burden on OFWs, but also fails at fulfilling the purpose of educational 

providers. As a matter of fact, basic level of Mandarin is not enough to speak and understand 

local employers. In addition, basic level of skill requires practice and technical upgrade to 

develop into successful business. 

 

4. Relevant content for migrant workers 

Fourth suggestion is to include contents that can be relevant to migrant workers, 

especially in language courses. When comparing educational programs in Taiwan, 

government and NGOs’ Mandarin programs were different with regard to contents. 

Governmental classes used ordinary Mandarin textbook that can be found in any book store, 

so the contents were not very relevant to OFWs. In contrast, NGOs were teaching contents 

that are related to migrant workers’ lives, for example, how to express symptoms and 

pronounce body parts when going to the hospital. Their way of teaching involved 

participation of students. They had a role-play where the teacher is a doctor and students are 

patients, and practiced the words and expressions they learned in the class. 

 

5. Monitoring and evaluation system 

Finally, the programs were missing systematic monitoring of students and appropriate 

evaluation of the courses. To enhance the quality of classes they offer, educational providers 

should receive feedbacks from the teachers and students. In case of the programs government 

offers, they can keep track of the students to examine long-term effect of the education on 

migrant workers’ lives. 

 

6.3 Reliability and Validity 

 

Checking reliability and validity is a significant process in order to ensure the quality 

of a research. Dictionary definition of reliability is the extent to which the outcome of a 

research will get consistent result over repeated test, and validity is the degree to which a 
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study is measuring what it claims to measure (Noble, & Smith, 2015, p. 35). Many scholars 

argue that the concepts of reliability and validity should be modified to be applied in 

qualitative research, therefore present various interpretations of the ways to ensure a 

qualitative research is reliable and valid (Golafshani, 2003). Hence, I will attempt to elaborate 

on some key factors of reliability and validity that can prove the quality of this research.  

6.3.1 Reliability 

 

A reliable research should be trustworthy and transparent (Golafshani, 2003). To 

ensure reliability of this research, I kept consistency within each step of the research and 

shared the progress with readers. I presented clear and transparent description of the 

research’s initial outline, inviting the readers to follow my thought process in every decision I 

made. Through the development of data collection methods and providing of findings, I tried 

to keep things in accordance with the analytical framework of empowerment (Noble & Smith, 

2015, p. 35).  

  

6.3.2 Validity 

 

There are several sub-concepts of validity. Among them, internal validity and external 

validity are two very important types of validity, which concern logical process within the 

research and transferability of the research to a wider context (Thor, 2008). When it comes to 

internal validity, Thor (2008, p. 227) elaborated on;  

“Designs which do not rule out alternative casual interpretations leave to the 

researcher (and the reader) the job to consider what alternative interpretations are possible 

and to evaluate the likelihood of those alternatives. (...) The fundamental issue is to evaluate 

alternative possibilities before presenting any result of the research in terms of causal 

interpretations”.  
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In the findings of this research, alternative factors affecting empowerment of migrant workers 

have been ruled out, for instance, the issue of certificate and OFWs’ time spent on learning. It 

was possible due to additional questions asked in the interviews to confirm whether the signs 

of oppression or empowerment is deriving from participants’ educational experiences or 

elsewhere. 

Moreover, external validity is related to the weakness of this research. It presents 

findings that are context-bound. It is unlikely that a study of same phenomenon in another 

context will bring the same result (Thor, 2008). However, throughout the thesis, I tried to give 

rich detail of the context and thick description of my findings, while introducing studies in 

different contexts in the chapter of literature review. 

Lastly, in the chapter of analytical framework, I combined Rowlands and Stromquist’s 

theory to ensure the validity of theoretical concept of empowerment.  

A qualitative researcher should be conscious of personal bias and keep reflecting on 

her (his) own perspectives (Noble & Smith, 2015). I had a public presentation about my 

research during the field work period in Taiwan (see Appendix Ⅴ, 7) in front of students, 

professors, researchers in relevant fields, and people from local NGOs. Getting feedbacks 

from them helped me to be cautious of my obstinacy and be more down-to-earth and honest 

with this research. 

