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In 1989, 194 countries signed up to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).  The UNCRC is a “legally-binding international agreement setting out the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights of every child, regardless of their race, religion or abilities” (Save the Children, no date).  Article 28 of the UNCRC states that every child has the ‘Right to education’. yet 70 million children around the world do not go to school (Shepherd, 2010).  Therefore, the basic rights of many children are not being recognised even though every country involved in the UNCRC is bound by law to implement the rights of all children.  As a result, this assignment will look at global perspectives of education, in particular the education system of Sierra Leone in West Africa.  Barriers to education in Sierra Leone will be discussed and compared to the education system in the United Kingdom; for example, many children in Sierra Leone fight as soldiers whereas children in the United Kingdom do not.  Sierra Leone also charges fees for their children to attend school, but the United Kingdom provides a free education for children living there.  Other barriers to education in Sierra Leone include gender disparities and natural disasters such as virus outbreaks and climate change.  Throughout this assignment, references to government policies and frameworks will be made in order to analyse each education system and determine whether there is a way forward for each country to become sustainable and implement a sustainable education as a result.

Sierra Leone is one of the poorest countries in the world.   It has a population of 7.4 million and became an independent country in 1961.  The main languages spoken there are English, Krio (Creole language based on English) and several African Languages.  Islam and Christianity are the main religions practiced in Sierra Leone and life expectancy is roughly 51 to 52 years for both men and women (www.bbc.co.uk, 2019).  Sierra Leone has the seventh lowest life expectancy and one of the highest infant mortality rates in the world (Barton, no date).  The United Kingdom has a population of 66.884,186 and has a much higher global economy than Sierra Leone.     

Sierra Leone’s education system was seen to be failing as early as 1990, due to only 55% of primary-school children enrolled in school (www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov, no date).  The education system in Sierra Leone was based on a fee-paying system which prevented many of the poorer families from sending their children to school (Betancourt, Simmons and La Soudiere, 2009).  Article 28 of the UNCRC states that every child has the right to an education and that education must be free.  However, Sierra Leone does not provide a free education for their children even though it signed the treaty for UNCRC on the 13th February 1990 and ratified their acceptance of the treaty on June the 18th 1990 (United Nations Treaty Collection, 1989).  In response to the UNCRC, which was thought to exclude issues specific to Africa, The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of Children (ACRWC) was introduced in 1990 and aims to reflect the ethos of the UNCRC whilst being mindful of factors affecting African children.  Like the UNCRC, Article 11 of the ACWRC states that “Every child has the right to an education”, but also explains that “this education also includes preservation and strengthening of positive African morals, traditional values and cultures”.  Article 11 seems to suggest that even though there is a fee payable for formal education in Sierra Leone, all African children are taught about their culture and heritage which provides them with a free, but informal education.  Henryson (2016) states that “Informal education is never ending.  It is an educational process that lasts a lifetime”.    In some instances, informal education is more important than formal education, as the children learn skills and traditions which will help their culture to survive through many generations.  

“The situation of most African children remains critical due to the unique factors of their socio-economic, cultural, traditional and developmental circumstances, natural disasters, armed conflicts, exploitation and hunger…” (Ekundayo, 2015).  Natural disasters, such as an outbreak of Ebola virus presented great difficulties for Sierra Leone and its inhabitants between 2014 and 2016 (www.bbc.co.uk, 2018), yet this epidemic came after a brutal civil war that lasted over a decade.  A civil war broke out in Sierra Leone during 1991 and lasted for eleven years.  This war caused many issues for its citizens as both male and female children were used as soldiers between 1991 and 2002.  Many of these children returned with various mental health issues, caused by being abducted by force at the age of ten years old.  Children who had been involved with high levels of wounding or killing others demonstrated higher levels of hostility, which in turn affected their rehabilitation back into society.  In Sierra Leone particularly, the Revolutionary United front (RUF) was known to force children to murder their neighbours in order to cut community ties.  “Additionally, higher levels of family acceptance were associated with decreased hostility, while improvements in community acceptance were associated with adaptive attitudes and behaviours” (Betancourt, Agnew-Blais and Ellis, 2010).  This links to Bowlby’s Theory of Attachment, which suggests that children need to form secure attachments in order to survive. He also suggested that these attachments determined the behavior of each child and a disruption to a strong, secure bond would have a detrimental effect on the child (McLeod, 2017).

