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[bookmark: _Int_RGAB0Arp][bookmark: _Int_aFShl7mJ]No matter what your gender, race, religion, age or where you live, we are all global citizens of this world. As global citizens children have many rights, every child should have the right to an education, stated in Article 28 of the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child (1989) (UNCRC). In 2000, the Dakar Framework for Action, Education for All (EFA) was agreed by 164 governments to reach six wide-ranging educational goals by 2015, ensuring children have access to free and good quality primary education, eliminating gender disparities, and improving literacy outcomes. However, there are still 244 million children and youths worldwide out of school (Antoninis and Silvia, 2022). A report by UNESCO (2022) found that 98 million of those children are from Sub-Saharan Africa. The two major barriers that children face in gaining an education, is violence in ongoing conflict zones, which is closely intertwined with poverty (Roser, 2021). EFA (2015) stated that only a third of countries reached all the EFA goals. This has emphasised major inequalities within education and new targets have been set, to achieve a global sustainable education to be reached by 2030. 
“Global education is a pedagogical approach that fosters multiple perspectives and the deconstruction of stereotypes and builds on a learner centred approach to foster critical awareness of global challenges and engagement for sustainable lifestyles” (Council of Europe, 2024, Online).
[bookmark: _Int_2BFixR6O]The writer has chosen to analyse and identify barriers faced by Senegalese girls in accessing their educational rights. There are many challenges that the Senegalese people face, such as high levels of neonatal mortality, maternal mortality, non-enrolment, and high dropout rates in schools, high unemployment, and up to 27 per cent chronic malnutrition (UNICEF, 2024b). Among these many challenges that are highlighted by the United Nations, the writer will examine the many gender inequalities faced by girls, especially in rural areas of Senegal. In 2021, Senegal was ranked 131 out of 191 countries on the gender inequality index, due to the harmful practices against females of all ages, which are deeply rooted within the social norms of their society, such as child marriage, female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C), and sexual and physical violence against women and girls (UNICEF, 2024b). The writer has identified policies such as, Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the UNCRC (1989) and linked to theories such as Postcolonialism theory (1970s), Feminist theory (1970s), Maslow’s (1943) theory of Hierarchy of Needs and Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory.
Senegal is in Western Africa in the Sub-Saharan region, and has a diverse landscape from grassland, oceanfront, and tropical rainforest. Known as the “Gateway to Africa,” by the mid-15th century, Europeans had made contact and settled along the coast. Senegal was contested by England, Netherlands, and Portugal but came under French control in the late 19th century and remained colonised by France until their independence in the 1960’s (Camara et al. 2024). Moreover, the countries have maintained a close relationship since independence, in which France extended full citizenship rights to the four oldest colonial towns, known as the four Communes: Saint-Loius, Dakar, Goree and Rufisque. Today the population is 18 million, with 75 per cent under the age of 35 with the majority living in rural areas (UNICEF, 2024b). France remains an investor and commercial partner of Senegal and contributes to about 25 per cent of the country’s gross domestic product. Senegal has also been a part of the International Organisation of the French-Speaking World since 1970, although only a third can speak French, Wolof is the most spoken language of the country (Vassoille, 2023).