 

6.4 Limitations of the study 

 

A limitation of this study is in relation to the external validity as mentioned earlier. 

Since the result of this research is highly context-driven, one can not generalize findings of 

this study. The number of participants of semi-structured interview is 15, which is a small 

number of people to represent the whole population of OFWs in Taichung, or in a larger 

context, in Taiwan. 

Besides, among the stakeholders of migrant workers’ education in Taichung, I did not 

get in touch with brokerage companies. I expected to include their views on migrant workers’ 
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education in the discussion part, but 3-month was indeed a short period of time to contact 

local companies with poor level of Mandarin. I hope future studies on migrant workers’ 

education can include brokerage firms to show their perspective on the topic. 

 Finally, this research only focused on capturing the dilemma of migrant workers’ 

education in formal education. However, Stromquist (2015) argued that most successful 

instances of empowerment may occur through non-formal education. Three educational 

programs dealt with in this study, Taichung Mandarin, Providence University Mandarin, and 

OWWA basic skill programs, are fornal education regarding the fact that they happened in 

intentional and structured manner rather than natural and flexible ways. 

 

6.5 Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, this research attempted to look at the dilemma of migrant workers’ 

education through the experience of Filipino migrant workers in Taiwan. The dilemma started 

from posing a question to a common belief that education always brings positive influence in 

people’s lives. « Is education an infallible remedy? » Taking a step forward from the question, 

critical pedagogist revealed reflection of power in education. It was where my research 

question started from, with special interest in adult migrants’ education and inclusion in host 

countries.  

There are three features of this study that differentiates it from the previous literature. 

First of all, in the first two chapters, I looked into international labor migration in both global 

and local scope, therefore, allowed the readers to understand the phenomenon in a wider 

context. Secondly, the notion and theory of empowerment have been used to capture the 

influence of education at three different levels. Furthermore, this research focused on OFWs’ 

educational experience and their own reflection on it.  

 Now it is time to answer the question I proposed throughout the study- Can education 

empower?- Yes, but not necessarily so. Based on the findings of this research, education is 

not all about empowerment. The impact and role of education does not go beyond global 

power structure and local policies that suppress migrant workers.  
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AppendixⅠ 

< Research Consent form> 

  

Are you interested in taking part in the research project   

 ”Overseas Filipino Migrant workers and their educational 

experience in Taiwan”?  
  

Hello!   

  

This is an inquiry about participation in a research project where the main purpose is to 

understand migrant workers’ educational experiences in a receiving country. In this letter I 

will give you information about the purpose of the project and what your participation will 

involve.  

  

Purpose of the project  

This is a master’s thesis research at the Department of Education at University of Oslo, 

Norway.  

  

The research is an attempt to answer the question about, ‘how the participation in migrant 

education programs has empowered Filipino migrant workers.’ The purpose of this research is 

to use ‘empowerment’ as a tool to evaluate how migrant education can bring upon actual 

changes in migrant’s mindset and action, and society.   

  

Who is responsible for the research project?   

<< Department of Education, Faculty of Educational Science at University of Oslo >> is the 

institution responsible for the project.   

I am Jimin Song, a master’s student in Comparative and International 

Education. My academic supervisor is professor Lene Buchert.   

  

Why are you being asked to participate?   

I am trying to have as much contact as possible with Filipino migrant workers and migrant 

education organizers in Taiwan.  

Preferably who lives or works around the city of Taichung, and who has participated in any 

educational program for migrant workers will be asked for the participation in this research.  

I am looking for someone between the age of 20 – 70.  
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If you haven’t met me in person, I might have gotten your contact detail from local Manila 

office or MECO center.  

  

What does participation involve for you?  

