Access to good quality and consistent education for all children and young people should be being achieved globally in 2026. However, unfortunately in some low or middle-income countries, accessing a good quality and consistent education can be difficult for some children and young people due to various socio-economic factors. This essay will identify and demonstrate critical understanding of the barriers facing universal education whilst critically appreciating the value of a sustainable global education community. The focus of this essay will be on the country, Afghanistan. 

Afghanistan is located in Central Asia with Iran to the west and Pakistan to the east. Afghanistan has a population of ’38.3 million’ (BBC News, 2025). Following the 9/11 attacks in 2001, American and NATO forces ‘took military action’ and as a result the Taliban were ‘drove from power’ (National Geographic, n.d). With the United States and its allies now ruling Afghanistan following the Talibans departure, they worked with the Afghans to ‘set up schools’, and girls – ‘who were banned from being educated under Taliban rule – went to school for the first time’ (National Geographic, n.d). 

The war in Afghanistan ‘spanned the tenure’ of many Prime Ministers and claimed the lives of hundreds of ‘British service personnel’ and ‘thousands of Afghans’ (National Army Museum, n.d). The British army pulled out of Afghanistan after 13 years of conflict, with the ‘last combat troops’ leaving on ‘26th of October 2014’ (National Army Museum, n.d). 

Following the departure of the British army, there continued to be another seven years of conflict in Afghanistan ‘led by NATO where a US military presence remained’ (Help for Heroes, 2025). The war came to an end after in 2021, 20 years after it had begun, when the ‘US and the Taliban signed a peace agreement’ in which they ‘outlined the withdrawal of US and NATO forces by May 2021’ (Help for Heroes, 2025). 

In 2021, the Taliban ‘took power in Kabul’ and the country is now ruled by the ‘supreme commander’ of the Taliban, Hibatullah Akhundzada (BBC News, 2025). As a result of many years of war, the Afghan countryside is ‘littered’ with ‘unexploded mines’ with children who live there ‘often being killed’ by walking over these mines (National Geographic, n.d). Since their return to power, the Taliban have reinstated their ban on girls’ education, with September 2024 marking three years since they ‘banned secondary education for girls’ (Human Rights Watch, 2024). 

According to (UNESCO, 2025), the ban on women’s education in Afghanistan ‘has disastrous consequences’ for the country as ‘half of the population’ are already living in poverty. UNESCO themselves are currently responding to the violation against girls and women’s rights in Afghanistan by ‘mobilising to support alternative learning methods’ (UNESCO, 2025). 

Their method is proving effective as they have provided literacy courses for ‘57,000 young people, the vast majority of whom are women’ (UNESCO, 2025). They have achieved this goal in more than ‘2.600 villages across the country’ (UNESCO, 2025). The work UNESCO has done within the Afghan community is vital as it supports a sustainable global education community and gives the women and girls of Afghanistan opportunities to be educated global citizens. 

UNESCO are not the only organisation who are working to improve the violation of rights of women and girls in Afghanistan. UNICEF believe that ‘access to education is a right for every child’ (UNICEF, n.d). Working with the Afghan government, UNICEF has worked for decades to ‘increase the number of children going to school’ (UNICEF, n.d). 

While the Taliban’s rule over Afghanistan is responsible for removing girls from secondary education, it is also important to note that there are other ‘socio-political and humanitarian crises’ that are affecting Afghanistan’s education system (UNICEF, n.d). Afghanistan is a country that can be affected by natural disasters such as ‘floods, earthquakes and landslides’ (UNICEF, n.d). 

Children in Afghanistan face long walks to school due to ‘a shortage of schools and insufficient transportation’ (UNICEF, n.d). While UNICEF are working hard to bring education to children, it is important that the geographical factors are not ignored as these factors cause ‘parental concerns’ and as a result parents feel it is unsafe and ‘prevent them from sending their children to school’ (UNICEF, n.d). 

