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Education is a human right; every child has the right to an education, and every individual is entitled to be able to satisfy his or her learning needs through lifelong learning. Education is the foundation of developing identity, as an individual and as a society. Education is essential for sustainable development, reducing global poverty, and enabling people to live together in peace. It enables people to improve their political, social, cultural, and economic circumstances. "Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made generally available, and higher education shall be equally accessible to all based on merit.” This statement refers to Article 26 (1) of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Completing basic education significantly increases the chance of political participation in society and reduces the risk of marginalisation. From a human rights perspective, a state's failure to provide universal, free, and accessible education constitutes a breach of internationally recognised obligations. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) further strengthens the global legal framework for education through Article 28, which obliges states to ensure free and compulsory primary education and to encourage regular attendance and reduce dropout rates, and Article 29, which defines the aims of education as developing the child’s personality, talents, mental and physical abilities, respect for human rights, and preparation for a responsible life in a free society. In the context of Iraq, ongoing conflict, displacement, overcrowded classrooms, and underinvestment undermine both articles by restricting access to education and limiting its quality and purpose. For girls, displaced children, and children with disabilities, these failures represent not only barriers to schooling but also violations of the broader educational aims outlined in Article 29, including dignity, equality, and social inclusion. 
Education is essential for sustainable development, poverty reduction, and social harmony and peace in a globalising society. Despite global commitments to universal education, learning chances are still unequal. Globalisation has made sharing information and travelling simpler, but not everyone benefits, especially in developing countries and war zones. Poverty, gender inequality, displacement, weak governance, and insufficient finance prohibit millions of children from attending school, showing a gap between international policy aspirations and local realities. This essay critically analyses the global obstacles to educational access, with a specific focus on how gender inequality acts as a systemic barrier. It assesses the involvement of governments and international organisations in tackling these concerns via policy frameworks related to human rights, sustainability, and global development, evaluating the effectiveness of their approaches. This essay examines Iraq as a case study to demonstrate how historical war, political instability, and economic limitations have compromised educational access, particularly for girls, displaced children, and other marginalised populations. The essay argues that achieving fair and sustainable global education requires more than just laws and international goals. It necessitates substantial long-term investments, governance reforms tailored to specific contexts, and the integration of social theory and empirical evidence to drive meaningful change.  
 
 
These encompass cultural competency, adaptation, critical thinking, and cross-cultural communication. The capability approach views education as enhancing individuals' abilities to engage fully in social, economic, and political spheres, rather than merely preparing them for employment. Regardless of whether students start on careers in business, technology, education, or international relations, the competencies acquired through global education will benefit them across all sectors (Participate Learning, 2024).  Article 22 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) states, "Everyone, as a member of society, is entitled to the realisation of the economic, social, and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality." Globalisation is the rising interdependence of the world's economies, cultures, and demographics due to cross-border trade, technology, investment, people, and information (International Monetary Fund, 2018). For decades, countries have formed economic agreements to assist these movements. After the Cold War in the early 1990s, these cooperative agreements influenced modern life, making the phrase widespread. Globalisation, like other technical breakthroughs, has benefited society but has been criticised for apparently affecting groups and worsening inflation, supply chain problems, trade disputes, and national security concerns. 
Childhood globalisation indicates the growing awareness and understanding of global issues, especially environmental challenges, among children worldwide. Exposure to diverse cultures, ecological issues, and social matters through media, education, and technology develops their opinions and ideals. It exemplifies how children can achieve understanding and engage as global citizens championing sustainability and equity. The term “childhood globalisation” combines "childhood", the developmental stage of life, with "globalisation", the escalating interconnectedness and interdependence of nations and cultures. Globalisation shapes children's perspectives and experiences. It has been used in research and social discussions to analyse the effects of global dynamics on children's development, education, and socialisation. While globalisation has improved knowledge and educational mobility, critics argue that it exacerbates structural inequality, particularly in conflict-affected nations like Iraq, which lack the necessary resources for equitable benefits (UNICEF, 2018). 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) originated from heightened awareness of environmental concerns in the mid-20th century and received global acknowledgement at the 1972 UN Stockholm Conference. Its objective is to provide learners with the knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes needed to tackle complex environmental, social, and economic issues for current and future generations, incorporating sustainability across all disciplines through critical thinking and participatory approaches. It addresses global challenges such as climate change, poverty, and inequality, emphasising comprehensive solutions and the empowerment of action (SEEd, n.d.). UNESCO acts as the Secretariat for the Greening Education Partnership, which seeks to enhance nations' ability to deliver effective climate change education and integrate sustainability into all facets of learning (UNESCO, 2017). The Sustainable Development Goals provide a call to action for all nations—regardless of economic status—to foster prosperity while protecting the planet. The United Nations (2015) acknowledges that combating poverty requires the execution of strategies that promote economic growth and fulfil diverse social needs, including education, health, social protection, and employment opportunities, while also tackling climate change and protecting the environment. In 2000, during the World Education Forum in Dakar, the global community adopted the Education for All Global Action Plan. The target date for reaching these goals was established as 2015, coinciding with the Millennium Development Goals initiated in that year. Despite the significant advancements achieved in several nations, the overall outcome was unsatisfactory. No EFA targets were met by 2015. The essential objective of guaranteeing that all children globally enrol in and finish primary education was not achieved. (BMZ, 2024).  