If you chose to take part in the project, this will involve that you be in an interview. It will 

take about 1 hour. The interview includes questions about your personal experience and 

reflection on migrant educational programs in Taiwan. You will also be asked questions about 

political and psychological empowerment. Your answers will be audio-recorded.  

  

Participation is voluntary   

Participation in the project is voluntary. If you chose to participate, you can withdraw your 

consent at any time without giving a reason. All information about you will then be made 

anonymous. There will be no negative consequences for you if you chose not to participate or 

later decide to withdraw.   

  

Your personal privacy – how I will store and use your personal data   

I will only use your personal data for the purpose(s) specified in this information letter. I will 

process your personal data confidentially and in accordance with data protection legislation 

(the General Data Protection Regulation and Personal Data Act).   

• Only two persons; the master’s student (-Jimin Song) and supervisor (-prof. Lene 

Buchert) have access to the personal data.   

• Data that I collected from the interview will be securely stored in Nettskjema, 

University of Oslo’s research data server. I will replace your name and contact details 

with a code. The list of names, contact details and respective codes will be stored 

separately from the rest of the collected data. For transcribing the interview, I will use 

‘f4 & f5 transcript’ program.  

• Participants will not be recognizable in publications, but occupation can be published 

alongside the answers for interview questions.  

  

What will happen to your personal data at the end of the research project?   

The project is scheduled to end on 25th of June, 2020. Any recordings or personal data 

remaining will be deleted at the end of the project.  

  

Your rights   

So long as you can be identified in the collected data, you have the right to:  

- access the personal data that is being processed about you   

- request that your personal data is deleted  

- request that incorrect personal data about you is corrected/rectified  

- receive a copy of your personal data (data portability), and  

- send a complaint to the Data Protection Officer or The Norwegian Data Protection 

Authority regarding the processing of your personal data  
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What gives us the right to process your personal data?   

We will process your personal data based on your consent.   

Based on an agreement with the Department of Education at University of Oslo, NSD – The 

Norwegian Centre for Research Data AS has assessed that the processing of personal data in 

this project is in accordance with data protection legislation.   

  

Where can I find out more?  

If you have questions about the project, or want to exercise your rights, contact:   

• Department of Education at University of Oslo via   

 Prof. Lene Buchert  Jimin Song  

 Email: lene.buchert@iped.uio.no  Email: gm1219@naver.com  

 Phone: +47---------  Phone:  0984 ------  

• Data Protection Officer for the institution responsible for the project— Maren 

Magnus Voll, by email: (personvernombud@uio.no)  

• NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research Data AS, by email: 

(personverntjenester@nsd.no) or by telephone: +47 -- -- -- --.  

  

 

 

Yours sincerely,  

Jimin Song  

 

  

Consent form 

 
I have received and understood information about the project ‘migrant 

workers’ educational experience and empowerment’ and have been given the 

opportunity to ask questions. I give consent:   

  to participate in an interview   

  
I give consent for my personal data to be processed until the end date of the project, 

approx. 25th of June, 2020.   

  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

(Signed by participant, date) 
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AppendixⅡ 

< Research Request form to MECO Taichung > 
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Appendix Ⅲ 

< Research Information and Interview guide > 

 

Interview with Filipino migrant workers on 

educational experiences in Taiwan  

  

Jimin Song (master’s student)   

Comparative and International Education, University of Oslo  

Email :  gm1219@naver.com  

Phone no. :  0984------ 

Topic of the project  

Topic of this master’s thesis research deals with a broader theme of international 

migration, especially on labor migration. Also called as economic migration, this facet of 

migration displays global division of labor and power relations.  

From this broader perspective, the research narrows down to the time, location, and  

specific research object that best fits researcher’s interest and field of Comparative and  

International Education. The specified time for collecting research data is from September to  

November 2019. Research site is Taiwan, two cities will be in comparison, including 

Taichung. Research object is the educational experience of Filipino migrant workers in 

Taiwan.   

