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This essay will critically analyse the barriers to engagement in education for children in Iraq from a global perspective, comparing it to education for children in Wales. Fifteen years ago, Iraq had one of the best education systems in the Arab nations (Santisteban, 2005). Currently in 2021, there are 3.2 million Iraqi children out of school, this is due to conflict and under investment in the country (Unicef.org, 2021). Iraq is in western Europe and has a population of approximately 39,787,0002. (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2021). The country has been in continuous conflict since the 1980s when Saddam Hussein was in power, the US intervened and captured him in 2013. Every Iraqi was affected by this, especially the children and their education. To restore Iraq to its former glory will take many years, (Business Insider, 2016).

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is an internationally legal binding human rights agreement that grants all children a set of rights, (GOV.UK, 2010). It consists of 54 articles regarding children’s rights and how the governments should work together to make them available to all children, (Save the Children UK, 2021). The League of Nations, now known as The United Nations created the Declaration of the Rights of the Child on September 16, 1924, (Humanium, 2021).

[bookmark: _Hlk68509954]In 1946 The United Nations General Assembly passed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in which Article 25 entitles mothers and children ‘special care and assistance’ and providing ‘social protection’. Then in 1959 The United Nations General Assembly adopted the Declaration of the Rights of the Child, recognising as well as other rights, children’s rights to education, play, a supportive environment, and health care, (Unicef.org, 2021). In 1989 the General Assembly opened the convention for all countries to sign, widely acclaimed as a landmark achievement for human rights, recognizing the roles of children as social, economic, political, civil and cultural actors. The Convention guarantees and sets minimum standards for protecting the rights of children in all capacities, (Unicef.org, 2021). Even though 196 countries have signed the UNCRC up to date, not all countries abide by the rules, and therefore not all children are protected.

The Iraqi Education system was established in 1921. It then became free at all levels to all children and young people in the early 1970s also mandatory at primary level (k12academics.com, 2021). The Iraqi education system is managed by two ministries: The Ministry of Education (MOE) and the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research (MOHSR) (k12academics.com, 2021).

[bookmark: _Hlk68072186]From 1979 to 1984 Iraq’s Education system was thriving, the enrolment rates were at 100%, almost complete gender parity, illiteracy declined under 10% (k12academics.com, 2021). After 1984 the decline of education happened due to the war with Iran, with financial resources being spent on the military (k12academics.com, 2021). This gravely impacted the education sector, this continued to worsen year after year with no strategic plan in place to address the issues (k12academics.com, 2021). 
The years 1990-2003 were known as the crisis years, the education institutions continued to decline (k12academics.com, 2021). Only 8% of the national government budget was spent on Education (k12academics.com, 2021). Teacher’s salaries dropped by at least 75%, enrolment in primary school dropped to 90% and the gender gap grew between male and female students, this was catastrophic for Iraq (k12academics.com, 2021). A 90% drop in enrolment is an obvious crisis for a country and is unheard of here in the UK, even with the ongoing global pandemic. We are able to keep children in school by using technology, teaching from home using iPads, laptops etc…. The UK government made devices available to disadvantaged children aged 3 to 18 whose face-to-face education was being disrupted (BBC, 2021). So why is Iraq not using alternative ways of teaching? It is a fact of cost.

The UK Government has a budget of £116 billion (Budget, 2020), of which 12% to spend on education compared to 6% of Iraq’s national budget, which is approximately 4.4 billion to spend on education (Unicef.org, 2021).  Under International law countries have the obligation to spend maximum resources on education (Right to Education.org, 2018).  So how can Iraq give its children the same education as the UK with such a difference in finance? It would focus on the key learning components such as numeracy, literacy and possibly history. Less disadvantaged countries do not get the higher level of education richer ones do, also they are not taught about Global sustainability. In Wales we have access to multiple devices in our schools to connect us to the world wide web funded by our government. Our children can learn about global sustainability and how it effects themselves and others in the world and what they can do to help. Our new curriculum focuses on educating children to learn more about global sustainability and with that a document was produced called Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship by the Welsh Assembly Government (2008) (Hwb.gov.wales, 2008).