Gender inequality persists as a significant obstacle to attaining universal education worldwide, especially in developing areas, where girls encounter systemic, cultural, and economic disadvantages. Barriers including poverty, early marriage, gendered work responsibilities, and unsafe school environments limit girls' access to and involvement in education, despite statutory promises of equality (Fennell & Arnot, 2008). These obstacles immediately contravene the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, which asserts every child's right to education without discrimination and mandates states to safeguard children, particularly females, from damaging social and cultural practices. Despite Iraq's non-signatory status to the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, this Charter serves as a comparative regional framework to critically underscore how similar structural impediments, including gender discrimination and detrimental cultural practices, compromise children's right to education throughout the rest of the world. The Charter establishes a robust legal foundation; nonetheless, its implementation is frequently hindered by insufficient resources, political instability, and entrenched gender norms. Feminist theory (1984) highlights the systematic inequity in girls' education resulting from sexist societal institutions, particularly in conflict-affected cultures where traditional gender roles are reinforced. From a postcolonial feminist perspective, gender disparity in education is exacerbated by colonial legacies and externally imposed development frameworks that frequently marginalise indigenous women's perspectives and neglect the interplay of gender, culture, and historical power dynamics. The disparity between policy and practice underscores how global and regional commitments to children's rights are compromised by overarching inequalities, indicating that attaining gender equality in education necessitates not only legal frameworks but also enduring social, economic, and institutional transformation. 
The second UNESCO–World Bank Education Finance Watch 2024 report emphasised that funding continues to be a significant impediment to attaining great education globally. Education constitutes less than 15% of the total spending on education and 4% of GDP in 40% of countries. The disparity is significant: low-income nations allocated $55 per student in 2022, whereas high-income countries expended $8,543. The UNESCO–World Bank report cautions about the increasing burden of debt repayments. In 2022, African countries allocated approximately equivalent funds for debt servicing and education. In 2022, education constituted 7.6% of global official development assistance, a decline from 9.3% in 2019. In 2020, the G20's continuous collaboration culminated in the inaugural cohesive framework for debt restructuring. UNESCO is advocating for nations to establish a multilateral framework to convert debt into sustainable educational funding. This technology could support nations burdened by unsustainable debt in transforming it into investments in education (UNESCO, 2024). Governance theory (2016) highlights a continual disparity between international obligations and national implementation, particularly in fragile governments where corruption, indebtedness, and political instability obstruct reform efforts. 
Iraq will be used as a case study to understand the relevance of global education and the role of educational institutions and the barriers that prohibit a historical country like Iraq from growing globally in education. The rich area between the Tigris and Euphrates inspired the wheel, grain crops, and cursive lettering. Mesopotamia was the origin of civilisation, and today's Iraqis are descendants of the Sumerians, Babylonians, Assyrians, and Arabs. Arabs, Kurds, Jews, Muslims, and Christians have lived in the land since Alexander the Great, and it has been a battlefield. It was a Turkish-ruled Ottoman province when the British administration identified its promise in the late 19th century. The British saw Mesopotamia's promise as military and economic for India, their imperial frontier. British economic interests built Basra in the south as a Gulf port with shipping and commerce linkages to the Far East by 1914.  A British mandate defined Iraq's borders, governmental structure, and economic trajectory following World War I, ending centuries of Ottoman authority. British colonialism imposed a Hashemite monarchy, created a Sunni-dominated political elite, and prioritised oil extraction, which led to decades of political instability, sectarian tensions, and military power in Iraq (History and Policy, n.d.). Similarly, following the 2003 US-led invasion, external powers once again shaped Iraq’s political and institutional landscape. From a postcolonial perspective, the use of Western educational theories, which is often pushed by international reform efforts, can be seen as a type of cultural imperialism. These models typically fail to consider Iraq's unique historical, linguistic, and social-political environment. 