The reason for choosing to conduct a research about Filipino migrant workers in 

Taiwan is that both countries, the Philippines and Taiwan, are well-known migrant sending/ 

receiving country and the governments actively engage in the migration process. In the 

meantime, there are still reports about mistreatment of migrant workers in the workplace and 
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hardship to be integrated into Taiwanese society. While both countries get benefits from the 

labor migration trade, individual migrant workers suffer from isolation and lack of resources 

to feel secure at their new home.  

It leads the research topic to the education of migrant workers. Although Filipino 

migrant workers generally are known for high level of education in their homeland and 

English proficiency, most of them in Taiwan remain as temporary, low-income workers who 

can easily be replaced with other migrant workers. In this paper, I want to discuss about 

migrant education (in Taiwan)’s aim, role, changes it has (or has not) brought upon in migrant 

workers’ lives, and critical suggestions for future.  

  

Purpose of the study 

Purpose of this research is to give thorough understanding of migrants’ educational 

experiences in receiving country, through using empowerment as a tool to evaluate how 

migrant education can bring upon actual changes in migrant’s mindset and action, and society. 

In addition, this study aims to fill the knowledge gap of adult migrant worker’s education, 

which has been neglected while previous studies on migrant education highly focused on 

migrant youth and second generation of migrant families’ education and integration.  

  

Research Questions 

◆ How do Filipino migrant workers view and experience migrant education programs in 

Taiwan?  

( ◈ How do different aspects of migrant education programs affect possible changes they can 

bring in migrant workers’ lives? )  
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Interview Guide 

I will conduct semi-structured interviews with OFWs and educational program  

organizers in Taiwan. The research site will be relatively large cities in Taiwan, mainly 

focusing on Taichung and Taipei. Each session of interview will take around an hour, dealing 

with individual participants’ experience in migrant education in Taiwan. The questions will 

be designed to ask how empowering the educational experience was for OFWs, and what 

difference was made by program structure, content, and the provider.   

  

Interview questions were developed based on the theoretical framework of empowerment.  

Three levels of  

Empowerment  

(Rowlands, 1995)  

Stromquist’s  

Empowerment 

classification  

  

Indicators  

Personal  Psychological, cognitive  Self-esteem, confidence, knowledge  

Close relationships  Socio-cultural  Affiliation, social network  

Collective  Economic, political  Income, job-related skill, collective action  

  

< Interview guide for interviewing Filipino migrant workers working in Taiwan > 

  

0. Background information   

- Name :                             (random name participant chose)  

- Level of Education :   

- When did you first arrive in Taiwan?  

- How long have you been working in Taiwan?  

- In which sector are you currently working in?  

- What is your working language? 

  

1. Educational experience in Taiwan  

- When is the first time you participated in migrant education program in Taiwan?  

- What was the class about?   
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- Who was organizing it (government or NGO)? Was it compulsory or voluntary participation?  

 (If voluntary, what was your motivation? How did you get to know about it?)  

- Did you have to pay for the program?  

- How long was the period of the program? (how often did you go there?)  

- Are there any other programs you have been participated so far?  

  

 
  

2. ‘Self-esteem’    

- What was some of the biggest challenges that you faced when you first came?  

- How have you overcome(or failed to overcome) the challenge? How has it affected your feelings 

about yourself?  

- What was the role of migrant education program in overcoming(or failing to overcome) the 

difficulty?   

- Has joining the program(s) made you feel worse or better about yourself? How and why? 

  

3. ‘Confidence’   

- What are the plans for your future?   

- Do you think you can manage to follow the plans?   

- Do you think any migrant educational program you attended might help you accomplish them?  

- Has the participation in the class(es) made you better cope with the life problems in Taiwan? 

  

4. ‘Knowledge’  

- What are the new things that you learned through migrant education programs?  

- Was there any incident the new knowledge you have learned was useful in your daily life?  

Educational program   

*   subject or topic :   

*   provider / organizer :   

*   motivation :   

*   fee :   

*   duration of the class :   
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- Was the knowledge useful at work? 

