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This essay will explore the barriers to accessing good quality and consistent education in Pakistan. Aspects of how the topography and demographics impact the delivery of education and access to it (My Life Elsewhere, 2025) (countryeconomy.com, 2025). The impact of natural disasters, how it affects Pakistan’s economy and infrastructure (Disasters Emergency Commitee, 2015) in relation to education and resources are focused on. Religion and its influence over female education is explored, critically examining ‘purdah’ and the way it restricts the female population of the country (Yousafzai, 2013) including the threat of honour killings (Haider, 2024). The safety of schools is discussed in relation to all educational institutions and the safety of staff and students (Human Rights Watch, 2017). (Britannica, 2025). The Federal Foundation Learning Policy is analysed and how Pakistan plan to overcome barriers to learning including language and staff retention (Government of Pakistan, 2024).
As the fifth most populated country in the world and with a land mass of just over a third of the UK, providing Pakistan’s children with adequate education is one of its largest struggles (SCHOOLS2030, 2025).  To put this into perspective, the UK currently has a population of 67.8 million people, whereas the population of Pakistan currently stands at 243 million  (My Life Elsewhere, 2025). Situated in South Asia bordering Afghanistan, Iran, and China (Hunter, 2020) the diverse landscape can vary as much as barren desert, the Himalayan mountain range and one of the world’s largest glaciers (Britannica, 2025). The varied and challenging landscape means that some areas are densely populated in contrast to the rural settlements which typically don’t exceed 2,500 residents (Britannica, 2025) which can mean that teachers are reluctant to relocate to the area, and lack of primitive services mean that wi-fi doesn’t reach the area negating the solution of digital school access (UNESCO, 2015).  Part of colonised India until 1947, Pakistan has a history of large population movements which started with its formation by the British and Partition (Britannica, 2025). In the Indian Independence Act, British Parliament ordered that Hindus and Muslims be divided or partitioned (Britannica, 2025). Hindus were re-settled to India and Pakistan was created to host Muslims (Britannica, 2025). This led to violence and confusion as 15,000,000 people were displaced (Britannica, 2025). The population has been affected by war and unrest since its creation first with the civil war of 1971 which created the independent country of Bangladesh from East Pakistan (Britannica, 2025) then in 1999 when 30,000 people were displaced (Amnesty International, 2023). The country also received 3.7 million refugees from Afghanistan in 2001 when the population fled the Taliban rule (Amnesty International, 2023). This unrest affects how education can be delivered consistently with insecure homelives (Maslow, 1954).
Many barriers are in place for the accessibility of education within Pakistan. Firstly, language (Britannica, 2025). During colonialisation, English (Bruner, 1976) was designated as the language used for official business in Pakistan (Britannica, 2025) . This was updated in 1973, with Urdu being nominated as Pakistan’s official language and a transition period fifteen years was given by the government to amend bureaucratic documents (Britannica, 2025). This process hasn’t yet been completed and many regions in Pakistan claim other languages such as Punjabi, Sindhi and Brahui as their mother tongue (Britannica, 2025). This complicates the implementation of a National Curriculum as we know it due to many regions monolinguistic population (Britannica, 2025) not to mention the problem this causes to students who have little understanding of the language used in school (Vygotsky, 1978). Students would need to learn Urdu or English in order to access teaching (Vygotsky, 1978) with many key terms being incomprehensible limiting their capabilities in whichever subject that they are learning (Dewey, 1897).
Currently, 61% of Pakistanis live in rural areas with most settlements numbering 2,500 or less citizens (Britannica, 2025). Recent population surveys indicate that 41% of Pakistan’s population is under 15 years old meaning that settlements would need to accommodate over 1000 children each (Britannica, 2025) and with a lack of trained teachers (SCHOOLS2030, 2025) and high teacher absenteeism, filling these places is difficult as teachers would need to move to the area in consideration to how vast distances are between each settlement (Britannica, 2025). Each settlement normally consists of a family or tribal group meaning that acceptance of a teacher who is not part of the family may not happen (Britannica, 2025). The government of Pakistan is aware of the issues its children are facing and in May 2024 declared a National Education Emergency (Maslow, 1954) as the number of children out of school reached 26 million (SCHOOLS2030, 2025). As a result, the Federal Foundation Learning Policy was published in the same year benchmarking the policy targets of the Nation (Government of Pakistan, 2024). All children in federal region schools will have undertaken the foundational learning assessment by 2029-30 the pillars of which consist of basic numeracy skills, reading, and literacy with reading corners and libraries being set up in school and rewards promised to schools with excellent results (Government of Pakistan, 2024). There is great emphasis on good quality training of teachers and consistent support and communication (Maslow, 1954) within the educational establishments (Government of Pakistan, 2024). However, there will be a significant gap in the workforce where this generation of children will not be educated enough to fill important positions in government or the general running of the country (UNESCO, 2015). In addition to this, employment that  typically has a higher intake of female employees such and midwives and teachers will plumet and could have a detrimental effect of childhood mortality and again, education (UNESCO, 2015), (Maslow, 1954).