[bookmark: _Hlk158820810]A French education, like part of the Senegalese culture has existed there since it was introduced during the colonial period, whereby France embedded into the Senegalese identity and still is to this day. Postcolonial theory can still be felt with the westernised schooling system that has three stages, primary, secondary, and higher education, with a compulsory age for all children between six to sixteen, France has justified this part of colonisation by claiming a superior education, to educate, civilise and bring order to Senegal (Gandhi, 1998). However, in 2008, a new centred curriculum was introduced, teaching core subjects, French, mathematics, and science. Additionally, it was adapted for the Senegalese people to include learning on health care, hygiene, and the protection of the environment. However, teachers state that they struggle to offer the whole curriculum due to poor school building conditions and inadequate equipment and materials. Class sizes in the urban areas can reach up to 63 children per class, while in rural areas they can struggle to meet a class size and can merge several year groups into one (Goensch and Graef, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Hlk158821252][bookmark: _Int_fmZfCgKT][bookmark: _Int_VnfdViQU]Education is officially free in Senegal, however, schools do require an enrolment fee, to be paid at the beginning of the school year, fees vary depending on whether they live in an urban or rural area, and fees dramatically go up when a child reaches secondary school, leaving some families unable to afford it. Secondary schools are generally located further away, especially in rural areas and distance to travel to schools becomes an issue, and some children may stay with family closer, yet parents are less likely to send girls, as they struggle to find suitable lodgings (Goensch and Graef, 2011). Senegal has made efforts to increase school enrolment in rural areas, the Senegal Government allocates 20 per cent of their budget to education. Yet despite this in 2022 there are nearly 40 per cent of children that do not attend school, and literacy rates remain one of the lowest in the world (UNICEF, 2024b). Although Senegal has improved primary attendance over the years, there are still many parents that do not see the benefits of a formal education, preferring to send their child to work or attend religious schools, known as Daaras, some parents place an importance on religious studies over academic study (Goensch and Graef, 2011).
[bookmark: _Int_PN5Ud0Z9]The first barrier to education the writer has identified is one that has affected more than 250 million girls across the world. Child marriage, which is simply defined as a marriage of a child under 18 years of age. In Africa, there is a total of 125 million girls that are married before their fifteenth birthday (Africa Health Organisation, 2020). In Senegal, the rate of child marriage is one in three, and although child marriage is mainly girl’s this figure does include boys, with most being married under 18 years of age. The main reasons for child marriages can be linked to poverty, parents often see girls as a financial burden to clothe and feed them, and a marriage can be a way for the family to gain a financial dowry, and to secure a way out of poverty for the girl (Nour, 2009). Families also believe that early marriage will save girls from unintended pregnancies, as sex outside marriage is highly stigmatised and a high value is placed on virginity, while pregnancy outside of marriage can bring dishonour to families. Some communities in Senegal consider girls even before the age of 14 ready for marriage. There is a belief that marriage will offer protection and reinforce social ties, and hopes to reduce the risk of rape, and sexually transmitted diseases (Girls not Brides, 2024a). 
[bookmark: _Int_EHrw4C6Q]Senegal ratified the UNCRC in 1990 and therefore agreed to a minimum age of marriage of 18. Additionally, was the implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women in 1985, which states people should be free and give full consent to marriage (Girls not Brides, 2024a). Unfortunately, these practices are still deeply rooted and connected with social status, and when girls are married, they are seen as adults, with domestic and childbearing responsibilities. This is often seen as the best education for a girl, their life achievement hangs on their fertility and becoming the mother of many sons (Askari, 1998). Most Senegalese consider marriage a good thing, no matter the affect on a woman. There is a saying in Wolof: 
[bookmark: _Int_LmsQ29lr] “I am giving you my daughter and all I am asking you in return is her bones.” This means that a woman has to stay in her marriage regardless of how much she may suffer in it, even if that means death for her” (Sene, 2024, Online).
There is no direct ban on child marriage related to the UNCRC, there are however many articles that indirectly address and prohibit it. Article 2 states children should be protected from the beliefs of the child’s parents, and Article 24 states the abolishment of traditional practices that are harmful to a child’s health (Askari, 1998). Child marriage takes away the right to experience a childhood, an education, to have good health and the ability to make decisions about their own lives, as stated in Article 28 children have a right to an education. Many girls will face emotional, physical and the social effects of early marriage and Article 34 states a child has the right to be protected from all harm and sexual abuse. The marriage of a young girl will often mean the end to their education, often married to an older man who believes their role is a traditional one that includes domestic duties, and child-care responsibilities, and the husband will often not support their want for an education (Lewis, 2006). According to Sene (2024) this prolongs the practice of a gender imbalance, where men expect to be treated like a chief and are never made accountable. Removing children from education from such an early age will affect their life chances, to grow as individuals and learn skills, to achieve better outcomes in life (Girls not Brides, 2024b), and unfortunately girls with no education are 8 times more likely to suffer from child marriage. 