While geographical and political factors play a significant role in preventing children from being educated in Afghanistan, the children who are able to get to school continue to face barriers in the classroom. Children are often taught by teachers who are unable to provide a good quality and consistent education as ‘only 48 percent of their teachers have the minimum academic qualifications (equivalent to an associate degree’ (UNICEF, n.d). 

Despite these barriers, UNICEF works to give more children an access to education in Afghanistan. Working with the Ministry of Education, UNICEF are aiming to ‘develop a National Assessment Framework for the primary education system’ leading to ‘National Qualification Framework’ (UNICEF, n.d). Whilst this provides hope for the people of Afghanistan, it is important to remember that the education system itself is not the only area which needs development. Politics, geography and religious beliefs could restrict the effectiveness of work UNICEF is doing. 

The United Nations are involved in improving education systems throughout the world. The Department of Economic and Social Affairs have created the ‘2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ (United Nations, 2015). 

Their agenda suggests that they are ‘determined to end poverty and hunger in all their forms and dimensions’ whilst also hoping to ensure that ‘all human beings can fulfil their potential in dignity and in a healthy environment’ (United Nations, 2015). The agenda also suggests that the United Nations are ‘determined’ to make sure that ‘all human beings can enjoy prosperous and fulfilling lives’ (United Nations, 2015). 

While the author suggest that they are ‘determined to end poverty’ (United Nations, 2015), poverty can be interpreted in different ways. Learning poverty is ‘unacceptably high’ (World bank, 2024). Those who experience learning poverty are ‘children who don’t learn to read with comprehension by age 10’ (World Bank, 2024). The author further defines learning poverty as children who are ‘not able to reach minimum proficiency in reading’ and has determined that this is because of ‘poor quality education or because they don’t have access to education at all’ (World Bank, 2024). 
It was reported by the author that in Afghanistan, ’93 percent’ of late primary school age ‘are not proficient in reading’ (World Bank, 2024). It is further reported that this statistic is ’35 percentage points higher than the average for South Asia’ (World Bank, 2024), furthermore ‘3 percentage points higher than the average for low-income countries’ (World Bank, 2024). These statistics can be attributed to the political stance of the Taliban on girls’ education and denying them the ability to be well educated. Furthermore, alternative explanations such as geographical barriers may be responsible as parents do not send their children to school due to fear.

School depravation reinforces the belief that learning poverty is a major issue in Afghanistan. ’44 percent of primary school-aged children are not enrolled in school’ (World Bank, 2024). Afghanistan is ranked further as this statistic is ’35 percentage points higher than the average for South Asia’ and ’18 percentage points higher than the average for low-income countries’ (World Bank, 2024). These statistics reinforce the point above of parents in Afghanistan not sending their children to school for many geo-political reasons. 

The statistics above challenges the points made by the United Nations to end poverty by 2030. They claim to be aiming to ‘end poverty and hunger everywhere’ and to ‘combat inequalities within and among countries’ (United Nations, 2015). They further claimed to be trying to ‘create conditions for sustainable, inclusive and sustained economic growth, shared prosperity and decent work for all’ (United Nations, 2015). Unfortunately, given the 2024 statistics on the state of education in Afghanistan, it would appear that more work needs to be done to get children into schools. 

Children have a right to access education under Article 28 and 29 of the ‘UN Convention on the Rights of the Child’ (UNICEF, n.d). The ‘44 percent of primary school-aged children’ who are not enrolled in a school in Afghanistan are not being given the right to an education to which they are entitled. (World Bank, 2024). Article 28 refers to a child’s right to ‘understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes and friendship among all peoples’ whilst also referring to ‘national and religious groups’ (UNICEF, n.d). 

It can be argued that while children in Afghanistan are being denied their right to an education under Article 28 and 29, the argument is weak because the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child also states under Article 3 that adults must do what is best for their child and ‘when adults make decisions, they should think how they affect children and do what is best for them’ (Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland, n.d). Therefore, if the parents of children in Afghanistan do not feel that schools are safe places then they are well within their rights not to send them. 