  

5. ‘Affiliation’  

- How many people around you (friends, family, boss, etc) knows that you joined the programs? 

- What are their response? Were they supportive and encouraging or the opposite or indifferent? 

- How do you keep in touch with your family? 

- Who are the group of people you meet or talk to the most in Taiwan? 

- (OFWs, migrant workers from other countries, or Taiwanese?) 

- How did you meet them? 

6. ‘Social network’  

- Have you gotten any help or given any help from/to a person you know from the class? 

- (money, illness, etc)  

- Do you feel like attending to the class has made you talke and see with more people than before?  

- What kind of social groups are you joining here? (inside the class, outside the class)  

- How did you become a member of it(them)? Is it related to the programs you joined?  

- How about your relationship with Taiwanese? Do you have any Taiwanese people you got to 

know from joining the class? 

  

7. ‘Income’   

- In your opinion, what are the skills taught in the class that can be linked to generating more 

income?  

- Do you think there is a link between joining educational program(s) and income? 

- How do you think your participation in the program(s) will affect your future income? 

  

8. ‘Job-related skill’  

- From the program(s), did you learn new skills you can use at your work?  

- (If yes, )How did your boss or co-workers reacted to your change?  

Do you think it affected renewal of your work contract? 

- Do you think you can get a new job from the skills you learned from the class(es)?  
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9. ‘Collective action’  

- What is your opinion about migrant workers’ participation in Taiwanese society? 

- Do you think migrant workers as part of Taiwanese society, or do you feel migrant workers 

are strangers who are apart from the society? 

- Has joining the class affected your participation in community life and your participation in 

Taiwanese society? 
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Appendix Ⅳ  

< Questions sent to Taichung city government via email > 

 

 

< Questions to send to Labor Affair Bureau of Taichung City Government >  

 

To whom it may concern,  

 

✓ Information about the research :   

Questions below are asked for a research for master’s thesis at the Department of Education at 

University of Oslo, Norway.  

<< Department of Education, Faculty of Educational Science at University of Oslo >> is the 

institution responsible for the project.   

I am Jimin Song, a master’s student in a major of ‘Comparative and International Education’.  

Contact detail : gm1219@naver.com / 0984 --- ---  

  

The research is an attempt to answer the question about, ‘how the participation in migrant 

education programs has empowered Filipino migrant workers.’ The purpose of this research is 

to use ‘empowerment’ as a tool to evaluate how migrant education can bring upon actual 

changes in migrant’s mindset and action, and society. The research site is Taichung city, and 

the data collection period is from September 1st to November 30th of 2019.  

  

✓ List of questions :  

1. Statistics of migrant workers in city of Taichung  

- Among migrant worker population in Taichung, how many are coming from the 

Philippines? Do you have statistics on which jobs migrant workers are having, and 

their gender in your database?  

- Is there any special characteristic of migrant worker population from the Philippines 

in Taichung?  (job/ gender/ governmental relationship/ brokerage system, etc.)  
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2. Migrant worker ‘s education and social integration  

- What kind of educational courses are provided by Taichung City government to 

migrant workers?  

- What is the purpose of each course?  

- How do you recruit teachers for the programs?  

- How do you recruit students (migrant) for the programs?  

- Which method do you use to promote the programs to migrant workers?  

- Are there other projects for migrant workers’ integration into Taichung’s society?  

- What are future plans for migrant workers’ better integration into Taichung’s society?  
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AppendixⅤ 

< Relevant photos taken during the fieldwork > 

1. Brochure of OWWA’s programs and services
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2. An example of OWWA’s social media promotion of the classes 

 

 

3. Social media promotion of Providence University Mandarin program 
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4. A leaflet of Taichung Mandarin class attached on the wall of ASEAN square 

 

 



106 

 

5. A booklet of TIWA 
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6. A side of business card of Migrante International - Taiwan 

 

7. Photos taken during author’s research presentation at SEAT (2019-11-16) 

 


