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This assignment will take a closer look at education in South Sudan, a country that has faced many challenges due to its history of conflict, colonial neglect, and economic instability. It will cover the ongoing struggles South Sudan faces in creating a strong education system, such as poor infrastructure, a shortage of teachers, and obstacles to education for girls and nomadic communities. At the same time, it will also highlight the positive steps being taken to improve education, like rebuilding schools, introducing a national curriculum, and offering more flexible learning options. In the end, the focus will be on the progress made so far and the important role education can play in shaping a brighter future for the country.

According to Spaulding (2025) South Sudan is the youngest country in the world, gaining independence from Sudan on July 9, 2011. It is in East-Central Africa, sharing borders with Sudan, Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and the Central African Republic. The country is home to over 60 ethnic groups, with the Dinka, Nuer, and Shilluk being the largest. Despite having rich cultural traditions and natural resources, South Sudan has struggled with conflict, economic instability, and a lack of basic services such as education and healthcare. According to World History Edu (2024), before colonial rule, South Sudan consisted of independent communities that depended on cattle herding, farming, and trade. However, in the 19th century, Turco-Egyptian rulers exploited the region for the slave trade, leading to widespread instability and suffering. From 1899 to 1956, Sudan was under Anglo-Egyptian rule, but the British kept the North and South separate. The North received investment, while the South was neglected, deepening inequalities. According to Thoba (2021) Sudan gained independence in 1956 and the Northern-led government tried to enforce Arabic policies and Islamic law in the South. This led to the First Sudanese Civil War that began in 1955 and lasted until 1972. The conflict ended with the Addis Ababa Agreement, granting temporary autonomy to the South. Momodu (2018) explains that in 1983, the government revoked this autonomy, triggering the Second Sudanese Civil War (1983–2005), which lasted over 20 years, killing millions and displacing many more. The war ended with the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (2005), allowing the South to vote for independence. In 2011, South Sudan became an independent country. However, internal conflicts, political struggles, and economic challenges soon followed, making stability difficult.

South Sudan’s history of conflict and hardship has made it difficult to build a strong education system. Years of war and colonial neglect left the country without enough schools, teachers, or resources. The First and Second Sudanese Civil Wars destroyed much of the country’s infrastructure, forcing many children to flee their homes and miss school. Even after independence, ongoing violence has continued to disrupt learning. UNICEF (2019) states that since 2016 “30% of schools are damaged, destroyed, occupied or closed”. 

South Sudan’s education system continues to suffer from the long-term effects of colonial neglect and underdevelopment. Collins (2008) highlights how, during colonial rule, the region received significantly less investment in education than the North, a disparity that is still evident today. As a result, there remains a severe shortage of schools, trained teachers, and learning materials (World Bank, 2012). Many children, particularly in rural areas, face long and difficult journeys to school, while some have no access to education at all (Their World, 2017). Investment in school infrastructure is also worryingly low. Halia Access (2021) reports that less than 4% of total education funding is allocated to improving school buildings and facilities, leaving many schools overcrowded and in poor condition. Chol (2024) further explains that 35% of schools hold classes outdoors in makeshift spaces, while 25% lack basic classroom furniture such as seats and desks, making it difficult for pupils to focus and learn effectively. The availability of learning materials is another major issue, with Relief Web (2023) revealing that there is just one textbook for every eight primary school pupils, far below the recommended one-to-one ratio. A lack of trained teachers further weakens the education system. Windle Trust International (2025) describes how fewer than 35% of primary school teachers have received formal training, and only 40% of primary schools have any trained educators at all. This means many children are taught by individuals without proper qualifications, significantly impacting the quality of education and future opportunities for young people in South Sudan. 