The harm caused by child marriage is incomprehensible, so it is essential to find a way forward. Edwards (2015) suggests that the UNCRC provision reflects a highly westernised approach to children’s rights, and as a response in 1999 African Union adopted the African charter on the rights and welfare of the child (ACRWC), which created rights addressing specific issues that relate directly to Africa, such as child marriage. Additionally, in 2015 Africa joined the SDGs which includes a target to end child marriage within the next 15 years, for without this the number of child marriages is likely to double by 2025 (Girls not Brides, 2024a). According to Smaak and Varia (2015) you must implement not only international and local policies, it is essential to reach people at grass roots, not only children and their parents but the wider community, schoolteachers, religious leaders, police, and the media to spread understanding and gain a commitment to stop child marriage. Linking to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory that children are in the centre of a complex system of relationships affected by surrounding environment such as family, school, cultural values, laws, and customs and this can positively or negatively affect a child developing. 
The second barrier the writer identified was Female Genital Cutting (FGC) affecting an estimated 200 million women globally and in Senegal there are 2 million girls and women that have undergone this procedure (UNICEF, 2022). FGC refers to the controversial practices involving the modifications of female genitalia which consists of four types: clitoridectomy, excision, infibulation and other. Most practiced in Senegal is type two, the partial or total removal of the clitoris and the inner labia, and type three which involves removal of the external genitalia and the narrowing of the vaginal opening by sewing (National FGM Centre, n.d). According to the Office of the Senior Coordinator for International Women's Issues (2001) females' legs are bound together after the procedure, so that women remain immobile for up to forty days to form the scar tissue and heal. The prevalence rates in Senegal are 23 per cent among women aged 15 – 49, and 80 per cent of girls having had the procedure done before their fifth birthday. The country varies widely in FGC between location, ethnic and religious groups, with the highest practising groups found in rural areas of southern Senegal, such as Mandigue were 67 per cent of girls have had this procedure (FGM/C Research Initiative, 2018). The Feminist theory (1970s) suggests that FGC is a misuse of a woman’s sexuality and causes devastating effects to a woman's health and wellbeing, they believe men only see a woman’s role as child rearing and reproduction. Critics against this point of view have suggested that women themselves inflict this practice, such as a mother may decide to allow this to happen in preparation for marriage. However, are women carrying out a man’s desire, exposing the real perpetuators (Ogbu, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Int_nco8IxXC][bookmark: _Int_uoYpSmKG]FGC serves no health benefits and is a clear violation of human rights. It stems from gender inequalities and social and gender norms. It causes many health consequences that will continue to impact women throughout their lives, such as severe pain and shock, urine infections, complications in childbirth, trauma and flashbacks or worst-case death (National FGM Centre, n.d). There are many reasons why families and communities continue to practice FGC, although there is a growing opposition against it. It can be viewed as a way to preserve a girl’s virginity, ready for the next step of child marriage, to protect honour and status in the community. It can also be viewed as a rite of passage for many young girls and some communities place a religious importance on it, although there is no religion that advocates FGC. FGC serves as a major barrier to education, can hinder or end a girl's attendance, due to long absences caused by illness, pain, or distress and can also result in girls struggling to stay focused. They can begin to fall behind and ultimately drop out (The Commonwealth, 2016). Parents must pay for this procedure and are then unwilling to continue to pay for education, which directly links to the first barrier of child marriage.
