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Global Perspectives in Education
Critically explore the barriers to accessing good quality, consistent education for children and young people in your chosen country. Refer to national, regional, and international policies and reports; and apply theory throughout.
 Global education plays an important role in promoting equality and supporting children’s rights across the world. It aims to help young people understand global challenges and encourage action towards a fairer and more sustainable society (UNESCO, 2022). Education is recognised as a fundamental human right under Article 28 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which states that every child has the right to access education regardless of background (United Nations, 1989).
This essay focuses on Malawi, a low-income country in southeast Africa where many children experience barriers to accessing good quality and consistent education. Although primary education is officially free, challenges such as poverty, rural inequality, teacher shortages, gender-based disadvantage, and environmental vulnerability continue to affect educational outcomes (UNICEF, 2022). These issues are closely linked to Sustainable Development Goal 4, which aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education for all (United Nations, 2015).
This essay will critically explore how poverty and rural inequality, alongside gender inequality, climate-related disruption, and the impact of COVID-19, limit children’s educational opportunities in Malawi. It will also consider the role of national and international organisations in addressing these barriers, while linking findings to children’s rights frameworks and the sustainable development agenda.
Poverty is one of the most significant barriers to accessing good quality and consistent education in Malawi. Although primary education is officially free, many families continue to face indirect costs such as uniforms, learning materials, and transport, which can prevent regular school attendance (UNICEF, 2022). For households already living in extreme poverty, children are often required to contribute to family income through informal work or household labour, increasing absenteeism, and dropout rates. While Malawi has a reported net enrolment rate of 88 per cent, only 33 per cent of children complete primary education, highlighting a clear gap between access and sustained participation (UNICEF, 2022).
The impact of poverty is especially severe in rural areas, where most of the Malawi’s population lives. Rural schools frequently lack basic infrastructure, including safe buildings, clean water, electricity, and adequate sanitation. Classrooms are often overcrowded, and there is a shortage of trained teachers, reducing the quality of learning and limiting individual support for pupils (World Bank, 2022).
Educational poverty in Malawi therefore extends beyond access to school and encompasses the quality of learning itself. Many children attend school but fail to achieve basic literacy or numeracy skills; only 13 per cent of children aged 7–14 demonstrate numeracy at the expected level for their age (UNICEF, 2022). This highlights a broader learning crisis rather than simply an enrolment issue (UNESCO, 2025). This suggests that simply enrolling children in school is insufficient, as systemic factors, such as under-resourced classrooms, untrained teachers, and poverty-related distractions, continue to undermine meaningful learning outcomes.
Poverty in Malawi intersects closely with environmental vulnerability. The country experiences frequent flooding, droughts and extreme weather events, which disrupt schooling, damage educational infrastructure, and force families to prioritise survival over learning (UNESCO, 2025). These climate‑related shocks have led to absenteeism, school closures, and increased dropout rates as children are unable to attend or complete their education when homes and classrooms are affected by disasters (IIEP‑UNESCO, 2024). Low-income countries like Malawi are disproportionately affected by climate change despite contributing least to its causes, reinforcing existing inequalities in access to education (World Bank, 2020).
Education is also largely overlooked in climate financing, estimates show that only 1.5% of climate finance is allocated to education, yet for $18.51 per child, schools can implement measures such as resilient infrastructure, temperature regulation, and teacher training to safeguard learning from climate impacts (World Bank, 2024). This underinvestment reinforces existing inequalities in access to education.
Tragically, children have no choice when climate events occur, yet they bear the worst consequences, undermining not only their learning but also their basic rights to education and protection. This situation highlights how systemic vulnerabilities, both economic and environmental, interact to weaken children’s rights, demonstrating that addressing access alone is insufficient without tackling broader structural inequalities and reinforcing policies that support climate resilience in education.
Furthermore, these challenges directly undermine children’s rights under Article 28 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which affirms that every child has the right to education (United Nations, 1989). While progress has been made in increasing enrolment, poverty continues to limit meaningful participation in education (UNICEF, 2022). Many children are unable to fully engage with learning because survival needs and household responsibilities take priority over school attendance (The World Bank, 2022). Additionally, external events such as climate-related displacement further disrupt education and exacerbate inequalities (UNESCO, 2025). This demonstrates that legal frameworks guaranteeing education are insufficient on their own, as systemic inequalities continue to prevent children from exercising their rights fully.