South Sudan is making important progress in improving school infrastructure, ensuring children have better access to education in safer and more supportive environments. These efforts align with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), particularly Article 28, which guarantees every child’s right to education, and Article 29, which focuses on the quality of learning. They also support key Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) like SDG 4, SDG 5, and SDG 6. According to Nguegan (2022), UNICEF has been working to rebuild schools damaged by conflict, ensuring children can return to safe and structured learning spaces. For example, in Magwi County, Eastern Equatoria, Paluonganyi Primary School has received two new permanent classroom blocks, replacing the makeshift structures that had been used since 2016. These classrooms come with clean water, handwashing stations, and accessible toilets, supporting SDG 6 by promoting hygiene and a healthier learning environment. They are also designed to be disability-friendly and resistant to flooding, helping to create a safer and more inclusive space where all children can learn effectively, which aligns with Article 29 of the UNCRC. In addition, the African Development Bank Group (2019) is leading the Improving Access and Quality of Basic Education Project, which is repairing and expanding 31 schools in conflict-affected areas such as Upper Nile, Unity, Jonglei, and Eastern Equatoria. This project is expected to enrol over 30,000 children, with at least 30% of them being girls, directly supporting Article 28 of the UNCRC by ensuring equal educational opportunities. It also aligns with SDG 5, which focuses on improving girls' access to education.

Years of war have severely weakened South Sudan’s economy, making it hard for the government to fund education (Mayai, 2022). Many families live in extreme poverty and cannot afford school fees, uniforms, or supplies, forcing children, especially in rural areas, to work or care for livestock instead of attending school (The Borgen Project, 2020). As a result, more than 2.8 million children, or over 70% of all children, are out of school (UNICEF, 2023). Many of these children come from pastoral communities that frequently move with their cattle, making regular schooling difficult. This nomadic lifestyle is a major reason so many children miss out on education. 

South Sudan is working hard to make sure all children have access to education, no matter their background or circumstances. This effort supports Articles 28 and 29 of the UNCRC, which state that every child has the right to an education that helps them develop and reach their full potential. One innovative approach is the FAO and UNESCO’s cattle camp schools, which provide radio lessons and outdoor classrooms for children in pastoralist communities. Since these families move often to find grazing land, traditional schooling isn’t always an option. This programme makes education more flexible and accessible, ensuring children can continue learning even while on the move (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2020). It aligns with SDG 4 and supports Article 28 of the UNCRC, which emphasises that education should be available to all children, no matter their situation. For families struggling to afford school fees, the World Bank (2023) has introduced cash transfer programmes. These provide financial aid to low-income households, helping parents send their children to school instead of keeping them at home to work. This initiative also helps women and young people become more financially stable, creating better opportunities for their future, in line with SDG 5 and SDG 8. It also reflects Article 28 of the UNCRC, ensuring that financial hardship does not stop children from getting an education. Another key issue is funding for education. According to The Guardian (2024), reducing South Sudan’s national debt could free up more money to improve schools, hire teachers, and provide learning materials. This would help more children access better education, directly supporting SDG 4 and upholding Article 28 of the UNCRC, which calls for governments to take action to make education more widely available. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are also playing an important role in improving education. The Borgen Project (2020) campaigns for more funding and foreign aid to improve schools and learning resources. They argue that investing in education is one of the best ways to break the cycle of poverty, ensuring children have the chance for a brighter future. This supports SDG 1 and SDG 5 and aligns with Article 29 of the UNCRC, which focuses on making sure education helps children develop their skills and potential.

According to UNICEF (2016) Arabic was the main language used in schools before South Sudan became independent. After independence, English became the official language of education, but many teachers and pupils struggled with it, creating a language barrier that made learning harder. On top of that, there was no consistent curriculum, which affected the quality of education. Schools also faced problems with outdated textbooks and often used curricula from neighbouring countries like Uganda and Kenya, causing differences in the education pupils received (Chol, 2024). Additionally, ongoing conflict has forced many schools to close, and children often end up studying in different regions or refugee camps, where they follow different curricula.