According to Betancourt, Simmons and La Soudiere (2008), true rehabilitation of former child soldiers is only successful when they have access to education and training that will enable them to live a productive life within society.  Even so, children who were abducted at a young age were unlikely to return to school after release from the army.  Wang (2007), as cited in Betancourt et al (2010) suggested that the demand for education in Sierra Leone increased after the war, but in 2004-5 only 65% of children completed primary school, 17% of children completed junior secondary school and 8% completed senior secondary school (Statistics Sierra Leone 2006, as cited in Betancourt 2010).  It was also found that some of the children in the higher classes were overage due to interrupted schooling “caused at least in part by time spent as child soldiers” (Betancourt et al, 2010).  

Depending on the age at which children were forcibly taken to fight as soldiers and the length of time they missed school, many catch-up programs aimed to move ex-child soldiers quickly through the curriculum so that they could rejoin their peers.  Sierra Leone provided two such programs for over-age youth; one was called Complementary Rapid Education for Primary Schools (CREPS) and the other was known as Rapid Response Education Program (RREP).  According to Betancourt et al (2010), CREPS provided a lower quality of education for over-age youth but addressed the needs of the students more appropriately as they were taught in same age groups.  Teaching children with others younger than them could cause embarrassment as they may have believed that they were not ‘good enough’ for the other classes.  This in turn would affect their self-esteem and reduce the likelihood of these students accessing any curriculum at all.  Maslow’s Hierarchy of Need (1943) suggests that children need to have basic needs, such as food, shelter, warmth and clothing, as well as emotional needs such as love, belonging and self-esteem met by care-givers before they are in a position to be able to achieve their full potential.  In contrast, Bowlby believed that emotional needs were more important than physical needs such as food which would make a huge difference to the child soldiers of Sierra Leone.  It is unlikely that these children had basic needs fully met and even less likely that they had their emotional needs met.  However, being reintegrated back into education with their peers may have increased their self-esteem and sense of belonging slightly, which may have then allowed them to achieve a sense of pride in their learning.  

Children in the United Kingdom do not fight as soldiers, but there are still many children not attending school.  There are approximately 32,113 schools in the UK, catering for 10,259,840 pupils on a full or part time basis (BESA, 2019).  Between July and September 2018, there were also 760,000 young people between the ages of 16 and 24 years old not in any form of education, employment or training (NEET).  Within these statistics, between July and September 2018, 165,000 males and 117,000 females were unemployed but available for, and actively seeking paid work.  Powell (2018) suggests that men become NEET due to long-term sickness or disability, whereas women become NEET as a result of looking after family, similar to females in Sierra Leone, who “are forced to leave school in order to work at home or find a husband” (The Borgen Project, 2019).   In 2007, Sierra Leone joined Global Partnership for Education, providing more scholarships for female students.  It has also begun to offer females places of refuge where they can go to escape from abuse, and which as a result allows them the freedom to pursue an education.  In order to reduce the number of NEETs in Wales, The Welsh Government has put various strategies into place, such as offering everybody up to the age of 18 years old suitable education or training placements and expanding apprenticeship schemes to suit a wider range of people.  These provisions show that both countries are trying to address the issues of education for those currently missing out.
      
In 2017, Statistics Sierra Leone (SSL) commissioned a thematic report on gender, looking at the issues affecting females compared to males.  Taqi, Vinnie-Wilson and Vandi (2017) report that the breakout of Ebola caused huge levels of poverty in Sierra Leone, which affected women and children in particular.  It is suggested that women were seen to be less important than men and so did not have as much basic care as the males, in turn making them weaker and more susceptible to the Ebola virus.  The report published by Taqi et al in 2017 found that there were “gender disparities in every area of Sierra Leonean’s life” and so recommended that the Government of Sierra Leone introduce gender-sensitive policies that would improve the lives of all its citizens but also “lead to a sustainable development of the country”.  
 
