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Critically discuss barriers to engagement in education for children in one country.  Take a global perspective and refer to local and global policies.  Compare your findings to the situation for children in the UK. 
According to the United Nations Education Social and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), across the world 258 million children are out of school. The countries with the largest percentage of children out of schools are in sub Saharan Africa, with 31 per cent of African children being out of school, compared with two percent of European and north American children (UNESCO 2019). The United Nations have attempted to address school attendance, engagement and results globally with their Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) which are designed to improve standards and increase equality of provision in education across the world (UNESCO no date).  The University of Edinburgh states that “Student engagement is both a route to success and an outcome of excellent teaching” (University of Edinburgh 2019).  Dr Chris Balow (2018) states that “students who are disengaged are 700 times more likely to tell us that they are discouraged about their future”, and that if students are engaged they are 200 times more likely to attend further or higher education.  Methods and theories of engagement have varied over the years but the opinion remains that to teach children and young people, they need to be engaged, meaning they need to feel part of the learning and be excited by it to be able to effectively learn and to want to learn. However, the continuous engagement of children and young people is not easy and there are many barriers to engagement in both so called developed and developing countries.   Many factors exist which stop children attending school, enjoying school or accessing effective and meaningful education.  This essay aims to look at the barriers to engagement across the world and in Wales and South Africa in particular.  It will look at the history of South Africa  and compare the educational policies of both countries as well as how they are implementing UNESCO’s SDG recommendations and evaluate if either country is making progress in breaking through barriers to learning. 
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South Africa has a long history of racial segregation. The country's schooling system was, by its own subsequent admission “a brutal instrument of oppression” (DBE 2003).  White settlers to the country used a system of separation and classification under the 1950 Population Registration Act and other legislation including the Bantu Education Act of 1953 which, by creating a system where black students had less funding and poorer resources as well as an altered curriculum which aimed to create a trained black “workforce” who would be taught from an early age to be subservient to and dominated by their white counterparts (Britannica 2020).  This was done for a variety of reasons but ultimately it served to keep a larger population of native Africans from overturning the white, nationalist government. The system meant that only black people could go to or work in black schools and that they would operate a more vocational, work based curriculum focused on developing those skills deemed necessary by the white South African Government as well as serving to keep those individuals firmly in the working class  (Ocampo 2004) .  Funding was at an all-time low in the 1970’s for black students in particular, who were allocated only R42 (South African Rand) per child, compared with R644 for a white child (iol.co.uk 2020) meaning that there was no money for teachers or teacher training, and due to this lack of funding and training, the teachers were often poorly educated themselves.  According to South African History Online (2020), teaching and standards were incredibly low for black South Africans in the apartheid era, only ten percent of black teachers had passed their Matriculation Certificate, which was the equivalent of a high school certificate.  The website also states that class sizes became unmanageable, with classes sometimes having ratios of 58:1 – due to the amount of students to teachers and lack of space as a result of no funding, no new schools were built in black school areas and so classrooms would often be used on a rotational basis.  In addition, because no new schools were built and black children were expected to attend black schools, children would have had to walk long distances to attend the correct school (South African History Online 2020).  In terms of Maslow (1943) the idea that a student has had to walk for many miles to get to school and will be tired and hungry before they start learning means that they will not be equipped to focus or learn as effectively as a child who has not had to travel as far. 
