This essay is going to critically explore the barriers to accessing good quality, consistent education for children and young people in Senegal.
Senegal is a West African country on the Atlantic coast, often described as the “Gateway to Africa” because of its position at the westernmost tip of the continent and also its long-standing role in trade and travel routes. The country covers about 197,000 square kilometres, with mostly flat Sahelian plains, a hot climate with a marked rainy season, and major rivers such as the Senegal, Gambia, and Casamance that support agriculture and transport. French is Senegal's official language. There are approximately 39 languages that are spoken in the country, including Arabic. The most widely spoken languages come from the Atlantic family and include Wolof, Serer, Fula, and Diola. Mande languages like Bambara, Malinke, and Soninke are also spoken in Senegal (Camara, 2026).
Some of the reasons Senegal can be classed as a poverty country are the rural, low‑productivity economy. A large number of Senegalese people work in agriculture, fishing, and informal jobs which generate very little income and are vulnerable to droughts. They depend on climate‑sensitive farming, which means many people rely on rain‑fed crops and small‑scale farming, so droughts, floods which means quick changing rainfall can quickly cause harvest failures and food insecurity. They have a very high unemployment and underemployment, so many young people either cannot find work or only get very low‑paid informal jobs. They have weak public services such as education, health and water which limits access to good schools, healthcare, and clean water, making it harder for people to improve their situation over time. Colonial legacy and unequal development, under French colonial rule the economy was shaped around exporting peanuts and serving French interests, leaving a narrow economic base and big gaps between regions that still persist today. The economic impact as the colonial economy was reorganised around export crops, making Senegal dependent on a narrow range of agricultural exports and on trade with France. (FMECD, 2024).
Even though Senegal has made progress in gender equality, particularly in political representation, women still face significant socio-economic, cultural and legal barriers, it has been glorified in Senegal's constitution, particularly in rural areas, although the situation of women is still characterised by traditional ideas about their role. In some ethnic groups, female genital mutilation remains widespread. Even though the fact that there are clear legal provisions against this practice. In parliamentary elections, a gender equality law governs the process. Currently, 46 per cent of the members of parliament are women, meaning that Senegal ranks among the world's leading countries in terms of representation of women in parliament (UN Women Data Hub, n,d)
Many people are moving from rural areas in Senegal to the cities in the hope of finding better living conditions there for their families. About half the Senegalese population of approximately 17 million now lives in urban areas, with over 20 per cent of Senegalese living in the Dakar metropolitan area (Camara, 2026).
Colonialism has deeply shaped Senegal’s politics, economy, culture and society and many of these influences are still very much visible today. The main areas where its impact is strongest are the political and territorial impact, creation of modern borders and the idea of “Senegal” as a single state largely came from French colonial administration. French rule introduced centralized bureaucracy, written laws, and a strong executive, and post‑independence institutions such as presidency, parliament, prefects and civil service have largely continued this model (Mexico Historico, n,d)
Senegal is known for its political stability, cultural diversity, and growing investment in human development, including education. Even though it faces multiple, overlapping barriers to education, including poverty, language of instruction, regional and gender inequalities, and weak school infrastructure and quality, Its education system has been shaped by the French colonial influence, so the curriculum and structure closely resemble the French model. Schooling is actually compulsory and free from around the ages of six to sixteen, reflecting constitutional commitments to make education a right for all children. Their schooling system is organised into several groups such as preschool, six years of primary, followed by lower and upper secondary that then can lead to either to general or technical qualifications. At the end of primary school, pupils sit exams that then determine whether they can continue to higher levels or not. Enrolling in primary schools has risen significantly over the last two decades, with gross enrolment surpassing 90%, even though many students still struggle with basic reading and arithmetic by the end of primary school. Dropout rates rise at the secondary level, particularly for girls, highlighting persistent gender and regional disparities (Ecofin agency, n,d)
Despite progress, challenges remain with shortages of qualified teachers, many overcrowded classrooms, inadequate infrastructure and major learning gaps. Socioeconomic inequality, child labour and the attraction of non-formal Islamic schools contribute to the fact that a large share of children that are aged 6–16 are still outside the formal system and despite the existence of government programmes such as free public school education until age 16 and the Girls’ education support project, which provides school uniforms the cost of schooling is still an major obstacle for many families as they still have to pay for learning materials and transport to school. There is also found to be a preference to educate boys over girls. In households with limited finances, boys are more likely to be sent to school even if girls would like to go (Lackia, 2020).
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) sets out every child’s right to education, it is to ensure all children can access educational and vocational information and guidance. Take measures to encourage regular school attendance and reduce the drop‑out rates and states that parties recognise the right of the child to education, and with a view to achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity. It also states that the development of the child's personality, talents and mental and physical abilities should be pushed to their fullest potential, the preparation of the child for a responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of understanding, tolerance, peace, equality of sexes and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin. (UNICEF, 1999).
Even though a lot of the people are living in poverty. There is a positive when it comes to education, a footballer called Sadio Mane grew up in Senegal struggling, his family, like many others in rural villages, lived without the modern basics that many take advantage of, such as reliable electricity, healthcare and internet access. He has turned into a worldwide sensation earning millions which he donated to build a modern secondary school/high school in Bambali so children can study without leaving the village, he also supports students by donating laptops and giving cash rewards to the best-performing pupils each year to help motivate them to study. By improving local schools and their access to the internet, he has made it a lot easier for young people to get the qualifications they need and to be able to see opportunities beyond poverty. It became his mission transform his small village of Bambali, Senegal, into a thriving community. He has given his success to the village schools, healthcare, money, and also the opportunities so that children can study and families can live better, more hopeful lives (Onyach, 2025).
The “Senegal 2050 Agenda” stresses structural, sustainable transformation and inclusive, with the strongest focus on localising public policies so that local authorities help implement national and international agendas (ECA, 2025). Priority themes and current focus, such as high‑priority areas derived from national consultations include: water and sanitation, ecosystems and land management, poverty and food security, climate resilience, energy access, and quality education. The agenda also emphasises green jobs, green skills, circular economy, and social and solidarity economy (Action On Green, n,d)
Long‑term 2050 vision is that Senegal is developing a co‑constructed long‑term low‑emission and climate‑resilient development strategy to 2050, led by the Ministry of Environment and the energy ministry under the deep decarbonization pathways initiative, key transitions include energy, urban and infrastructure, land/water use, industry, and a cross‑cutting workstream on climate change (Sakho-Jimbira, 2015).
Paulo Freire is a key education theorist whose ideas have strongly influenced efforts to provide a good education in rural and disadvantaged countries around the world. His work focuses on giving the poor and marginalised people the help to read, write and think critically so they can hopefully change their own lives and societies. He argued that education should foster critical consciousness to liberate people from cycles of poverty and domination (Rajapakse, 2016).
Children in Africa and many other regions draw on his work to argue for rural education that is democratic, community‑based and linked to sustainable development. Knowing this, his theory offers a powerful framework for promoting a high standard of education in rural countries, by combining basic skills with critical awareness (Budnyk et al, 2023).