Another significant issue is that government and donor funding for education is often distributed unevenly, with rural areas typically receiving fewer resources and poorer infrastructure than urban centres (World Bank, 2020). Schools in rural regions frequently face shortages of trained teachers, learning materials, and adequate infrastructure, which compounds existing barriers to education (UNICEF, 2022). This uneven allocation of resources exacerbates inequality, as children in rural areas are less likely to complete school and achieve basic literacy and numeracy skills compared to their urban peers (UNICEF, 2022)
Efforts to reduce educational inequality align with Sustainable Development Goal 4, which aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education for all (United Nations, 2015). International organisations such as UNESCO and the World Bank support Malawi through funding and policy guidance, yet critics argue that externally driven reforms may fail to address the root causes of poverty at the community level (World Bank, 2020). Overall, poverty functions as a structural barrier that affects attendance, learning quality, and long-term outcomes. Without sustained investment in rural infrastructure, teacher training, and family support systems, educational inequality is likely to persist across generations (UNICEF, 2022). 
Gender inequality represents a major barrier to educational opportunity in Malawi, particularly as girls move beyond primary education. Although primary education is formally available to all children, social and cultural norms, combined with economic pressures, disproportionately limit girls’ chances to continue learning (UNICEF, 2022). Understanding these barriers is critical, as gender inequality not only affects immediate educational outcomes but also shapes long-term economic independence, empowerment, and the ability of girls to participate fully in society (Olisaokafor, 2022).
Gender inequality becomes most apparent in secondary education. While girls’ primary school completion rates are slightly higher than boys’, the dropout rate for girls increases sharply in adolescence, rising from 6.4 per cent in 2020 to 9.5 per cent in 2021 (UNICEF, 2022). For many, leaving school is closely linked to early marriage and teenage pregnancy, with approximately 50 per cent of girls married before age 18 and 29 per cent experiencing teenage pregnancy (UNICEF, 2022). Furthermore, around 20 per cent of girls report experiencing sexual abuse before turning 18, highlighting how gender-based violence directly undermines both safety and educational participation (UNICEF, 2022).
These figures demonstrate that gender inequality in Malawi extends beyond simple school access and reflects deeper social and cultural expectations of girls’ roles within families and communities. Early marriage, teenage pregnancy, and gender-based violence interrupt education, denying girls not only academic progression but also future economic independence and social mobility, reinforcing intergenerational cycles of poverty (UNICEF, 2022). The consequences therefore extend far beyond the classroom; when girls are excluded from sustained secondary education, their opportunities to participate fully in economic, political, and community life are significantly constrained, limiting their capacity to thrive across the lifespan (Olisaokafor, 2022).
Research by the World Bank (2018) estimates that limited educational attainment for girls results in substantial lifetime productivity losses globally, with each additional year of secondary education significantly increasing future earnings and reducing poverty rates. This demonstrates that investment in girls’ education is not solely a matter of individual advancement but of broader social and economic development. In contrast, in higher-income contexts such as Wales, statutory safeguarding frameworks, compulsory education policies, and stronger gender equity protections significantly reduce the likelihood that early marriage or adolescent pregnancy will permanently exclude girls from education (Welsh Government, 2022).
The impact of gender inequality is also felt within schools. Girls frequently face harassment, abuse, and corporal punishment, which negatively affects their emotional wellbeing, sense of safety, and willingness to attend regularly. Many children normalize such treatment, despite its harmful consequences, showing how school environments can perpetuate structural gender inequality (UNICEF, 2022). Rural communities are particularly affected, as poverty and traditional gender norms often place greater value on girls’ roles as wives and mothers rather than learners, while under-resourced schools exacerbate these challenges.
From a rights-based perspective, these barriers directly contradict Articles 28 and 29 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which emphasise both access to education and the development of children’s full potential (United Nations, 1989). Girls’ exclusion from education represents a clear violation of these rights and highlights ongoing gender injustice.