Prolonged conflict and inadequate funding in Iraq have decimated the previously exceptional education system in the region, severely restricting Iraqi children's access to quality education. The persistent disruption of education in Iraq threatens both individual opportunities and the nation's long-term social and economic stability. Currently, around 3.2 million school-aged children in Iraq are not enrolled in school. The situation is particularly alarming in conflict-affected governorates, such as Salah al-Din and Diyala, where over 90% of school-age children are excluded from the education system. Nearly 50% of all school-age displaced children, as well as 355,000, are not enrolled in educational institutions. The circumstances are more dire for females, who are under-represented in both primary and secondary education. Children who are not enrolled in school are more likely to experience abuse and exploitation, such as child labour, recruitment by militias, and early marriage. Children and educators went through the trauma of conflict, displacement, and the bereavement of loved ones. This trauma has a persistent psychological effect that influences teaching and learning processes and capabilities. Furthermore, the quantity and proportion of qualified teachers in Iraq have diminished throughout all educational tiers, except for pre-school. In recent years, Iraq has committed less than 6% of its national budget to the education sector, placing it at the lowest rank among Middle Eastern countries (UNICEF, 2018). The deficiency in investment has led to overcrowded classrooms, hazardous school facilities, and inadequate instructional resources. Furthermore, teachers in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq have not been getting their salary consistently since October 2023, resulting in considerable disturbances within the education system. This critical scenario has resulted in over 70,000 teachers quitting teaching and more than 700,000 students abandoning their education. 
Millions of children are deprived of educational opportunities. At the beginning of the conflict against the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), a Salafi jihadist militant group fighting a U.S.-led coalition, the Iraqi government substantially reduced or eliminated support for 5.2 million children, as reported by the Norwegian Council for the Displaced. The Norwegian organisation reports that, despite Iraq's strong economic conditions, its schools function in two or three shifts. Each shift accommodates about 650 pupils. The four-year struggle led to the destruction of almost half of the educational infrastructure. In territories governed by IS, children and adolescents were instructed using the IS curriculum, which promoted IS ideology and subjected them to violent and extremist material. Numerous families in IS-controlled regions have chosen to withdraw their children from school to safeguard them from radicalisation. Furthermore, many children born or living in IS-controlled regions between 2014 and 2017 lack essential civic documentation. In 2019, over 460,000 children lacked national identity cards, which are requisite for accessing basic services. 
Since 2023, 770,000 displaced children have resided in hazardous circumstances, frequently in improvised shelters. Conflict and instability have displaced many young people from their families, significantly undermining their access to education. Although the legal requirement exists, individuals lack access to schools, teachers, and educational resources. The Iraqi government's neglect of UN recommendations has intensified the crisis. These proposals especially apply to the educational requirements of internally displaced individuals within the nation. The UN requested cash to aid the education of underprivileged children, although the Iraqi government allocated about $17.5 million of the $35 million requested. 
Individual children who have lived through conflict and displacement have witnessed violence and potentially experienced traumatic events, whether in Syria or Iraq. For example, a mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) survey conducted in Kirkuk in 2019 found several signs of distress among adolescents, such as fears, worrying, depression, stress, tiredness and aggressiveness, sadness, and moodiness (Save the Children, 2019). Their parents might also display the same or additional symptoms, pointing to household-wide needs for psychosocial support in specific households (Save the Children, 2019).  Family and society dynamics, along with pre-established gender roles at the community and household level, have historically limited girls’ access to education, their perceived and actual insecurity on the way to school, and the low quality of teaching and education infrastructure, especially in remote areas (ACAPS, 2020).  
