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A critical exploration of the barriers to accessing good quality education for children and young people in South Sudan
This essay will begin with a critical analysis of relevant global perspectives, international and regional legislation, before outlining the commonly recognised barriers to education.  It will then provide a brief overview of South Sudan, followed by a critical examination of the country’s own current barriers to education and the situation on the ground. Finally, synthesising the analysis, it will present key findings and outline possible future directions and recommendations.
Global conceptions of childhood have been criticised for being rooted in Western, middle‑class ideals of development (Rodriguez, 2016). Imoh (2024) argues that dominant understandings, continue to reflect Northern Hemisphere views, framing childhood as school‑centred, protected, play‑oriented, and economically dependent. Values such as autonomy, self‑expression, individual achievement, and eventual independence, supported by access to quality education, are upheld as universal norms and reinforced through international legislation.  Conversely, Southern Hemisphere perspectives often view childhood through the lens of interdependence, familial-duty, and collective responsibility for meeting basic physiological and safety needs. This aligns with Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, which argues that basic physiological and safety needs must be met, before individuals can progress toward higher‑level needs such as belonging and self‑actualisation.  Importantly, as international legislation and dominant global views on childhood continue to marginalise Southern Hemisphere perspectives, there is growing advocacy for a more integrated global approach.  Adopting a hybrid understanding of childhood and education, one that values both Northern and Southern Hemisphere perspectives, alongside cultural diversity and indigenous relevance, offers a more inclusive global approach (Tisdal & Konstantoni, 2023).  Action Education (2026) identifies five key global reasons why access to quality education is essential. First, without equitable and inclusive education, political, economic, environmental, health, and social progress cannot be sustained, hindering collective global development and limiting coordinated responses to major challenges such as climate change and population displacement.  Second, access to quality education is a major driver of poverty reduction. An additional year of schooling can increase earnings by up to 10% for men and 20% for women. If all primary‑aged children in majority‑world countries achieved basic literacy, global poverty could fall by 12%. Universal completion of secondary education could lift around 420 million people out of poverty, reducing global poverty by more than half. The UN (2023) also reports that a third of the global population lives in countries spending more on debt interest than on education or health, describing this as a global debt-crisis requiring urgent reform.  Third, maternal literacy improves knowledge of health, hygiene, and nutrition, doubling survival rates for children aged 0-5 and reducing vulnerability to infections such as HIV. Fourth, education strengthens hope, wellbeing, self‑confidence, and individuals’ ability to shape their futures. Evidence also shows that when secondary school enrolment exceeds 10%, the risk of armed-conflict falls by nearly 3% (World Bank, 2000).  Fifth, educating girls significantly strengthens female empowerment, gender equality, peace, and overall societal resilience. The World Bank (2018) argues that universal completion of secondary education for girls could even eliminate child marriage globally. However, Grover (2004) cautions that extending compulsory education to secondary level may restrict children’s liberty and autonomy, despite their status as minors.
Over the past century, international legislation has increasingly upheld the individual’s right to quality education, believing in its global benefits, including its integral role in advancing sustainable development. Legislation such as the League of Nations’ Declaration of Geneva (1924) marked the first international recognition that safeguarding the welfare of all children, delivers collective global benefit. The United Nations (UN) replaced the League of Nations in 1945.  Following this, the UN reaffirmed the Declaration of Geneva in 1946, and furthered these commitments by adopting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 and the ten guiding principles of the Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1959. In 1989, the United Nations adopted the UNICEF Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), establishing 54 articles that give legally binding rights to all children within UN member states.  These articles align with Maslow’s (1943) theory of human motivation, not only supporting the foundational tiers of physiological and safety needs, but also promoting the higher tier needs of love and belonging, esteem, and self‑actualisation.  The UN’s First Earth Summit in 1992, recognised that the planet’s environment and biosphere were facing escalating threats from human activity.  It also acknowledged that key development dynamics, such as the pursuit of continued economic growth regarding wealth accumulation in high‑income countries and ongoing efforts to alleviate poverty in low‑income countries, were adversely affecting individuals’ life chances in both minority and majority-world settings, as well as affecting the overall health of the planet’s environment.  For example, some majority‑world countries employ deforestation and high‑carbon emission practices to improve poverty, while some minority-world countries exploit these states for cheap labour and resources, including loan‑based rights to mineral access, whilst concurrently continuing their own high-carbon emission activities, pursuing their drive for continuing economic growth.  