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Global perspective on education

This essay sets out to identify and critically evaluate the barriers that children and young people face when it comes to accessing education, with the focus being on the children of Niger and comparing it to what we would consider in Wales as the expected norm. It will also strive to explore the complex social, economic and political links to why there is a global inequality between the countries when it comes to the education of the people within each country, and examine what is being done to combat this global inequality.

Firstly, what is education and why is it such a global issue? Smith, M. (2015. P2) suggests that education is the process in where a person is able to explore truth, possibility and given the time to discover and make sense of the world around us. He suggests that learning not only takes place within a classroom, but it is also something that occurs naturally during social activities and this then is where we learn about our heritage, cultural and the customs of our communities. This can also be seen to be the place in where the traditions and believes are imprinted in our children before they even have the opportunity to make discoveries and views for themselves. 

McCowan and Unterhalter, (2015. P14) suggest that education can support the economic growth of not only the person who is being educated but of their family and future generations. It is also argued by McCowan and Unterhalter, (2015. P14) that by educating people you are planting seeds that may lead to opportunities for that person that might not coincide with the political, cultural and social followings of the family or more widely the community in which the person who is being educated lives. 

This then could lead to the reason why it is stated by (UNESCO 2003. P 52) the Sub-Saharan Africa region has the lowest gross enrolment rates for primary education. It has been suggested by Cretan and Cuthbert (2014. P.42), that when the missionaries who took education to the indigenous children around the world, they improved the health of these children and saved many lives. Although the education itself helped to support the enterprises of the more able pupils, it also simultaneously undermined the cultures and customs of the communities that they tried help.

Cretan and Cuthbert (2014. P. 42) described this as “an instrument of colonial oppression”. The adults within these communities, where the child rearing practices could be described by UNICEF (no date. P.1) as harmful practices, are not always open to change. Especially as this undermines their way of life, that has been part of their normal customs and the traditions for generations. The teachers themselves would have not helped the situation (Cretan and Cuthbert, 2014. P.43) by using European languages and customs within their teaching methods. According to McConville, (2019. P. 2) the practices that are used to raise their children form the biggest barriers to the education of these children who live within the areas of low educational development.

One such country would be Niger which is located within the Sub-Saharan Africa region. This is a country that is described by the BBC in their countries profile (2018. P. 1) that Niger is struggling with insurgency, frequent droughts and widespread poverty, on top of the basic rights issues such as slavery, education and health issues. This is evident from the figures released by the UNESCO (2018. P.5) were it is stated that within the Sub-Saharan African region that over 20% of the primary school age children are out of school.

This percentage of children who are not receiving an education becomes even more astounding when it is compared to the Europe and Northern America region, which is globally a region who has the lowest out of school percentage, at only 3.8% of primary age children. When these numbers are looked at for the children who are out of school at upper secondary school age the contrast becomes even more apparent at 57.8% for the Sub-Saharan Africa region and 7.6% for the Europe and Northern America region. With these numbers being in such contrast, within the age groups, it must be examined as to what is depriving so many of an education.

In the Sub-Saharan region, McConville (2019. P.2) states that two of the top three reasons that children are not accessing education, directly effects girls, although, it is not exclusive to girls. The first reason being a lack of toilets, or even any personal hygiene facility, with many schools not having any toilets and those that do, might not have separate gender facilities. This puts females at risk of sexual violence and leaving them unable to take care of their personal hygiene needs especially during their periods. 

Period poverty is a global issue with the world bank (2016. P.1) suggests that globally 20% missed school days are due to girls' periods. Bodyform describes “period Poverty” as not only being unable to afford the menstrual products that they need, but that they have a lack of knowledge of menstruation. They estimate that one in ten girls within the United Kingdom cannot afford menstrual products.

Globally personal hygiene facilities are a bigger problem than just privacy and periods, open defecation poses serious health implications as stated by Concern (2017. P.2) “more children die globally each year from diarrhoea related illnesses, than die from HIV, Malaria and tuberculosis combined”. This problem is then putting everyone at risk, even those who do not practice open defecation, as the diseases are transferred by insects.