By contrast to the argument above, under Article 2 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, ‘All children have these rights no matter what their differences are’ (Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland, n.d). Under Article 2, ‘governments should make sure that every child has equal access to their rights’ (Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland, n.d). This emphasises the lack of work being done by the Taliban in Afghanistan in terms of ensuring that children are educated well and have good prospects for the future. 

A situation report into Afghanistan’s’ education system was written by UNESCO in 2025 and it details that ‘Afghanistan remains one of the most complex humanitarian crises globally’ (UNESCO, 2025). It outlines that political, social and economic’ factors are still depriving ‘millions of children of their fundamental rights, including the right to education’ (UNESCO, 2025). This report strengthens the argument of the Taliban violating the rights of women and girls as the lack of educational opportunities means that they are having to seek ‘harmful coping strategies’ (UNESCO, 2025). 

Children are being forced to work due to no other options being available to them. With ‘child labour affecting nearly 30 percent of children aged 5 to 17’ (UNESCO, 2025).  Another worrying statistic is ‘early marriage affecting 28 percent of women before age 18’ with this further undermining ‘educational opportunities, especially for girls’ (UNESCO, 2025). 

Despite these statistics, many Afghan people do not agree with the governance of their country. A door-to-door survey of more than 2000 Afghans revealed that ’92 percent said it was “important” for girls to continue their schooling’ (UN Women, 2025). This support was reflected in both ‘rural and urban communities’ (UN Women, 2025). 
It is important to note that it is not only women who wish to be for their rights to education reinstated. In rural areas ’87 percent of men and 95 percent of women supported girls’ schooling’ whilst in urban areas the figure rose to ’95 percent for both men and women’ (UN Women, 2025). 

The UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development emphasises that ‘each country faces specific challenges’ (United Nations, 2015). In Afghanistan, almost 68 percent ‘believe the country is moving in the wrong direction, citing security, economic issues and restrictions on women’s rights as key concerns’ (Sage Journals, 2025). These opinions can be applied to social contract theory as ‘these results demonstrate the relevance of social contract theory in understanding the evolving relationship between the Afghan citizens and the Taliban Government’ (Sage Journals, 2025). This is further supported as almost 92 percent of Afghans ‘support elections as the means of selecting leadership, indicating a strong desire for democratic process’ (Sage Journals, 2025). 

Despite the apparent power of the Taliban Government in Afghanistan, ‘rural populations in Afghanistan are largely detached from governmental processes and political decisions’ (Ludovika University of Public Service, 2025). While this may seem understandable giving what is known about the Taliban in the Western world, while the people in rural Afghanistan are largely detached from the government, it is also stated that ‘they not only lack engagement with political activities but often fail to recognise the government and its official authority altogether’ (Ludovika University of Public Service, 2025).

It is important to note although Afghanistan is run by the Taliban in the present day, the country is now post-colonial after 20 years of Western influence. From ‘late 2001 to August 2021’ (during the War in Afghanistan), Afghanistan’s education system was ‘almost entirely financed by Western donor countries’ (EENET, 2024). It can be argued that during this time, Western influence was ‘fundamental in shaping Afghanistan’s education system’ (EENET, 2024). 

While Western countries had great influence on education in Afghanistan during the war, Afghanistan can also be described as neo-colonial. Neo-colonialism means to use ‘current systems and processes rooted in colonial ideas and practices but enacted in modern postcolonial forms’ (EENET, 2024). It can be argued that as a neo-colonial country, the government in Afghanistan is to blame for the ‘failure of impact’ as well as its people and their ‘inability or unwillingness, to use the aid they have received in relevant and effective ways’ (EENET, 2024). 

A critical analysis into education in Afghanistan between 2001 and 2021 reveals that while Western influence was ‘fundamental in shaping Afghanistan’s education system’ (EENET,2024), during this 20-year period it is important to note that ‘there was very little attempt by Western donors to open-mindedly engage’ with the local forms of Islamic education (EENET, 2024). 

