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The barriers that are stopping children in Somalia from getting an education.

Somalia is the easternmost country of Africa located in the horn of Africa. With a population of 10,428,043 with the life expectancy of 51.58 (Infoplease, n.d). UNICEF Somalia (n.d) asserts “For many children in Somalia, going to school and receiving a good education is still a dream out of their reach.” Throughout this essay the writer will explore barriers children in Somalia face when it comes to getting an education. Education Cannot Wait (2023) states “In Somalia, ongoing economic and political instability coupled with violence have weakened the educational infrastructure and left many students out of the classroom”. 

The annual UNICEF report: The State of The World’s Children (2007) cited by Alderson (2008) highlights the suffering of the world’s children calling for urgent protection for them from situations such as droughts, famine, poverty, diseases, armed conflict and trafficking to name a few. Social capital and economic wealth, or lack of these resources have a great influence on childhood (Edwards and Davison, 2015). Most perspectives of childhood are largely based on western histories rather than the history of non-western nations. These dominate contemporary social constructions of childhood, by being open to social influences such as race, class and gender beyond western constraints will expand practitioner’s skills (Edwards and Davison, 2015). In Somalia within the sub-Saharan Africa the concept of child-headed families is not rare, often linked to diseases such as HIV/AIDS often parents have died from this illness and children have become orphans. The eldest child then takes the role of a care giver providing food, making decisions, and partaking in paid work (Edwards and Davison, 2015). Children’s rights are often place into three broad strands, provision, protection and participation. Provision to ensure pupils can thrive and develop, protection from harm, abuse or exploitation and participation in decisions that affect their lives (Edwards and Davison, 2015). Other barriers to accessing education are conflict, displacement, the humanitarian crisis in 2022 and climate change. Many families struggling with loss of household income they often must decide between sending a child to school or surviving. With the economic burden of drought many people have been forced to flee in search of food and water which has interrupted education and created an unsafe environment (Bafo, 2023). 

In Somalia there are more than three million children out of school. Parents are not able to fund their children’s education because of poverty. Other reasons are the long distance to school and the safety concerns to get there. Gender inequality is also a factor where they favour boys education which often stops parents from enrolling children particularly girls. When children are in school, they often do not benefit from it due to lack of training and teachers, especially female and schoolbooks. There are poor sanitation facilities and water facilities are inadequate (UNICEF Somalia, n.d). The UN is supporting Somalia by recognising the end of poverty goes hand-in-hand to improve health and education through the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United Nations Somalia, 2024). According to United Nations (n.d) “The Agenda remains the world’s roadmap for ending poverty, protecting the planet and tackling inequalities”. 