The impact of gender inequality was intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic, when school closures led to increased rates of child marriage and teenage pregnancy. Without the protective structure of school, many girls became more vulnerable to exploitation and domestic responsibilities, making re-enrolment difficult once schools reopened (UNESCO, 2025). This demonstrates how global crises tend to deepen existing inequalities rather than affect all children equally.
Efforts to address gender inequality align with Sustainable Development Goal 4, which promotes inclusive education, and Goal 5, which seeks gender equality. Programmes supported by organisations such as UNICEF and the World Bank aim to reduce dropout rates by supporting girls’ education, improving safeguarding, and providing community awareness initiatives (UNICEF, 2022). However, critics argue that such interventions often focus on individual behaviour change while failing to sufficiently address structural issues such as poverty and deeply rooted cultural norms (Chasukwa, 2016).
Overall, gender inequality in Malawi operates as both a social and structural barrier to education. While international initiatives have improved awareness and access, lasting change requires community-led approaches, stronger child protection systems, and sustained investment in girls’ education. Beyond limiting academic attainment, prolonged exclusion from safe and sustained education can have enduring effects on girls’ social, emotional, and psychological wellbeing, shaping their sense of agency, confidence, and future aspirations. Without addressing these underlying factors, many girls will continue to be excluded not only from meaningful educational opportunities but from the broader capacity to participate and thrive within their communities.
Comparing Malawi to Wales highlights significant differences in safeguarding and children’s rights within educational contexts. In Malawi, corporal punishment remains widely practiced in schools, disproportionately affecting girls and contributing to an unsafe learning environment (UNICEF, 2022). This contrasts sharply with Wales, where corporal punishment is strictly prohibited and child-centred safeguarding policies prioritise the wellbeing and rights of pupils. This comparison demonstrates how the legal framework and cultural attitudes toward children’s protection can shape educational experiences, with high-income contexts offering more consistent safeguarding that promotes both safety and learning outcomes.
Practical interventions in Malawi aim to address some of these gendered barriers. For example, Aisha Adams MP implemented a local initiative distributing bicycles to 120 girls, helping them travel safely and more efficiently to school. Long distances and unsafe travel have historically increased girls’ vulnerability to exploitation and violence, often leading to dropout. Additionally, a newly opened hostel accommodates 40 girls aged 14–20, providing a safe space to live, study, and receive support while attending school (International Parliamentary Network for Education, 2025). By situating the hostel next to a government school with trained teachers, this intervention combines access, safety, and educational support, giving girls a better chance to complete their schooling.
While these interventions are valuable, critical analysis suggests they address symptoms rather than structural causes. Providing bicycles and hostels improves safety and attendance, but broader challenges, such as poverty, entrenched cultural norms around gender, early marriage, and limited rural infrastructure, remain largely unaddressed. Sustainable change will require both local and national strategies that tackle these root causes, alongside community-led awareness programs and strengthened child protection systems.
Overall, gender inequality in Malawi operates as both a social and structural barrier, affecting girls’ access, safety, and quality of education. Case studies such as the bicycle and hostel initiative demonstrate how targeted interventions can mitigate some barriers, yet comparison with Wales underscores the need for systemic safeguarding, gender-sensitive policies, and long-term investment. Addressing these underlying factors is essential if all children, regardless of gender, are to enjoy their right to meaningful, equitable education.  
The COVID-19 pandemic created unprecedented disruption to education globally, but its effects were particularly severe in low-income countries such as Malawi. In March 2020, the Malawian government ordered an immediate closure of schools, affecting 5.3 million school-going children (Makiyi, 2021). Schools remained closed until August 2020, and the disruption had widespread consequences for learning, wellbeing, and child protection. While intended to reduce the spread of the virus, school closures inadvertently removed access to critical support systems, including school feeding programs, mental health services, and structured routines essential for children’s development (Makiyi, 2021).