One of the other major factors of children not being in school, is according to McConville (2019. P. 2) child marriage. This not only preventing them from continuing with their education, but it is a violation of their human rights. Although it is an issue that effects one in five girls, McConville (2019. P.2) also states that one in thirty boys are also affected by this issue. Within the Sub-Saharan Africa region 38% of the children are married before they reach 18, but within Niger alone 76% of the girls are married under the age of 18 and 28% of these are married under the age of 15. Not only stealing the childhoods of these children but bringing them out of education and subjecting them to endure pregnancies that their young bodies are not ready for, leading to complications that are quite often fatal. 

It has been suggested by the Centre for global development (2006. P. 1) that education provides young people with the skills which will help them move out of poverty, and as a result have better health advice live opportunities. To combat this 62,000 adolescents' girls have participated in life skills training, according to Girls not Brides, (no date. P. 3) young girls have been taking part in life skills training. This has had a major impact which stated by Girls not brides has resulted in 11,160 girls being referred to health centres, 853 marriages cancelled resulting in 189 girls returning to school.

Within the Global Education Monitoring report (2006. P. 2) it is suggested that the education problem is far worse than the figures show, with them stating that there are millions of children who are enrolled in the educational system within the area where they live, however they have never stepped foot in a classroom. This would lead us believed that the enrolment in education for these children is just nothing more than a paper filling exercise, for the purpose of complying with the United Nations of the Rights of the Child.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), was brought into force in 1992, this is a human rights treaty that has 54 articles in total, for the purpose of protecting all children globally. All of the 54 articles are law, covering all aspect of a child’s life, protecting children from danger, and enabling them to have an acceptable standard of living. UNICEF (no date. P.1) states that “the convention must be seen as a whole, and no right is more important than the other”. The UNCRC, (no date P. 3) states that it has “taken due account of the importance of the traditions and cultural values of each people for the protection and harmonious development of the child, Recognising the importance of international cooperation for improving the living conditions of children in every country, in particular in the developing countries”.

Even though there are clear laws involving the way in which children are treated, there are still significant changes that are needed within the Sub-Saharan Africa region. Pillar, J. (2014. P.227) suggests that children’s rights are not places high within the Sub-Saharan African region. This is partly due to the countries experiencing conflict, poverty, inequality and idiosyncratic culture practices. This then would explain why there is more pressing issues for the region to deal with before they address education. With this said UNICEF (2016. P.2) has suggested that education can be a way in which will help them to move forward with many of these issues.

Although there are two documents that set out specific laws regarding how children should be treated, they both have some similarities and differences. The question asked by Ekundayo (2015. 143) is there a need for the African Charter when the CRC is global. One key point made by Ekundayo was that the African charter was not intended to replace the CRC, but instead work alongside it, brining an African context to the articles. 

One way in which the two charters differ is on the definition of the child. With the CRC clearly setting an age in which a child becomes an adult, article 1, this is 18 therefor forbids marriage below this age. Upon reading the African charter article 2, states that the child is a human below the age of 18. Yet with contrast to this the region forces young children to become bride, therefore instantly turning them into adult regardless of their age. Although article 21 in the African charter states that “Governments should do what they can to stop harmful social and cultural practices, such as child marriage”, however it does not set a clear age before which a child can be legally married. 

With the thought of child marriage in mind, Article 31 in the African charter states that “children have a responsibility towards their families, to preserve African cultural values”. If then the culture is for a child to be married at 15, an age in which according to McConville happens to 28% of children in Niger, then is this to continue as it has been the regional culture for generations. However, article 34 in the CRC which covers sexual exploitation, and if these young girls are being made to marry men who are as Filipovic (2017. P.1) suggests are much older than the girls.  Then the expectation of the children would be to participate in sexual acts as would a wife of an adult age, could this then be sexual exploitation as these men are forcing the girls into sexual relationships. How then can these child brides have the confidence to refuse marriage.

Niger has been occupied for thousands of years, during which time the country went through political changes which has shaped the Niger that we know today. The country did not have one specific language or culture, but instead was made up of small village like communities, that were influenced by political states such as Ghana, Mali, Songhai and Tuareg, according to encyclopaedia Britannica (2019, p.5). Although these villages were influenced by the people who settled there, they also lived in a way that they were able to adapt to their environment. Dusksters (2020, P.1) suggest that Niger was once an important part of the African empire playing a role in the trade between neighbouring countries. 
When the French colonised Niger in 1922 they put an end to slavery, freeing all of the Tuareg slaves as suggested by Charlick (2019, P.356), this led to unrest and civil fighting. Charlick (2019. P.356) goes on to describe the French rule as being a mixture of personal rule and bureaucratic-authoritarian regime, that lasted thirty-eight years. 