The summit first recognised the interdependence between global environmental health and economic growth for both majority and minority-world countries, coining the term sustainable development. It also introduced Agenda 21 to advance practices that protect the environment, while supporting economic growth, concluding that sustainable development must balance both simultaneously (UN, 1993).  In 2000, the UNESCO World Education Report established the foundation for the UN’s meeting in Dakar, where six Education for All (EFA) goals, were adopted for achievement by 2015. These goals aimed to remove financial and contextual barriers to education, and focused on: extending educational access to the most vulnerable children; ensuring all children, particularly girls and those in challenging circumstances, could access free, high‑quality primary schooling; meeting diverse learning needs through inclusive and equitable lifelong learning opportunities; improving global adult literacy by 50%; eliminating gender disparities in education; and delivering measurable, learning outcomes in literacy, numeracy, and essential life skills.  Although the 2015 EFA progress report highlighted significant progress, it found that many marginalised children remained excluded, and that substantial further action was needed, to overcome persistent barriers to education.  In 2015, the UN superseded Agenda 21 and the EFA goals with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for 2030, adopted by all member states.  Education is identified by the UN as a key driver of global sustainability, reflected in SDG 4, which aims to ensure inclusive, equitable, high‑quality education and lifelong learning for all, by 2030. SDG 4 is closely connected to other SDGs such as ending poverty, eliminating hunger, and achieving gender equality, as these factors strongly influence access to education. This relationship again aligns with Maslow’s (1943) argument that basic needs must be met before engagement with education can occur.  Mushi’s (2009) alternative view argues that education is fundamentally informal, transmitted across generations through indigenous knowledge, traditions, culture, history, values, and the skills needed to live in harmony with the environment.  Indigenous forms of education can be viewed as the earliest model of sustainable development, enabling communities to live in harmony with their environment for millennia. While formalists argue that learning is shaped externally through social-immersion, progressive educators state that knowledge develops internally through individual experience and cognitive growth (Thomas, 2013).
Globally recognised barriers to education fall into two main categories of either financial or circumstantial. Financial barriers can include: poverty driven, child marriage, trafficking, labour, or becoming a main carer for the family; as well as insufficient financial aid for humanitarian and educational support.  Circumstantial barriers can include: armed-conflict; natural disasters; migration or forced displacement, including due to climate change; effects of pandemics, including Covid and other health emergencies; discrimination against gender, disability, language inequalities; remote or nomadic living; and lack of infrastructure and resources, including qualified teachers (Action Education, 2026). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory supports this view that barriers to education for marginalised groups are not only about the individual themselves, but can be connected to the inter-related systems found around the individual (Bani-Odeh and Lach, 2024).
Moving on to South Sudan. The country is a landlocked state in east‑central Africa. The Nile flows centrally south to north, crossing the vast Al‑Sudd swamp area, where a drainage project was suspended in 1983 due to civil war. The country has varied terrain, including mountains, plains, plateaus, savannahs, swamps, and rainforests, and experiences a tropical climate with defined wet and dry seasons.  South Sudan gained independence from Sudan in 2011. The region was originally settled in the fifteenth century, and later faced heavy Ottoman slave raids from 1820. By the late nineteenth century, Sudan came under British‑Egyptian rule. While the north modernised under British influence, the south did not, creating a lasting developmental divide.  Sudan became independent in 1956, but conflict between the north and south continued, as the northern government sought to impose Islamic law and culture on the predominantly indigenous south. The first civil war (1955–1972) ended with the Addis Ababa Agreement, but a second civil war broke out from 1983 to 2005 and concluded with the Comprehensive Peace Agreement. This agreement granted the south a 2011 referendum on independence, in which an overwhelming majority voted for independence (Britannica, 2026).  South Sudan joined the UN, four days after its 2011 independence, committing to the UNCRC (1989) and the UN SDG’s  2015–2030.  South Sudan signed the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) in 2014 but has not yet ratified it. The Charter reflects regional cultural values: Article 11 affirms children’s right to an education that develops their potential, while preserving African morals and cultures, and Article 31 requires children to respect their parents, elders, and cultural heritage.  These Articles highlight a dilemma for South Sudan, where some communities continue to practise traditions that international legislation, such as the UNCRC (1989), and Western perspectives deem harmful. Examples include: child marriage, despite a legal minimum age of 18, 9% of girls marry by age 15, and 52% by age 18 (Girls Not Brides, 2026); female genital mutilation, which persists at rates of up to 86-87% in some border areas, despite a national estimate of 1% (FGMCRI, 2026); and the expectation that girls sacrifice their own needs to support their families during periods of extreme poverty (Edwards, 2015).  