UNESCO (2024) reports “Somalia, like many other African countries, is facing… learning poverty… it is estimated at 89 percent by the World Bank, UNESCO, and other organizations.” Children are not able to get an education due to lack of money and having to work to help bring in an income. Article 28 informs us that the convention on the rights if the child state that primary education is available for free and that secondary education should be available and accessible to every child, either free or with financial help available (Unicef, n.d). This should be implemented throughout to ensure every child can access an education. The UK is currently suffering from poverty, the cost of living crisis, which is causing families to tighten budgets. Vulnerable children are suffering often wondering where their next meal is going to come from. Often, they go to school hungry and going to bed cold then suffer from stress and anxious because of the issues they face at home. School becomes a safe place for these children, where they can have a hot meal and be in a safe environment (Action for Children, 2023). Mukasa (2023) asserts “Somalia is one of the poorest countries in Africa.” Poor countries suffer absolute poverty compared to richer countries who experience relative poverty (Alderson, 2008). In the UK we are suffering from relative poverty, where some people are struggling compared to others in the country however in Somalia they are suffering from absolute poverty where their basic needs are not being met. UNICEF UK (2022) states “Articles 28 and 29 focus on a child’s right to an education…Education is a key social and cultural right and plays an important role in reducing poverty” Wells (2015, p.170) states “Poverty and disease also cause a breakdown in family relationships...”. Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory explains the first level, the microsystem, is about a child’s immediate relationships and environments, such as their parents, siblings and teachers and how these influence a child (Guy-Evans, 2024). When relationships breakdown a child can develop self-esteem issues. Also, children who do not go to school and gain an education have less people in their lives presenting them with a positive relationship such as a teacher. 
Children worldwide are required to work doing what are perceived as ‘adult’ jobs. Often this is down to being orphans or their parents not earning enough or a wage at all to be able to pay for food. Often skipping school to earn money or combine work and schooling to pay for school fees and expenses (Alderson, 2008). Article 28 states measures should be put in place to ensure attendance is regular and reduce the rate of drop-outs (Unicef, n.d). Wells (2015, p.98) states “Most of the world’s working children are in sub-Saharan Africa…One in five African children aged five to fourteen…are working.” This is aiding learning poverty which is leading to dangerous situations and conditions that children in Somalia are being put into to survive which leads to Child labour which is often necessary as a need for survival (Edwards and Davison, 2015). Work negatively impacts education such as attendance and children often have to choose one or the other and unable to do both (Wells, 2015). The UNCRC is often criticised for not acknowledging children who partake in domestic work around the house and who care for younger siblings or disabled or ill relatives and for those children who work in factories, on the streets or even at rubbish tips (Alderson, 2008). 
“Article 32 1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to be protected from economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child’s education, or to be harmful to the child’s health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development.” (Unicef, n.d).
Therefore, something needs to be done to protect children from child labour and exploiting them by underpaying them to do hazardous jobs. Others may suggest a child can learn valuable skills work and in fact can be just as beneficial as going to school. Wells (2015, p.105) suggests that the benefits of working are comparable with what a child would gain in school and that working may have a positive impact on health along with the child contributing to the household income might give the child a say in family discussions. Article 29 states education should be to prepare the child for life in society, responsibly and with the understanding of peace, tolerance, equality of sexes and understanding of all people and their ethnic, national and religious groups (Unicef, n.d). This is something children will not gain from a workplace, especially if that place of work has poor working conditions and low pay and inequality when it comes to males and females. Wells (2015, p.103) asserts “Although child labour is significantly declining, the number of children who are neither in school nor in work may be increasing”. Although it seems positive that children needing to work is declining, its worrying that they are still not attending school. 

Over the last four years Somalia has had an ongoing drought which had dried water wells, killed crops and livestock and displaced more than a million people to urban areas. These issues affect the children of Somalia, with three million children not in school even before the pandemic it heightens the learning crisis (Giri, 2022). Sadly, East Africa is no stranger to devastating drought conditions, in 2011 a severe drought affected 13 million people across the region, with most people in east Africa being farmers they are reliant on the land and their livestock to survive, this has an impact on their ability to provide and feed their families. In July that year, famine was declared in Somalia, with 260,000 people dying half of these were children, under five years old (Concern Worldwide, 2022). Severe drought, devasting floods and conflict have forced more than 1 million people to flee their homes within Somalia which has become a record rate of displacement. Leading to the Somali refugee crisis, thousands of people have fled since 1990 due to political instability and the civil war which broke out in the 1990s (USA for UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, 2023). Due to displacement, urbanisation would usually increase in developing countries, this arguably brings new possibilities for development however in Somalia the cause of small city urbanisation is due to famine and war (Edwards and Davison, 2015). Often child refugees struggle to gain an education however in Somalia with displacement having for many generations children are often born in refugee camps and do not know a life outside of them. The UNHCR are working to ensure Somali refugee children attend school and get opportunities to progress on to college. They are following Ethiopia and are create new laws to ensure Somali refugees can integrate with their local communities and have a livelihood (USA for UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, 2023).