Following Niger’s independence in 1960 there has been political instability within the country, with the leaders that have followed ruling by restricting the participation from the Nigerian people in all of the political decisions, that are made within their country (Charlick, 2019. P53). Niger is now a predominantly Muslim country (Charlick, 2019, P.345) with most of the Nigerians following the Maliki branch of Sunni Islam. 

This has resulted in the framework of law as suggested by Charlick (2019, p.350) as being one that consists of local-level hearings with punishment that is governed by Islamic traditions and religion. This influence of Islam on the household unit is still one that conflicts against the traditions that is excepted within most other countries globally. Within the Encyclopaedia Brittanica (2019. P.2) it suggests that many family units are intralineage and the husbands have several wives, these are predominantly young girls who are forced into marriage under the age that is considered acceptable globally.

Given that Niger is a vast country that is not as populated as most western countries according to the BBC (2018, p.1) where it states that Niger is an area of 1.27 million sq km with a population of 16.6 million people. In contrast the BBC (2018, P.1) also states that the United Kingdom has an area of 242,514 sq km with a population of 62.8 million. This would lead to the suggestion that there are many unpopulated areas and those that are populated as much smaller communities, this would also suggest that this would be a much harder place, in which to enforce the law, as suggested by Charlick (2019. P.351) the communities will have their own laws based on their traditions and believes.

The BBC (2018. P.1) suggest on top of this militarian leadership are other key factors that which underpin the way in which the Nigerian people are forced to live. These being “frequent droughts, insurgency and wide-spread poverty. When faced with these life changing issues, there is no wonder that when a child who is registered to be in school does not attend, and no one does anything to follow up on these missing children. 

In conclusion one of the key factors that are greatly affecting Niger is poverty so with this in mind it is it is important to understand the link between education and poverty. Secretariat (2016) states that “We believe that ensuring quality education for all is not only central to the achievement of all of the Global Goals but in particular the goal to end extreme poverty”. This then would imply that education should be high on the list of priorities when it comes to a country that faces the problems that Niger does, as this would be way to try and combat some of the Key issues. 

Pound (2005. P.21) suggests that Dewey worked on improving education on a global scale. Dewey's theory implies that education and social interaction go hand in hand. This then would suggest that the social situation that a child finds the self in, is one of forced marriage then this would appear normal to the young person and therefore they will not see the need for change.

However, if the children can be encouraged into the classroom then these young people can be educated in such topics that will support better their physical and mental wellbeing. This would, be a slow progress and it could take many years for it to filter through to the younger generations, due to the way that this culture has been seen as an acceptable way of living for generations. UNICEF (2019. P.3) suggest that the way forward, is to offer alternative economic opportunities for girls to increase their value, to their parental family, this will then reduce the need for the young people to be forced into marriage.

Pounder (2005. P.27) suggest that Steiner’s theory, that suggests that the education environment is a key part of the learning. Therefore, by making the learning environment one, that is a place where young people feel safe, secure and are given essential provisions such as clean water and food then they are more likely to engage with the learning. This theory is then backed up by Maslow (2013. P.3) where he suggests that for learning to begin then the basic needs of the learner must first be met. These needs start at the basic survival needs such as food, water and shelter. These are the type of needs that are not being met for most children within their homes, in Niger, as they live in areas where the level of poverty is high. So, if the educational environment was to meet these essential needs, this could then become an incentive for the children to go school, as they would know that they will receive a much-needed meal.

Pounder (2005. P.43) goes on to suggest that Skinner has the view that children learn well when they are rewarded for following the rules. When the culture that the children live in is one that forces young children to marry much younger than is within their human rights. This then becomes a moral conflict, and one that then promotes these vulnerable young children to be kept out of the education system, so that they follow the traditions and cultures of their communities.  

This culture then rewards these young children for continuing with the tradition as suggested by Girls not Brides (no date. P.2) with the young married girls gaining the respect of the community once they are married. With the opposite for those who refuse, these young girls are too often then disowned by their communities but more important their family. This then as Skinner would suggest is the reward and therefore reinforces child marriage. With Niger being vast, and the population being widespread, the local-level law that is imposed does not go far enough to protect and educate these venerable young people, as it conflicts with their traditional believes. This is then how such traditions survive. 
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