According to the Federal Foundation Learning Policy, the issue with language is to be mitigated by appointing a language specialist in each primary school focusing on teaching reading and writing English in primary schools (Government of Pakistan, 2024). The cluster of primary schools will be supported in this by the secondary school specialists supporting and training (Maslow, 1954) each other during Teacher’s Professional Days (Government of Pakistan, 2024). Modules will also be created and delivered in Urdu using phonics and reading pedagogy for both languages (Government of Pakistan, 2024).
With unrest commonplace within the country, educational institutions have a history of being unsafe (Maslow, 1954) for students and teachers alike (Human Rights Watch, 2017). In 2012 this was brought world attention by the attempted assassination of Malala Yousafzai, who at the time was 15 years old (Yousafzai, 2013). She was taken to the U.K to recover but is still in exile as a threat to kill is still in place due to her vocal advocacy for girl’s education (Yousafzai, 2013). Two years later the Army Public School in Peshawar was attacked and 145 people were killed, teachers and students alike (Human Rights Watch, 2017). Data on university and school attacks (Maslow, 1954) are not officially collected by the Pakistani government, although researchers at The University of Maryland have identified 867 attacks on educational institutions between 2009 and 2012 (Human Rights Watch, 2017) affecting the populations trust in these institutions for the safety of their children (Human Rights Watch, 2017). Consequently, since the 2014 attack, the state have included arms training for teachers and promoted schools, colleges, and universities to have mock security drills (Human Rights Watch, 2017). It is however unclear to how seriously the Government think the problem is as protection for students and education was not included in the 20-point National Action Plan written to deal with the problem of terrorism in the state (Human Rights Watch, 2017). Without proper protection it is unlikely that Pakistan will attract a reliable, consistent and adequately qualified teaching force which will impact the quality of education now and in the future for Pakistan (Human Rights Watch, 2017). Parents will be reluctant to send their children to schools that they deem unsafe (Maslow, 1954) both from terrorism and from the lack of amenities and services like running water (SCHOOLS2030, 2025).
 Being a predominantly Muslim country, many believe that ‘purdah’ should be observed in women and girls (Yousafzai, 2013). This involves their separation from the rest of society such as not being allowed outside unless accompanied by a male relative, keeping to a different room of the house or separated by a curtain when a different room is not available and to wear the veil or burqa (Yousafzai, 2013). This restricts them from participating fully in society (Skinner, 1984) and receiving little or no education (Yousafzai, 2013). In Swat, Malala Yousafzai’s valley, girls were banned from going to school in 2008 (Yousafzai, 2013). This was amended later and due to pressure from outside influences and girls were allowed to attend school to and including Year 4 which is up to 10 years old (Yousafzai, 2013) although many girls falsified their ages to be able to study for longer (Yousafzai, 2013). In a country that boasts women governors, pilots and coastguards, the rural regions are still greatly influenced by the local ‘Mufti’ who are considered experts on Islamic law and are consulted when family and local decisions are made in order to check that they align with the beliefs (Dewey, 1897) of the Quaran (Yousafzai, 2013). Islamic law is a crucial part of Muslim identity and if the local ‘Mufti’ is ‘pro-purdah’, the community or family may be shunned, shamed or punished (Maslow, 1954) if they send daughters to school who are considered too old or at a marriageable age (Yousafzai, 2013). This can lead to sanctions for the family and in extreme cases honour killings (Haider, 2024). Honour killing is defined as 
“The killing of a girl or woman by male family members who claim that the victim has dishonoured their prestige or family name” (Britannica, 2025).
In 2024, 346 women and girls were killed in honour killings in Pakistan (Haider, 2024). Older girls going to school are under constant threat of this if they continue with their education as any member of the community may report them to the local tribal council or ‘jirga’ to accuse women or girls of bringing shame on the family which could be as innocent as an 11 year old girl seen walking through the same entrance as a male teacher or pupil or even with no tangible evidence which could lead to the killing of that individual (Maslow, 1954) with little or no consequences to the perpetrators (Haider, 2024). This also happens if families have a disagreement or in cases of jealousy of status or possessions (Haider, 2024). With communities being so rural and with treacherous terrain between regions, the Pakistani Government has little choice but to allow communities to be ruled by their ‘jirga’ as has been the case for centuries (Britannica, 2025).