[bookmark: _Int_5NM9DXbs][bookmark: _Int_SP4sEj6o]FGC was made illegal in 1999 in Senegal and was made a criminal act punishable by up to five years in prison, yet since it came to pass by law it has seen no convictions (Office of the Senior Coordinator for International Women's Issue, 2001). Reducing FGC is a global issue and features within the SDG 5, under the target of 5.3 and states: “Eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, early and forced marriage and female genital mutilation” (The Global Goals, 2015, Online). However, girls that have undergone these procedures are normally aged between two months and six years, and it is impossible for themselves to seek protection from this practice. This is where grassroot projects such as, Tostan’s strategy 2023-2030, are working toward achieving the SDGs by 2030. Melching (2016) suggests this approach needs to be through public education, with community discussions and appeals to moral motivation, do what is right for your child. Education relating to health and human rights, discuss the affects of the practice, engage with local government, religious leaders, grandmothers, cutters, fathers, and the girls, and allowing the communities to publicly declare the end of this practice. Data shows that girls and women with no education are significantly more likely to be in favour of the existence of FGC, at the same time, education is often considered key to helping girls escape as they can offer more to the community and are seen as more valuable. 
“Millions of girls around the world are being denied an education because they are exploited, discriminated against - or just ignored” (Human Rights Watch, 2021, Online). The last barrier the writer has identified is that Senegalese girls face sexual and gender-based violence daily, this can include sexual exploitation, harassment, rape, abuse by teachers or peers, and remains a going concern within the Senegal education system. Unfortunately, most cases go unreported, and the perpetrators are rarely held accountable (Human Rights Watch, 2021). This is a violation of human rights and Article 28, identifies education as a basic right and should be based on equally opportunities (UNCRC 1989). Yet, it is reported that 18 million girls aged 15 - 19 have been a victim of sexual violence, it is one of the most common reasons why girls drop out and fail to continue with their education, reinforcing cultural practices such as early marriage (Their World, 2024). In Senegal 11 per cent of girls and women had experienced physical violence and 4 per cent of those have been abused sexually. Rape is illegal in Senegal, and punishable by up to 10 years imprisonment, however, it does not address marital rape, and overall, it is rarely enforced (Human Rights Watch, 2018). Human Rights Watch (2021) suggests that sexual harassment is quite commonplace in schools, and teachers can approach girls in class. It is reported that teachers can harass their pupils by text messages, touching them, and offering things such as money, clothes, or good grades. It is claimed that if reported to officials, they do not offer protection or any safeguarding procedures, and the girls are often accused of making it up. In Wolof culture words such as to tolerate, discretion and endure are often used if a woman has been assaulted or harassed. However, this has promoted a movement to address the exploitation of girls known as “Nopiwouma” meaning “I will not shut up” (Kama and Codou, 2017). 
There are ways to address the gender imbalances in education, firstly by tackling the ratio of male to female teachers. The lack of presence of female teachers can be a daunting experience for young girls, and having visibly more females would put girls at ease. In  Senegal there was just 18 per cent of female teachers in secondary schools in 2022, unfortunately this goes hand in hand with the fact many girls do not gain a higher education and are unable to join the profession (Their world, 2024) Another issue for girls not attending schools is toilet facilities, Birdthistle et al. (2011) suggests building separate blocks for girls and boys in schools can reduce sexual exploitation and help with menstrual management and hygiene, giving privacy and avoiding embarrassment. This links with Maslow’s (1943) physiological and safety and security needs, which are basic needs for anyone to be able to progress in life. The SDG 5 is gender equality, target 5.2 is about eliminating all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public, including sexual and other types of exploitation. 
In conclusion, education in Senegal has improved over the last 20 years, and the Government is committed to education by allocating 20 per cent of its budget. That is the highest amount of any northwest African country. However, money alone to education is not enough to get more girls into schools, with the widespread poverty, many harmful cultural practices and social norm such as child marriages that still exist within their society. Changes need to happen at a local level, within the communities where these young girls live. Investing in a girl's education can transform families, communities, and countries. With an education many girls are less likely to become a statistic of child marriage or FGC and can go on to lead healthy and productive lives. Earning an income and supporting their families and their future lives, can show their equal worth to that of boys and men (UNICEF, 2024a). With the SDGs, the hope is for girls and women across the world will be free of gender inequalities by 2030, and to ensure equal access to a quality education. “No country can ever truly flourish if it stifles the potential of its women and deprives itself of the contributions of half of its citizens” (Obama, 2017, Online).
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