Ekundayo (2015) argues that although the ACRWC aligns closely with the UNCRC (1989), it also contains culturally specific provisions. He concludes that in many contexts, expectations for children to obey elders can conflict with their regional and international rights to inclusive education and protection from harm.  Post‑colonial theory views this tension as a legacy of historic European imperialism (Teodoro, 2020), whilst Foucault (1991) suggests a newer form of majority-world imperialism has emerged, one that imposes neoliberal Western‑led global governance on majority‑world countries, as the only ideal for all countries of the globe, and positions western style education frameworks as a critical component, at the centre of this governance (Teodoro, 2020, Tikly, 2004).  Bourdieu’s (1973) cultural capital theory supports this argument by suggesting that education systems subtly embed the cultural values, norms, and practices of the Western middle class.  Cockburn (2013) argues that the globalisation of children’s rights legislation can strengthen children’s global citizenship, fostering a more diverse and tolerant world. Wall (2018) similarly explores children’s emerging global citizenship under the UNCRC (1989), but contends that although these rights give children a voice, the power to hear that voice remains controlled by a Western, adult‑dominated global stage.  Balagopalin (2011) argues that Western, post‑colonial interpretations of children’s rights must better reflect the regional values that shape many majority‑world societies, including class, caste, and gender hierarchies (Wall, 2018). These perspectives also shape debates on how to ensure children and young people participate meaningfully in global political discussions (Wall, 2018).
Current barriers to accessing education in South Sudan include the multi‑sided third civil war (2013-2018), which, despite the signing of the IGAD (2018) Revitalized Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in South Sudan (R‑ARCSS), continues today. Ongoing violence, a high death toll, gender based violence, and widespread atrocities have resulted in an estimated 4.9 million people being displaced and 9.3 million requiring humanitarian assistance, around two‑thirds of the population.  This prolonged conflict, combined with the cumulative impact of three civil wars in recent decades, has devastated South Sudan’s education system and left the country without a functioning structure for delivering schooling. (GCRP, 2026).  These conflicts are rooted in a longer history of limited educational development, beginning with nineteenth‑century occupation and colonial rule and continuing through to independence in 1956. During this period, education in this area received little attention, and attempts to impose “Arabization” resulted in the closure of all existing schools in 1962 (Britannica, 2026).  UNICEF (2021) reports that South Sudan has some of the lowest literacy rates globally, with 75% of adults unable to read or write and even higher illiteracy among rural communities and women. More than 70% of children are out of school. While increasing humanitarian need, further restricts access to education, as families prioritise immediate survival above educational needs, this disproportionately affects girls, who are the favoured gender to have their schooling curtailed. This is again reflected in Maslow’s (1943) theory, which emphasises that individuals must first satisfy basic physiological and safety needs before progressing to higher‑level development.  Edwards (2015) argues that the UNCRC (1989) reflects a Northern Hemisphere perspective which assumes parents would prioritise their children’s education over meeting basic survival needs. Children in South Sudan who are exploited through child labour, forcibly recruited as soldiers, or subjected to sexual exploitation are further denied access to education.  Access to education is exacerbated by the fact that many qualified teachers speak only Arabic, which is not the language of the indigenous population. Those who can teach often remain unpaid, forcing them to prioritise their own survival. Educational resources are extremely limited, as most school buildings and materials have been destroyed.  Once the education system collapses, these barriers reinforce one another and become self‑perpetuating (UNICEF, 2021; Britannica, 2026).  Displacement caused by natural and climate‑related disasters, such as flooding and drought, adds further strain.  These combined factors have resulted in severe food insecurity, limited access to clean water, and poor sanitation. Public health challenges are further intensified by recurring disease outbreaks, including malaria, cholera, and Covid, while the collapse of vaccination programmes and healthcare systems has weakened overall health security. Only 2% of the national budget is allocated to health (UN, OCHA, 2024).    This analysis of the current situation in South Sudan demonstrates that, given the scale of existing barriers to humanitarian needs and education, the country cannot meet its international legislative obligations without substantial external aid and intervention.  Article 22 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) affirms that all individuals are entitled to the economic, social, and cultural conditions necessary for dignity and personal development.  Article 28 of the UNCRC (1989) requires states to provide free compulsory primary education, accessible secondary and further education, support for attendance, discipline that aligns with human rights, and international cooperation to eliminate illiteracy and expand access to modern, high‑quality education, including STEM learning, particularly in developing countries.  