Apartheid led to a long period of unrest and oppression of black people in South Africa, which some would argue still exists today, despite massive strides being taken to redress the balance of power.  In 2019 a photograph of a school in South Africa went viral as it appeared to depict white and black children being segregated at lunchtime (Independent 2019). The ending of apartheid meant the introduction of new laws and policies aimed at reintegrating society and creating a more equal society for white and black people, however, the website iol.co.za (2020)  state that “The poor are still getting poorer education” and indicate that, rather than becoming a more equal, inclusive society, the school system in South Africa is still very much in favour of the white wealthy students, while poorer, predominantly black South Africans, are less able to access good quality education. This seems to be further reiterated in an interview with the son of South Africa's former president, Dudazana Zuma who states that the majority of students who have been excluded from South Africa's University of Kwa-Zulu Natal (UKN) are black and that “If you look at the queues at the offices, fees administration, it’s young black people.” (Mavuso 2020).  Zuma suggests that poor students, who are predominantly black, are not being given enough time by the university to raise the funds necessary to register.  In 2016 it was reported that, of the 60% of black African students who went to University in South Africa, only 15% would graduate in a university system which was heavily weighted towards white affluent students (Chetty and Knaus 2016).   Reports like this, and the photograph of 2019, combined with continued news reports of educational racism from the BBC (2017), The Guardian (2017) and  the conversation (2019) among others,  suggests that  continued segregation appears  to exist and that treatment of black South Africans is still different to that of their white peers. This does not seem to be a problem which is contained to South Africa, according to Maxted (1999 pp19) cultural barriers to attainment in education exist in the UK and worldwide.  He suggests that, certainly in terms of further and higher education, take up is still largely comprised of young, white, middle class males rather than those from poorer backgrounds or ethnic minorities. Furthermore,  Maxted goes on to say that “Women from ethnic minorities tend to get an even rougher deal” and that the same barriers which have stopped women for centuries from getting an education which is equal to their male counterparts still exist.  The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) concurs with this saying “Girls are still more likely than boys to never step foot in a classroom” (UNESCO 2020).  Research and experience suggests that, at least in so called developing countries, this is for a number of reasons, the cultural belief that education is not for the female of the families, whose place is in the home and that charges and fees for education forces parents to choose between sending sons or daughters to school, with sons generally taking priority.   It has also been documented that in some cases females are at risk of assault on school buses or en route to school and so families will not send their daughters to school (Bhana 2012). Akala (2019) suggests that women suffer “triple marginalisation’ based on race, sexism and social class but that South Africa has been attempting to address this situation by means of progressive policies and laws which enable marginalised groups to gain access to better education (quartz.com).
Turner (2019) suggests that, of the African nations, South Africa is actually performing the best in terms of equality for boys and girls attending school with roughly the same number of each gender attending primary school, however she does suggest that this figure hides a racial issue, namely that black girls are far less likely to attend school than their white counterparts and that they are more likely to experience harassment, violence or discrimination when they do attend.  Gender discrimination is not limited to African countries according to Gender Trust UK who report that over three quarters of teenage girls attending British schools experience some form of sexism, be it in the form of sexualised comments, or derogatory comments (GenderTrust.org.uk 2019). Whilst these experiences may not be as prevalent, or as extreme as some of those experienced in South Africa and other African nations, the effects will still be felt, Safe@School (2013) report that the impact of sexism and sexist comments can cause a loss of self esteem, confidence and resilience, all of which are vital when creating strong, creative, independent learners as part of the Welsh Assembly's Successful Futures curriculum. (WAG 2015)

Dubow, Boxer and Hausmann (2010) suggest that “Parental education level is an important predictor of children’s educational and behavioural outcomes”.  Whilst it is also true that, in some instances, a child will do well in spite of their parents educational level, in most cases, research shows that if a parent is poorly educated, they will not be able to instil the respect for learning or provide the necessary support for learning in their children.  The South African Government acknowledges that large numbers of parents have had poor school or none at all and so are unable to prepare their own children or support them in the acquisition of skills vital for school such as reading and writing (DBE 1997). In Wales, there are still areas of the country where parental education levels are low and this will have an impact on children's learning, schemes that encourage early literacy and parent literacy have been introduced in this country to enable all parents to provide support to their children’s learning,  schemes organised by the Welsh Assembly Government (IWA 2015) are working to increase literacy levels in adults in Wales so that they are better equipped to help the next  generation.  The South African Government state that there are 4.7 million illiterate adults in the country and its policy for the introduction of Mass literacy educate attempts to address this. Operation Upgrade is a project which brings literacy skills and health and safety awareness to poorer communities in South Africa but in particular the Zulu community in the province of KwaZulu-Natal. Based in Durban the group has supported the communities to become more sustainable and self-sufficient through water harvesting, crop growth and education in conditions such as HIV/AIDS and has been recognised for doing so by the United Nations. (brandsouthafrica.com 2008). 