School closures also exacerbated pre-existing inequalities. Many children, particularly those in rural and low-income households, lacked access to remote learning opportunities, such as online lessons, textbooks, or home support (Makiyi, 2021). For example, schools in Wales developed home learning packages, online lessons, and wellbeing phone check-ins, which helped mitigate learning loss and maintain student engagement (Welsh Government, 2021). Similarly, New Zealand implemented digital learning and wellbeing support for students, ensuring continued participation despite school closures (Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 2020). This disparity highlights how systemic resources and infrastructure can determine the degree to which children continue to learn and thrive during global crises.
The impact of COVID-19 also intersected with gender inequality. Reports indicate that school closures contributed to increased rates of child marriage, teenage pregnancy, and gender-based violence in Malawi. Between March and December 2020, the Ministry of Gender, Community Development and Social Welfare recorded over 44,874 cases of teenage pregnancies and 12,995 child marriages (Makiyi, 2021). Teenage pregnancies increased by 35% compared to the previous year (Makiyi, 2021). Without access to education and protective school structures, many girls became more vulnerable to exploitation and domestic responsibilities, making re-enrolment challenging once schools reopened (Makiyi, 2021).
Beyond the immediate impact on attendance and learning, the pandemic had profound effects on children’s mental health and wellbeing. Loss of routine, limited social interaction, and exposure to higher levels of family stress increased anxiety, depression, and emotional distress among school-aged children (Makiyi, 2021). Nutritional support was also interrupted, with the suspension of school feeding programs leaving children at risk of malnutrition, particularly those already vulnerable (Makiyi, 2021). These compounding factors demonstrate how educational disruption can cascade into broader developmental harms that extend beyond the classroom (Makiyi, 2021).
Responses to the pandemic underscore the need for resilient educational systems. In Malawi, efforts to mitigate learning loss included limited radio lessons and community-based initiatives, but these were insufficient to fully address the scale of disruption (Makiyi, 2021). Addressing both immediate learning gaps and the structural inequities that exacerbate vulnerability is critical to safeguarding children’s rights and future potential (Makiyi, 2021). The contrasting experiences between Malawi and countries such as Wales and New Zealand show that proactive planning, investment in digital infrastructure, and ongoing support for wellbeing can help reduce the negative impact of school closures.
In summary, COVID-19 acted as a global stressor that amplified pre-existing inequalities in education. Children in Malawi faced disrupted learning, increased risk of exploitation, and diminished wellbeing due to systemic vulnerabilities in infrastructure, policy, and social support. In contrast, higher-income countries demonstrated that investment in adaptive strategies can maintain learning and protect children’s welfare during crises. The pandemic highlights that educational resilience is not solely about access but also about safeguarding holistic child development in the face of global challenges (Makiyi, 2021). 
To conclude, this essay has critically explored how poverty, gender inequality, and the impact of COVID‑19 create significant barriers to education in Malawi. These challenges are not the fault of the children themselves but are imposed by systemic, social, and economic inequalities that limit their access to safe, quality learning. Poverty restricts attendance and the resources needed for meaningful education, while gendered expectations, early marriage, and violence prevent many girls from completing secondary education, reducing their future economic independence, social mobility, and opportunities to participate fully in their communities. The COVID‑19 pandemic further amplified these inequalities, disrupting learning, nutrition, mental health support, and social development, with particularly severe consequences for vulnerable and marginalized children.
These barriers illustrate a stark reality: children are the future, yet their potential is constrained when the systems meant to support them fail. The consequences go beyond academic achievement, affecting children’s emotional wellbeing, confidence, and ability to thrive across their lifespan. Without sustained investment in infrastructure, teacher training, safeguarding, and community-led initiatives, these structural inequalities will continue to extend cycles of disadvantage across generations.
Addressing these challenges is essential not only to uphold children’s rights but to ensure they can grow into empowered, resilient adults. Educational inequality is not just a local issue, it has far-reaching implications for social cohesion, economic development, and global equality. Supporting children to learn safely, equitably, and meaningfully is an investment in the future, ensuring that every child can reach their potential.
Addressing these educational barriers in Malawi directly contributes to achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4, ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education, and Goal 5, promoting gender equality, demonstrating that safeguarding children’s rights and supporting their holistic development is not only a local necessity but a global responsibility.
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