[bookmark: _Hlk68074090]In 2010 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization UNESCO comprised a report named the Hidden Crisis emphasizing on the negative impact of conflict on education due to the sad fact that more than half of the world’s primary-aged children out of school are estimated to live in conflict-affected fragile states (Educate a Child, n.d.) UNESCO carried out household survey data for 19 out of 25 conflict affected countries and the damaged conflict has on the education sector was clearly visible (Educate a Child, n.d.). An ongoing trend in this data highlight children of school age during a time of conflict have lower educational attainment that persists over time, indicating that these children generally do not resume their education after a conflict, this continues to be as the children grow (Educate a Child, n.d.). 

Conflict can affect education in so many different ways. Sadly in these war-torn countries death of students and teachers is inevitable. For example in the Rwanda genocide more than two thirds of teachers were killed or displaced (Educate a Child, n.d.). 
Destruction and damage to schools and educational infrastructure for example as a result of the conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 50% of its schools required reconstruction and rehabilitation; 58% of primary schools in Mozambique were destroyed or closed as a result of its long civil war; 85% in Iraq (Educate a Child, n.d.).
Schools are often the targets of armed conflict, statistics show educational facilities were targets in 31 countries in Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin America in the three years leading up to 2010, also there were 670 attacks on schools in Afghanistan in 2008 (Educate a Child, n.d.). Opening new schools is very rare at times of conflict. The security of children back and forth to school is also a concern especially girls due to fear of violence against females.  

Children in conflict affected countries make up 22% of primary school children in the world yet they consist of 50% of children who are denied an education which has increased from 42% in 2008 (Educate a Child, n.d.). Out of 28.5 million primary age children that are out of school in the world, four million live in Arab states (Educate a Child, n.d.). 55% of these children are girls and are the worst affected, they are often victims of sexual violence that accompanies armed conflict (Educate a Child, n.d.). In the UK every child has the right to an education following the First Protocol, Article 2 of the Human Rights Act 1998, which provides as follows:
No person shall be denied the right to education.  In the exercise of any functions which it assumes in relation to education and to teaching, the State shall respect the right of parents to ensure such education and teaching in conformity with their own religious and philosophical convictions (Human Rights Act, 1998)
It is also a legal duty of parents or guardians of a child aged 5 to 16 to ensure that the child attends and receives full-time education by the Human Rights Act, the Education Act 1996 (Education Act, 1996)

But what if survival is more important? In these circumstances I do believe this is true.
‘A [….] criticism of the UNCRC is the view of childhood and families which favours an ethnocentric, Western First World perspective which expects that parents will prioritise education over work and does not recognise the decisions poor families must make around their children’s education and the need for survival’ (Edwards, 2015: 69).
Theorist Abraham Maslow (1943) believed must satisfy lower-level deficit need before progressing on to higher level growth needs. Firstly, these start with physiological needs such as water, air, shelter, sleep…. In Iraq some children would be struggling to meet these needs in conflicted areas so progressing on would be difficult.