Whilst the Islamic education system of Afghanistan before the Western countries came in was seen as ‘promoting poor quality rote-learning of an exclusively religious curriculum’ (EENET, 2024), it was ‘widely understood and accepted in Afghan communities’ (EENET, 2024). 

It is clear that in Afghanistan today there is a ‘hunger for quality education for boys and girls’ (EENET, 2024). It could be argued that there is room for both Western influenced and Islamic education ‘based on genuine collaboration and sustained engagement with Afghan communities’ (EENET, 2024).  

The United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development agrees that ‘the most vulnerable countries’ including ‘least developed countries’ and ‘landlocked developing countries’ are deserving of ‘special attention’ as do those countries who are ‘in situations of conflict and post conflict countries’ which Afghanistan is. Furthermore, they recognise the need to ‘build peaceful, just and inclusive societies’ who ‘respect’ human rights through ‘good governance at all levels’ (United Nations, 2015). 

UNESCO also launched their own framework for education in 2015, titled ‘The Education 2030 Framework for Action’ (UNESCO, 2016). The Education Framework for Action ‘provides guidance to countries’ with ‘implementing the Education 2030 Agenda (UNESCO, 2016). They emphasised that their hope was to ‘transform lives through education’ and they recognised the importance of education as the ‘main driver of development’ (UNESCO, 2016). They also reassured that they recognised ‘the importance of gender equality’ and ‘achieving the right to education for all’ (UNESCO, 2016). 

To conclude, throughout this essay attention has been drawn to the Talban government in Afghanistan and their unwillingness to allow girls to access their basic human rights. Further research shows that being a woman is not only difficult in Afghanistan, but unthinkable. 

Since the Taliban retook power in 2021, ‘accessing healthcare has become increasingly difficult for Afghan women’ (UN Women, 2025). Furthermore ‘fear, mobility restrictions, education bans, and systematic discrimination’ means that gender inequality is rife in Afghanistan, which can be seen through the education system. 

When girls in Afghanistan reach the end of their primary school education, ‘their formal education is over’ (UN Women, 2025). However, the education failings for some children begin much earlier, as ‘nearly 30 percent of Afghan girls never start primary school due to poverty, restrictive gender norms and safety concerns’ (UN Women, 2025). Despite the argument for girls’ education, boys in Afghanistan also struggle. 

Families are often forced to ‘withdraw both girls and boys’ from the education system and require them to ‘contribute to household income or prepare for child marriage’ an issue which has been ‘on the rise as families struggle to cope with the economic crisis’ (UN Women, 2025). 

With these barriers to accessing good quality, consistent education for children and young people in Afghanistan, it is difficult to see a way forward for the people of this country when it comes to education. However, it can be argued that there are steps which can be taken to ensure that education is accessible to all. 

From 2024-2025, the UK Government ‘allocated £171 million to support Afghanistan’s most vulnerable people, particularly women and girls’ (GOV.UK, 2025). Whilst none of this money claimed to be allocated towards education, if the UK government and other nations around the world ensured that ‘at least 30 percent’ of funding aimed at Afghanistan was to support gender equality, it would make ‘women’s rights central to all efforts’ (UN Women, 2025). It can then be argued that if the UK government and other nations were to take this initiative and it was successfully accepted by the Taliban government, they could then also ensure that some of the money sent in aid was put towards education. 

Overall, while funding and aid would potentially help the education system in Afghanistan, ultimately it can be argued that ‘a strong education system is key’ to giving children the opportunities to go to school (UNICEF, n.d). It is also essential that schools are ‘keeping them there’ (UNICEF, n.d).  Therefore, working at the ‘national, provincial, community, levels’ in ‘collaboration with the Ministry of Education and other partners’ is vital (UNICEF, n.d). It can be said that focusing on the ‘most vulnerable people’ in ‘disadvantaged areas, particularly girls’ is key to solving the education crisis in Afghanistan as combating the ‘lack of learning caused by poverty, discrimination and conflict’ is arguably the best way forward.
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