Poverty remains a huge barrier to learning across the globe.  Societal poverty leads to poor resources which affects whole communities, but more specific family poverty also has a huge impact. The UNESCO’s Sustainable Development Goals aim to end child poverty across the world by 2030 however there is still a large number of children in poverty globally and many countries are not on track to meet those goals (Sustainability for All, no date).  As of 2017, Wales had the highest rate of child poverty in the UK, with 28 percent of its children living in poverty (BBC 2019). A survey by the National Education Union showed that 83% of respondents saw children affected by hunger on a daily basis (NEU 2018). When looking at Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943), it is well known that, in order for a child to function effectively, their basic need of hunger has to be met and children coming to school hungry are therefore less likely to be able to learn as effectively as their peers (learning theories.com, no date). In the UK poorer children have access to free school meals, breakfast clubs and uniform grants and, later in their education journey, the Education Maintenance Grant (EMA), all of which are designed to help children from poorer backgrounds to access education (WAG, no date).  However, Estyn (2013) reports that too many schools are not using the grants effectively to reduce the effects of poverty in their schools. Figures from the thinktank ODI suggest that South Africa is even further behind in meeting their targets, with Watkins and Quattri (2019) predicting that, rather than poverty being eradicated by 2030, two in five children will be living in poverty. UNICEF reports that, even though South Africa sends a larger percentage of its gross domestic product (GDP) on education, its schools are still underperforming (UNICEF, no date). The South African Department for Basic Education’s Plan of Action for Improving access to free and quality basic education for all (DBE 2013) makes provision for grants for poorer learners, lunches for those in need and transport to school and yet  UNICEF  states that, despite improving attendance levels, and equality, schools remain in poor condition, some having no running water and the majority not having computers. 

According to UNICEF (2018), one of the problems children face in South African schools is violence and abuse.  The organisation reports that one in three secondary school children report an incident of sexual abuse by a peer happening in school with many more experiencing violence in the form of bullying or corporal punishment.  In Wales bullying remains a significant problem in schools with cyberbullying becoming more prevalent in recent years. Children in Wales (no date) report that the emotional impact of bullying in any form is sizable, that it affects resilience and concentration and can lead to disengagement from learning or, in the worst-case scenarios, self-harm and suicide. Steps are being taken in both countries and across the world with awareness being raised on the risks of cyberbullying, school violence and abuse with UNESCO calling for a global campaign against cyberbullying (UNESCO 2017) and governments in many countries issuing advice and guidance to children and parents who are concerned about cyberbullying. In the United States of America, research suggests that this is working, with bullying figures actually decreasing over the last 10 years, but the figures aren’t necessarily that accurate as they don’t take into account more subtle types of bullying such as that related to homophobia, or race (Radcliffe 2017) and certainly figures in Wales show no decrease of incidents (Siddique 2018). 

Since 1994 the South African Government have worked hard to redress the balance for rich and poor, black and white students and it has introduced a series of policies to do this.  SDG 4 states that countries should be providing “quality, lifelong learning opportunities  for all’ (UN 2015, pp21 cited in DBE 2017) and South Africa’s DBE echoes this sentiment on its website, intending to create “A South Africa in which all our people will have access to lifelong learning...which will, in turn contribute towards improving the quality of life (in South Africa)” (DBE, 2020).  South African educational policies, while not updated as often as those in the UK, are in some ways very similar to their UK equivalent, with the emphasis on educator accountability in line with UNESCO’s SDG recommendations.   As Wales has introduced its Digital Competency Framework to provide learners with effective, meaningful and relevant ICT education across the curriculum (WAG 2008), so  the South African government has introduced ICT initiatives which were  piloted in 200 schools to increase the provision of effective education through ICT (OECD 2005) its aims include giving support to schools to identify barriers to learning providing appropriate ICT resources and training to schools, building  the continuous professional development and training of teachers to enable them to teach effectively.  The country is also making connection with ICT companies to provide resources to schools in order to give students “a fair chance in the global economy of the future” (Burrows  2002).  Ndlovu and Lawrence (2012 pp1) state that ICT interventions have “made little or no progress despite the availability of Information and Communication Technologies” suggesting that there is still a long way to go in terms of effective use and teacher training. 
South Africa’s history of oppression is one which has been hard to get away from.  Even now, 26 years since the end of Apartheid, there remains a marked difference between the achievement of white South Africans and that of their black counterparts.  In both the UK and in South Africa poverty remains a huge barrier to education and it affects the engagement and attainment of children in both countries.  These countries have recognised this and are attempting to redress this imbalance but reports still suggest that children from poorer families are at a disadvantage in primary, secondary and tertiary education (Ocampo 2004 and Pearce, 2018).   Children from both countries are also affected by being taught by under qualified, poorly trained teachers or poor management of schools and budgets as well as buildings which are old or not fit for purpose.  Going forward, both countries are implementing policies of new school building, increased training for staff and boosting literacy levels as well as looking at ways to improve the attendance of those at risk of dropping out of school.   In the writer's opinion, the barriers which exist across the world of physical and emotional abuse, institutionalised racism and discrimination will only be addressed with worldwide systemic change and a change in attitude toward ethnic minorities or those who are different. For a society to be fully sustainable and to function effectively and fairly, education needs to be consistently good, accessible and unbiased with an emphasis on being global citizens who work together to create a fairer, more compassionate world. 
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