In the 1980s the UK had gender inequality issues that needed to be addressed Coote and Gill (1981) quote:
While girls are at school there are already strong influences at work to restrict their opportunities. Their interests are directed away from maths and sciences, so that fewer girls than boys take qualifying exams in these subjects. Careers advice is often inadequate and sex-biased: girls are given little encouragement to train outside the conventional female spheres of work. (…) most girls go into clerical employment or other jobs with less than eight weeks’ training. Those who go on to universities and colleges find there is little overt discrimination. But a large majority of girls sign on for courses in arts and social sciences. By this stage, they don't have much option -–they haven’t taken the right exams at school to qualify for the traditionally male-dominated fields of study.
As a result of stereotypes and gender divisions many woman and girls face cultural, socio-economic and structural constraints (Ohchr.org, 2019). Traditional beliefs and religious beliefs of Iraqi families can result in discrimination which affects girls gaining access to an education. 
“There are traditional beliefs that are stronger in rural areas. For example, that girls do not need to go to school. This assumption that girls should be carers and wives means that practical restrictions on access to education, like security concerns or distance or poverty, are used to justify […] the status quo. If we solve all the practical problems we still need to work on attitudes.” (Ohchr.org, 2019)
Bronfenbrenner theory of ecological systems views the child’s development ‘as a complex system of relationships affected by multiple levels of the surrounding environment, from immediate settings of family and school to broad cultural values, laws, and customs’ (Simply Psychology, 2020) Dividing a person’s environment into five different systems the microsystem immediate surroundings, the mesosystem connections, the exosystem indirect environment the macrosystem social and cultural values, and the chronosystem changes over time. With Iraq all of these systems are greatly effect, impacting the education of the child’s life (Simply Psychology, 2020).
Geographical diversity, climate and demographics aside, Iraqi cities have suffered from destruction and degradation because of successive wars and international sanctions, for more than four decades, this severely affecting the environment and economy. There has been serious damage to infrastructure and public utilities, such as insufficient water supply systems for significant portions of the population, lack of sanitation systems, risks of disease proliferation caused by accumulated waste and the spread of dangerous materials and emissions into the air, soil and groundwater (Orca.cf.ac.uk, 2017)
The Islamic State of Iraq and Levent (ISIL) control territories in the country, and their beliefs prevent girls from enrolling in school and stops them sending the child to school in their primary school years. The Men in this state look at woman and girls as care givers, making them susceptible to harmful traditional practices and child exploitation such as forced marriages bringing girls into a more domestic role at an early age and preventing them from attending school.
In the UK we have safeguarding policies in place to protect children from harmful traditional practices and child exploitation. The UK Government has a legalisation guidance and action plans to tackle child abuse linked to faith or belief. The action plan is intended to help raise awareness of the issue of child abuse linked to faith or belief and to encourage practical steps to be taken to prevent such abuse (Gov.uk, 2012). The UK government makes it everyone’s responsibility of everyone who comes into contact with the child to play a role in safeguarding the child. The UK signed the convention of The Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which sets out the rights of every child in the world to survive, grow, participate and fulfil their potential in 1990, for children to have a voice and set standards in education, health care, social services and penal laws. Wales was the first country in the UK to make the UNCRC part of its domestic law (NSPCC Learning, 2020). 
The European Convention on Human Rights 1950 (ECHR) helped comprise the UK law of The Human Rights Act 1998, giving children have the right to complain to a UK court if their rights have been broken. If their claim is rejected, they can take their claim to the European Court of Human Rights.
The Department for International Development (DFID) Education Rigorous Literature Review identifies critical evidence gaps to guide future research programmes and present existing evidence for the development of effective interventions. The evidence indicated that interventions needed to be targeted at educationally under-resourced families and programmes on girls most at risk and that phealth interventions can increase enrolment (Girls Education Literature Review, 2014). Effective infrastructural interventions are best when they are linked to processes associated with learning and teaching (Girls Education Literature Review, 2014).
Employing teachers that are positive for Institutional change, who want to be part of enhancing girls schooling through education who want to continue professional development. Institutes should use several different approaches towards learning quality (Girls Education Literature Review, 2014). Educational institutes need to be aware of the concerns of gender inequalities in their establishments. Using a number of different approaches, including concerns with gender equality in teaching, learning and management; curriculum, learning materials and pedagogical practices for schools and classrooms; and close attention to local context (Girls Education Literature Review, 2014). 
[bookmark: _Hlk68338348]UNESCO’s has made gender equality one of its priorities, contributing to the Millennium Development Goals - Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women - the Priority Gender Equality Action Plan (UNESCO.org, 2011). It outlined UNESCO’s values and commitment to work on gender equality with countries and puts it into practice: Mainstreaming of gender equality issues throughout UNESCO programming at all levels, and throughout the programming cycle and building commitment, competence and capacity for mainstreaming of gender equality through capacity and resource development with partners (UNESCO.org, 2011). 

Gender parity in the last few decades has got better, yet some countries are still trying to close the gap between inequality of boys and girls in education. As we know education for girls improve livelihoods and enhance civic engagement and responsibility. In Iraq it is believed that 26.4% of Iraqi women are completely illiterate (UNESCO.org, 2011).  Woman who live in rural areas are the most affected, less than 50% of woman in those areas aged between 15-24 are literate (UNESCO.org, 2011).

UNICEF has a vision that by 2024 all children and adolescents would have access to quality and inclusive education (Unicef.org, 2021). Do I believe this to happen? As we are in 2021 and experiencing a global pandemic, I am very doubtful in 3 years UNICEF will be able to reach their target, as much as I would love to see this happen. With years of conflict, traditions, disruptions, and lack of finance this would be an astronomical achievement. Iraq relies on aid agencies and due to Covid-19 agencies have seen a decline in donations. Our hopes and prays are with countries in these situations and hopefully one day all children can learn about sustainable development helping their country and others.
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