References:

Action On Green (n,d). Partnership for Action on Green Economy. Available at: https://www.un-page.org/news/senegals-commitment-to-sustainable-development/. 

Budnyk, O (2023). Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy and modern rural education. Available at: Senegal-Report-Data-Test-Report-Highlights.pdf (Assessed 03.03.26)

Camara, C (2026) Introduction to Senegal. Available at: Senegal | Flag, Language, President, Population, & Independence | Britannica (Assessed 18.02.26)

ECA (2025). Senegal embarks on localising the SDGs for greater, local development impact. Available at: https://www.uneca.org/stories/senegal-embarks-on-localising-the-sdgs-for-greater,-local-development-impact. 

Eco Fin Agency (n,d). Senegal approves $1.75 billion education budget for 2026. Available at: https://www.ecofinagency.com/news-services/1711-50550-senegal-approves-1-75-billion-education-budget-for-2026 (Assessed 14.02.26)

Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (2024). Poor conditions are causing rural exodus. Available at: Poor conditions are causing rural exodus ([no date]). Available at: https://www.bmz.de/en/countries/senegal/social-situation-48600. (Assessed 18.02.26)

Lakcia, R (2020). Challenges facing the education system in Senegal. Available at: https://brokenchalk.org/challenges-facing-the-education-system-in-senegal/ (Assessed 20.02.26)

Mexico Historico (n,d). Cultural shifts in Senegal due to colonial influences. Available at: https://www.mexicohistorico.com/paginas/cultural-shifts-in-senegal-due-to-colonial-influences-c9b22bdd.html (Assessed 12.02.26)

Rajapakse, N. (2016) Enhancing Social Justice. Available at: amartya_sen_s_paper.pdf (Assessed 27.02.26).

Sakho-Jimbira, Hathie I,Wade I, Niang A, Niang, M (2015) Measuring sustainable development for post-2015 in Senegal. Available at: https://southernvoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Senegal-Report-Data-Test-Report-Highlights.pdf. (Assessed 27.02.26)

Onyach F (2025). The football star who rebuilt his village. Available at: Sadio Mane: The Football Star Who Rebuilt His Village | Dawan Africa | Dawan Africa (Assessed 26.02.26)

UN Women Data Hub (n,d) Senegal Country Fact Sheet. Available at: https://data.unwomen.org/country/senegal (Assessed 11.02.26)

UNICEF (1999) Childs Right Convention. Available at: Convention on the Rights of the Child text | UNICEF (Assessed 18.02.26)