Natural disasters are not uncommon in Pakistan (UNESCO, 2015) with the 2005 earthquake (Maslow, 1954) which killed 80,000 people (International Rescue Commitee, 2018) and another 18 million people affected by floods in 2010 (Disasters Emergency Commitee, 2015). In addition to the loss of life, these greatly affected infrastructure such as electricity, roads and amenities such as water access school buildings, textbooks and other academic resources (UNESCO, 2015) (Vygotsky, 1978). The upheaval caused by these disasters together with the history of conflict, well trained and reliable teaching staff are in short supply (Skinner, 1984) and places of learning commonly lack adequate toilet facilities and electricity (UNESCO, 2015). This was exacerbated further in 2022 and 2023 when the country experienced more flooding with even more families losing their homes (Dewey, 1897) (Maslow, 1954) and livelihoods (The Red Cross, 2023). This had an additional effect on Pakistan, namely it’s economy and access to funding for local governments (The Red Cross, 2023). The GDP for Pakistan in 2023 was $337,457M compared to $3,640,073M in the U.K for the same year (countryeconomy.com, 2025) with the UK having no displaced population or damaged infrastructure due to natural disasters. These disasters put additional strain on already struggling health and social care structures (Maslow, 1954) leading to a lack of clean water and poor, cramped living situations promoting outbreaks of cholera, dengue fever and waterborne diseases increasing the mortality rate (The Red Cross, 2023). This also means that children are often needed to work or provide some service to the family if the caregivers or providers are sick or have died taking away their right to an education (Skinner, 1984), (Unicef, 1992).
The current allocation of educational funding per child in the U.K is $2530 compared to $26 per child in Pakistan (countryeconomy.com, 2025), however, Shoaib Turk disagrees (Turk, 2024). He argues that this figure does not reflect true spending as educational budgeting has been managed by provincial authorities in six areas since 2010 (Turk, 2024). Although he admits that (working in Rupees as the states currency) there is still a 351-billion-rupee difference in defence’s favour which is still a huge disparity (Turk, 2024).
 It is evident that Pakistan is in an educational crisis with 26 million children out of school and the governments declaration of a National Education Emergency (SCHOOLS2030, 2025). Firstly, the topography of the country and the number of rural settlements makes it difficult to create infrastructure for connectivity of digital learning (Britannica, 2025). The nature of these settlements being relatively small and consisting of tribes or family groups creates difficulty in employing well qualified teachers for each village (Britannica, 2025) (Unicef, 1992). In urban areas infrastructure is often in poor repair with lack of electricity or water (Maslow, 1954) and terrorist activity specifically opposed to girls education (Human Rights Watch, 2017) increase the risk of school shootings or suicide bombings leading to pupils reluctance to attend school (Unicef, 1992), lack of teachers and parents keeping children home (Maslow, 1954) (Unicef, 1992) (Yousafzai, 2013). Although the Pakistani government has put a plan for educational uniformity in place, the target for full compliance is 2029/30 which leaves a gap for this ‘lost’ generation which will limit the amount of qualified and educated individuals for the future (UNESCO, 2015). The people of Pakistan are devout and often use ‘Mufti’ to aid them in life decisions in accordance with Islamic law (Yousafzai, 2013). The ‘Mufti’ and ‘Jirga’ (local tribal council) have huge influence over their community and will often be the law in rural communities (Yousafzai, 2013). Jirga have a reputation for being outdated since the practice is centuries old and still have strict rules on ‘purdah’, restricting the females of their society (Unicef, 1992) in living freely and accessing education (Yousafzai, 2013). Jirga have also been known to order the murder of women or girls who have not behaved accordingly and are rarely brought to justice in Pakistani law (Haider, 2024). Natural disasters have greatly impacted the country in the form of earthquakes and floods which have displaced the population and destroyed infrastructure (Unicef, 1992), (Disasters Emergency Commitee, 2015) (The Red Cross, 2023).  War in neighbouring Afghanistan has also seen the country receive more than 3.7 million refugees putting expediential strain on the economy (Amnesty International, 2023). Although the outlook seems bleak, organisations such as SCHOOLS2030 (SCHOOLS2030, 2025) and UNESCO (UNESCO, 2015)  continue to support the delivery of education throughout the country.
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