The 2018 MICS showed a positive trend in terms of attendance, with 93% of boys compared to 90% of girls of primary school age enrolled in school. The net attendance ratio is the same for both girls and boys in lower secondary school (58%), while in the upper secondary stage slightly more girls are attending than boys (35% vs 31%) (MICS, 2019). While girls’ enrolment rates have grown, data from 2017 and 2018 show they have higher school cutoff rates compared to boys (MICS, 2019; UNICEF, 2018). Lower attendance and completion rates, especially at the primary level, have a long-term impact on girls’ access to preferred professional careers, as well as on higher wages, which are related to higher levels of education. Girls and women in Iraq are less likely to successfully make up for lost years of education with work experience compared to their male peers (UNICEF 2018). Adding to these pre-existing challenges, girls run the risk of taking on additional caregiving responsibilities during the pandemic with a subsequent reduction of time and energy spent on learning (CARE, 2020).  In addition, some family and community members believe that the education of their disabled children, especially girls, is a lower priority because there are fewer job opportunities available once they finish school. These findings might be one reason why more than half of people surveyed with disabilities over the age of 17 had not completed primary school (ACAPS, 2020).  
Iraqi education unions have been the most vocal about the need for the government to spend more money on public education to deal with these problems. The government recently decided to hire more than 300,000 more teachers in the public sector because they continued to argue for it. In Iraq, the Go Public! Fund Education campaign officially started in September 2023. A group from Education International went to Baghdad to meet with the president and prime minister, as well as the Iraqi Teachers' Unions and EI member groups in Arab countries. On May 6 and 7, 2024, Education International, the Iraq Teachers Union (ITU), and the Kurdistan Teachers Union (KTU) held a planning session in Baghdad. The goal was to gather together essential union members to come up with more plans for the Go Public! Fund Education campaign. The Go Public! Fund Education campaign from Education International pushes for policies that make sure public education around the world has enough money and resources. The campaign's goal is to create fair and democratic societies where every child has access to a good education. It does this by saying that investing in education means investing in the future. The UN High-Level Panel on the Teaching Profession also says that countries should put teachers first when it comes to spending money. This means better training for teachers, more pay, and chances for professional growth, all of which are necessary for building a good education system (Education International, 2024). 
With funding from the World Bank under the Iraq Emergency Operation for Development project (EODP), the Ministry of Education has rebuilt 26 schools between 2020 and 2023, providing over 10,000 children with new learning spaces. In addition, more than 5,000 teachers and counsellors have been trained in foundational literacy and numeracy skills and psycho-social support using an innovative cascade training model. As of 2023, this novel teacher training programme has been implemented in eight governorates and is being evaluated for national scale-up.  The project is also helping the Ministry of Education to set up digital infrastructure and streamline education data collection, which improves monitoring and evaluation of the education system. Overall, an estimated 135,000 students and over 5,000 educators benefited from project activities (World Bank, 2024). While international aid initiatives have contributed to rebuilding infrastructure and improving access to education in Iraq, critics argue that aid-driven reforms often prioritise donor agendas, short-term targets, and measurable outputs over locally grounded, long-term educational transformation. 
This essay has carefully analysed the global barriers to educational access, using Iraq as a case study, and has shown how violence, displacement, gender disparity, ineffective governance, and persistent underinvestment converge to impede children's right to decent education. The findings indicate that educational inequality in Iraq is systemic rather than coincidental, with girls, displaced children, and children with disabilities being disproportionately disadvantaged despite the presence of robust international human rights frameworks such as the UDHR, UNCRC, and the Sustainable Development Goals. The continuing disparity between global commitments and local realities highlights the shortcomings of policy frameworks lacking good governance, sufficient resources, and contextual awareness.
 
The analysis indicates that although international organisations and assistance projects have aided in reconstructing educational infrastructure and enhancing access, these efforts frequently lack longevity and are driven by funding sources, which raises issues about sustainability and national ownership. The continuous disruption of education in Iraq not only jeopardises individual opportunities but also undermines long-term social cohesion, economic progress, and peacebuilding efforts, particularly from a sustainability standpoint. This essay advocates for a shift towards long-term, rights-based, and gender-sensitive educational reform that prioritises national ownership and considers local contexts to effectively address these challenges. Sustained investment in teachers, inclusive facilities, and trauma-informed pedagogy is essential for rebuilding trust in the educational system and providing effective support to vulnerable students. Moreover, incorporating Education for Sustainable Development into national curricula helps enhance resilience and foster social and environmental accountability. In conclusion, achieving fair and sustainable global education requires moving beyond legal obligations and short-term aid to implement transformative, context-specific governance and investment strategies. 
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