Singer (2006, p19) as cited by Wells (2015, p.165) claim “…African states have been at ‘the epicentre of the child soldier phenomenon’”. War is one of the biggest barriers to education in Somalia with many years of conflict Somalia’s children are suffering the consequences greatly. U.S. Agency for International Development (2024) assert “Three decades of conflict nearly destroyed Somalia’s health and education systems, which are characterized by poor quality, insufficient access, and inadequate resources…nearly 85 percent of children are not enrolled in school”.  A direct threat to education has come from conflict with attacks on schools, involving killings, kidnapping, threats and destruction, the terrorist group al-Shabaab often target students to become recruits outside if schools (Dhaysane, 2022). Wells (2015, p.170) asserts “War increases the likelihood of children being separated from their parents and this makes them vulnerable to abduction.” Instead of wars being fought on battlefields they have moved into towns and villages with children as young as seven or eight joining as child soldiers, often they have been abducted and forced to become soldier’s others have joined to escape poverty or to find a sense of belonging (Alderson, 2008). As discussed previously poverty can cause a breakdown of relationships within families. Or deceases cause deaths this leads to the older child becoming the parent figure. This leads to children feeling lost so joining a group, albeit a terrorist group gives them the feeling of a family and belonging. Often these groups use this vulnerability to be able to recruit new members. Al-Shabab have control of some of the schools in Somalia within areas it controls, here they influence the curriculum which was implemented in primary schools in April 2017 and middle schools in June 2021. They have certain conditions to their own schools such as number of students and an age category of 13-25 years who must be unmarried. They provide their own teacher and have a two-year education period. After these the top 10 students go on to higher education in a special institute then the remaining 90 are taking into al-Shabab training camps (Maruf, 2022). Stimson (2023) claims “At least 1,171 children were recruited and used in 2020 alone by armed forces and groups in Somalia, mostly by al-Shabaab” Alderson (2008, p.65) states “Being a child soldier is an extremely hazardous form of child labour. However, Wells (2015, p.170) suggests “It is better to be a soldier with a gun than a civilian being threatened by a soldier with a gun”. Article 38.4 of The UNCRC, aims for the protection of all children affected by armed conflict (Unicef, n.d). In Somalia when child soldiers escape the ranks of Islamic militias, they often become pirates. However international law only covers the protection of children recruited into armed conflict rather than maritime piracy which is a growing problem (Norman, 2023). Abbink (2005, p.12) as cited by Wells (2015, p.177) suggest “…armed movements seem to have turned into predatory looting machines that seek not only material booty and destruction but also humiliation through torture and mutilation, terror through the arbitrary killing of innocent individuals, and sexual gratification, as is evident from the large-scale abuse of women and girls in the civilian population”. 

Another barrier to education is gender inequality violence against women. Edwards and Davison (2015, p.106) state “The children of women who have little or no education living in impoverished communities are particularly vulnerable.” They are particularly vulnerable due to the desperation these families face in the need for survival. Edwards and Davison (2015, p.106) suggest “…girls are being removed from school in order to care for younger siblings”. This allows parents to go out to work to provide for the family or this could be down to a death of a parent. The macro level of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory would suggest that the lack of women who do not gain an education mean less women in jobs in decision making capacities within government therefore they are not part of planning or policy making (Edwards and Davison, 2015). These vulnerable girls are also at risk of abduction and trafficking. Bergoffen et al. (2011, p.39) believes “The consequences for women and girls who are trafficked are severe and diverse…Trafficked children are deprived of the opportunity of getting an education at a crucial age”. As discussed within conflict girls are often abused. When they are abducted into terrorist groups there is a high chance that they will be raped, however their suffering isn’t rape alone. Often rape will lead to pregnancy this will make it near impossible to return to her home due to shame she will bring upon her family (Wells, 2015). Education is also important to raise awareness of the dangers of female genital mutilation (FGM). With Somalia having one of the highest cases of FGM at 98% of girls between the ages of 5 and 11 having been subjected to the most brutal form, infibulation (ReliefWeb, 2023). 
Often to help the developing world those from western countries raise money through charities such as Comic Relief. Celebrities used to go to these developing countries, to places with poverty or where they have suffered humanitarian crisis. They would be filmed and people would donate money to help. This is often a quick fix and not a long-term solution. This is often known as white saviourism, where a white person acts in a position of superiority to attempt to help and rescue a black, indigenous or person of colour (Murphy, 2023). The writers school used an organization called ‘Love your neighbour’ to transport a large create of furniture, electronics and school supplies they no longer required due to a new build and moved to a new school site. These items were delivered to a developing country where they have been used to ensure children have facilities and equipment needed for an education. It is important developing countries get the correct help and support which is substantial and can make changes for the long term and move a step closer to break down barriers to education. UNICEF are working with local authorities to provide temporary learning spaces to provide better access, they are also supporting the government in building a strong education system (UNICEF Somalia, n.d).

More needs to be done in countries such as Somalia to ensure that The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child are implemented allowing children to gain an education and remain safe from hazardous work to live a full filled life. With many barriers to education which are often dangerous children are not being protected. The biggest barrier is conflict, children joining al-Shabaab out of fear or even sometimes to find a sense of belonging. The years of torture and War has had a great impact on education and the lack of schooling children receive unless it benefits the terror groups. Climate change has played a large role in causing droughts which lead to famine due to Somalia being a farming country where they rely on their own crops and livestock. Poverty has prevented parents being able to survive and being able to afford basic needs such as water for both families and livestock let alone an education for their children. A lot must be done to protect these children for them to receive an education, that will benefit them and allow them to live a good life with a bright future. 
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