Wales is one of the few countries to have a legal duty linked to sustainable development.  The National Assembly of Wales (1999) describes sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.  The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act of 2015 is part of Welsh Law that aims to produce a prosperous, resilient and globally responsible country that considers the needs of other communities as well as its own.  With regards to sustainable development in Sierra Leone, the government supported the launch of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDGs), but progress was hindered by both the civil war and the Ebola virus.  The Knowledge Platform (2016) suggests that the economy of Sierra Leone is fragile and so the country needs the help of other countries to ensure sustainable development.  This links closely to Article 28 of the UNCRC, which states that “Richer countries must help poorer countries to achieve this”.  The United Nations have developed a Sustainable Development Agenda, which aims to provide a quality education for all by 2030.  This Sustainable Development Agenda sets out 17 goals which ensures that every country signed up provides an inclusive education for all its learners.  Education for All (2015) did not achieve its goals due to various difficulties in Sierra Leone and so the new agenda is hoped to be fully achieved and embedded within the next fifteen years.  There is now emphasis on lifelong learning and transferable skills, rather than an education relating specifically to schools.
As well as gender disparities, child soldiers, extreme circumstances such as civil war and virus outbreaks, there are other barriers to education in Sierra Leone.  Sharma (2016) suggests that untrained teachers, lack of resources and low literacy rates continue to affect the citizens of Sierra Leone.  However, there has been some improvement of the education system in Sierra Leone, as the government currently spends 14% of its National Budget on education, with half used specifically for primary education.  According to British Educational Suppliers Association (BESA, 2019), primary schools have an average budget of £1,048,000 per year and secondary schools have £4,617,000 budget per year.  There are only two universities in Sierra Leone compared to 142 in the United Kingdom, which then leads to the topic of sustainability in education; Sierra Leone has a much lower social economy than United Kingdom but fewer buildings to upkeep.  However, Koroma (2018) states that there is no “proper monitoring of the school system” in Sierra Leone, teachers are not always adequately trained, and parents are not made to send their children to school.  In the United Kingdom, teachers are required to train for many years before being officially qualified to teach and are inspected on a regular basis, through Lesson Observations carried out by Headship Teams within their school and Formal Inspections carried out by legally appointed Inspection bodies.  Education is also compulsory in the United Kingdom; children must start school by the age of six years old – although typically in Wales they start school at the age of three years old – and remain in school until they are sixteen years old.  Education in the United Kingdom is fully enforceable by law and parents or caregivers could be causing a criminal offence by not sending their children to school (FindLaw, no date)    

Ansu (2007) explains that education has greatly improved throughout Africa as a whole, new schools have been built, free education is gradually being implemented and student enrollments have increased.  As a result, the education system needs much more funding but Sierra Leone itself may experience a decrease in finances due to internal conflict.  One key policy linked to Sierra Leone’s education system is the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP), which abolished school fees and examination fees.  The Education for All act (EFA, 2015) demanded that all children receive a minimum of six years primary education and three years secondary education, but also stipulated that children are given a good quality education.  However, EFA failed to achieve its goals.  Even the basic aims of EFA were difficult to achieve, as many school buildings were destroyed during the civil war and have yet to be repaired or rebuilt.  As a result, classrooms in Sierra Leone are often overcrowded and in poor condition.  Children in Sierra Leone have to sit on bricks or planks of wood as there is little or no furniture and not every student has their own equipment.  Children living in rural areas of Sierra Leone are at a disadvantage compared to their urban peers, as the school buildings themselves are often too far away for the children to walk there and back, and there is no transport available.  There are many more schools available in the United Kingdom, each with its own catchment area.  This means that children are usually no more than a short journey away from a school and often have the choice of more than one school to attend.  Some secondary schools also provide transport from their pupils if they live outside their catchment area and so this reduces financial barriers for some pupils in the United Kingdom.  

This assignment has compared Sierra Leone to the United Kingdom with regards to population, economy and education systems.  Sierra Leone is a much poorer country than the United Kingdom and has a lower population.  7.4 million people live in Sierra Leone and over 66 million people live in the United Kingdom.  Sierra Leone was devastated by a civil war that lasted for eleven years, followed by an outbreak of Ebola virus that had a drastic effect on women and children in particular.  As a result of the war, many school buildings were destroyed and have yet to be rebuilt.  Children must now learn in overcrowded classrooms with little or no furniture and limited resources.  Schools in the United Kingdom are much better equipped than those in Sierra Leone, but there are still thousands of people who are Not in Education Employment or Training (NEET).  

Many children in Sierra Leone were abducted from as young as ten years of age, to fight as child soldiers.  Some of these children were successfully reintegrated back into society and were enrolled on catch up programs to help them reach the same level of education as their peers.  Those children who were particularly affected by the war were not able to go back to their families.  
Sierra Leone signed the UNCRC in 1990, but even though Article 28 of the treaty states that all children are entitled to a free education, Sierra Leone charged fees for their children to go to school until recently.  Gender disparity has been a big issue in Sierra Leone, but the country has since provided more scholarships for females and refuges where they can be free to pursue an education.  However, poorer families and rural children are still at a disadvantage.  The ACWRC is an alternative piece of legislation like the UNCRC but considers specific difficulties for African children.  Wales was the first country to pass a law on the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act, but the United Nations have introduced a Sustainable Development Agenda, which aims to provide a quality, inclusive education for all children by 2030.  Education for All (EFA) failed in 2015 due to circumstances of war and Ebola virus in Sierra Leone and there is no guarantee these incidents will not happen again.  Sierra Leone has made huge progress with regards to its education system but more still needs to be done.  Hopefully with the help of higher economy countries, Sierra Leone will continue to rebuild an education system for its children, exactly as is stated in the UNCRC. 
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