The situation in South Sudan prevents the country from independently fulfilling these responsibilities (UN, 2020, 2023, 2024).  Article 29 of the UNCRC (1989) requires states, to support children’s full development, enabling them to realise their full talents and abilities; respect human rights and the principles of the UN Charter (1945); value their parents and indigenous culture; and develop responsibility for peace, freedom, tolerance, equality, and respect for diversity and the natural environment (UN, 2020, 2023, 2024). Although Article 29 aligns with elements of both the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (OAU, 1999), the current situation in South Sudan prevents the state from independently establishing, securing, and realising these responsibilities (UN, 2020, 2023, 2024).  The UN’s assessment of South Sudan’s progress toward the 17 SDGs shows that it ranks among the lowest‑performing countries globally. In response, the UN introduced an SDG Rescue Plan in 2023 aimed at accelerating progress in priority areas such as food systems, education, health, and climate action. Despite this, the UN describes conditions in the most conflict‑affected regions as, the closest thing to hell on earth, and acknowledges that, although the rescue plan offers a pathway for improvement, South Sudan is still unlikely to meet its targets (Klees, 2023, UN, 2023, 2024).  Aid funding for South Sudan is coordinated by the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), with most contributions coming from majority‑world countries.  In 2025, OCHA appealed for US$1.7 billion but received only US$731 million.  Current and ongoing cuts to foreign aid, have led the UN to reduce its 2026 request for financial aid for South Sudan, to just over US$1 billion, and anticipate an even larger shortfall than 2025. Aid from majority to minority-world countries is frequently criticised for reinforcing the White Saviour Complex, as well‑intentioned policies can reproduce the very inequalities created by historic colonial interventions. Such aid can perpetuate white privilege, marginalise indigenous cultures, and imply that minority-world communities are dependent on external Western assistance. This can be connected to Freire’s (1968) concept of false generosity in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, which argues that imposing majority‑world educational models onto minority-world countries constitutes a form of oppression. Freire instead advocates for individualised learning developed through dialogue and critical consciousness with those directly affected. Approaches that respect and prioritise the cultural diversity of indigenous communities are viewed as essential for empowering marginalised groups facing educational barriers and supporting their liberation from oppression.
In conclusion, South Sudan is experiencing a severe humanitarian crisis that has created a complex set of barriers to education. While ongoing aid is essential to meet basic physiological and security needs, widespread cuts to international assistance mean the UN is now forced to make difficult decisions, prioritising only the most critical and life‑threatening cases.  The UN has issued several reports, outlining the way forward for South Sudan, including the 2023 SDG Rescue Plan, which focuses on advancing only the most urgent Sustainable Development Goals, in response to the country’s ongoing crisis.  Additionally, the UN’s OCHA 2025 Humanitarian Needs and Response Plan for South Sudan, sets three strategic objectives for 2026: to reduce mortality through access to life‑saving assistance, to mitigate protection risks for vulnerable groups affected by crises, and to strengthen resilience where possible, as many people are increasingly unable to withstand further shocks. The education cluster, reports that 2.1 million children require educational support; however, with only US$40 million in projected funding, assistance can be provided to just 0.7 million of those in the most critical need.  The UN has indicated that, given the current funding climate, innovative approaches are urgently needed to meet rising levels of humanitarian and educational need. This may signal the moment to consider a new era of aid, one that acknowledges and seeks to redress the historic impacts of post‑colonialism on minority-world countries. Such an approach, would move away from white saviourism and contemporary neoliberal forms of imperialism, instead embracing Freire’s model of liberation, which values and supports cultural diversity, prioritising collaboration with minority-world communities, to negotiate the aid required to be put in place, rather than imposing majority‑world views of aid ideals and educational frameworks, upon them.  Alongside this, international policy reforms are required, to strengthen global governance, to balance several competing priorities: first, the drive of majority‑world countries to pursue continual economic growth; second, the need to prevent the exploitation of minority-world countries within that pursuit; third, the need to support minority-world countries in recovering from the humanitarian consequences of historic colonialism and modern‑day neoliberal imperialism; and fourth, and most critically, the protection of the planet’s environmental sustainability, without which there can be no long‑term future for humanity (Teodoro, 2020).
Finally, returning to Mushi’s (2009) view, that education, is informally passed through collective generations’ indigenous knowledge, traditions, and practices, that sustain harmony with their surrounding environment.  Perhaps, now is the time, to change our own global perspective, to increase our value, of the diversity that has enabled such indigenous communities, to live sustainably for millennia.
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