South Sudan took a big step towards improving education by introducing its first-ever national curriculum in 2018 (United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative, 2015). The goal is to make sure all children, no matter where they live or what their background is, get a consistent and high-quality education. This supports SDG 4 and ties in with Article 29 of the UNCRC, which highlights that education should help children develop their talents, respect their own culture, and prepare them for the future. One major challenge has been language barriers, especially for young learners. Many children struggle to understand lessons when they are taught entirely in English (Momo, 2021). To fix this, experts are looking at ways to include local languages in early education, making lessons easier to follow and improving learning overall. This supports Article 29 of the UNCRC, which encourages education that values a child’s cultural identity. By combining indigenous languages with English, schools can make learning more inclusive and engaging for all children. This approach also helps achieve SDG 4 and SDG 10 by making sure language differences do not hold children back from reaching their potential.

In South Sudan, girls face many challenges in accessing education due to cultural traditions, economic struggles, and insecurity (Girls Education South Sudan, 2019). Many are forced into early marriage, take on domestic responsibilities, or face safety concerns, preventing them from attending school. As a result, female literacy rates are significantly lower than those of men, limiting their opportunities for higher education and careers. According to UNESCO (2024), education completion rates are much lower for girls than for boys. In 2011, only 19% of girls finished primary school, compared to 35% of boys. The gap widened in lower secondary school, where just 13% of girls graduated, while 23% of boys completed their studies. By 2018, very few pupils enrolled in higher education, with only 0.3% of women and 1% of men attending university. Similarly, Girls Education South Sudan (2019) reports a large literacy gap—only 16% of women over 15 can read and write, compared to 40% of men. Several factors contribute to these disparities. UN Women (n.d.) highlights early marriage as a major barrier, with 51.5% of women aged 20–24 marrying before 18, preventing many from continuing their education. Cultural norms often prioritise boys' education over girls', making it harder for young women to attend school. Additionally, poverty forces families to focus on basic needs, and many girls are kept at home to help with household chores instead of pursuing their studies. These challenges make it difficult for girls to access education and improve their prospects.

To make education more accessible for girls, the South Sudanese government increased its education budget from 6% to 12.5% in 2023, allowing more children to access free schooling and ensuring that girls have a better chance of staying in school (GPEKIX, 2023). This directly supports SDG 4 and aligns with Article 28 of the UNCRC, which recognises every child's right to education. Financial barriers remain a major challenge, but programmes like Gender Equity through Education (GEE) are making a difference. By providing school supplies and financial aid to over 4,500 girls, these initiatives help ensure that more young women can complete their education (Green, 2012). However, financial support alone is not enough. Deeply rooted cultural beliefs still favour boys' education over girls. To tackle this, the General Education Act of 2012 guarantees equal education rights for all children, helping to remove both legal and societal barriers that prevent girls from going to school (UN Women, 2022). This supports SDG 5 and aligns with Article 29 of the UNCRC, which emphasises education that promotes equal opportunities and helps children reach their full potential. 

Paulo Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968) is linked to South Sudan's efforts to improve education, especially for girls and marginalised communities. Freire believed that education should empower pupils to challenge societal injustices (Freire, P. 1968). In South Sudan, initiatives such as increasing the education budget for girls and promoting gender equality are helping break cultural barriers and encouraging girls to continue their education. Additionally, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) helps explain how several factors influence education in South Sudan, particularly for girls and marginalised groups. His theory emphasises how diverse levels of a person’s environment impact their development. In South Sudan, improvements in school infrastructure, teacher training, and financial support for families are essential in making education more accessible. Policies like the General Education Act (2012) and efforts to address gender inequality also contribute to creating a more inclusive and supportive learning environment for pupils. 

In conclusion, South Sudan’s education system has faced many challenges due to its history of conflict, colonial neglect, and economic struggles. However, there are positive steps being taken. Efforts to include local languages in early education, improve school buildings, and create new ways of learning for pastoralist communities show real progress. While there are still problems to address, like a shortage of trained teachers and cultural barriers, the country is clearly focused on improving education. With more investment in schools, teacher training, and support for families, South Sudan has the potential to create a more inclusive education system. Education can be a powerful tool for helping people escape poverty, and there’s hope that with time, the country will break the cycle of hardship. Though challenges remain, the progress made so far is a hopeful sign for a brighter future for South Sudan’s children.
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