	
	
	



Module title – Global perspectives in education 
         
Module number - ECIE6004

Student Number - 2506126

Word count - 3,022

Date – 1/03/2026 





















[bookmark: _Int_713bs9M1]Education is widely understood to be essential for children’s development and prospects however, many young people continue to face obstacles that limit their access to meaningful learning opportunities. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is the United Nations agency responsible for protecting and promoting the rights and wellbeing of children across the world. UNICEF states that ‘a child’s right to education entails the right to learn,’ drawing attention to how poverty, exclusion and other disadvantages can prevent children from benefiting fully from schooling (UNICEF, n.d.). 
This right is also protected under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), which states that all children are entitled to free and compulsory primary education and opportunities to develop their abilities to the fullest (UNCRC, 1989). However, the persistence of educational inequalities in low- or middle-income countries shows that these rights are not always realised in practice, highlighting a clear gap between international commitments and children’s everyday experiences UNESCO (2020). 
Bangladesh provides an important context for examining these issues because, despite major progress in expanding access to schooling, many children continue to face barriers shaped by poverty, gender norms, disability and historical disadvantage (UNICEF Bangladesh, n.d.). Drawing on rights based, social exclusion and postcolonial perspectives, this essay critically explores the key structural factors that limit children’s access to good quality, consistent education in Bangladesh. It evaluates how national policies and global frameworks, including UNICEF goal of Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4), attempt to address these challenges and considers the extent to which these commitments translate into meaningful change for children and young people.
International commitments such as SDG4 reinforce the need for education systems that are inclusive and equitable, with a particular emphasis on supporting learners who are most vulnerable, therefore at risk of being left behind (UNICEF DATA, n.d.). Although global frameworks such as SDG 4 set important aspirations, they can sometimes overlook the complex social and structural barriers that shape access to education on the ground. A right based and social justice perspective therefore helps to reveal how access alone is insufficient unless wider inequalities and power dynamics are also addressed. Focusing on Bangladesh as a case study, this essay will examine several key barriers to education and consider how national policies and global frameworks attempt to address these challenges.
Bangladesh offers an important context for examining barriers to education; it has made notable progress in expanding access to schooling whilst facing persistent inequalities. Findings from the Bangladesh Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS)(2025) show that primary school participation is high, yet children from poorer households and rural areas remain more likely to be out of school or to experience limited learning opportunities. UNICEF’s ‘All In’ report further highlights that “children from the most disadvantaged backgrounds continue to face the greatest barriers to education,” emphasising ongoing disparities linked to poverty, gender and geographic location (UNICEF, n.d.). 
However, high enrolment figures can mask deeper inequalities, as access does not necessarily translate into meaningful or sustained learning for all children. This suggests that educational disadvantage in Bangladesh is shaped not only by individual circumstances but by wider structural factors such as poverty, gender norms and geographic marginalisation (UNESCO, 2020). A social exclusion perspective helps to explain why certain groups remain consistently underserved despite national progress, it highlights how intersecting disadvantages limit children’s opportunities to participate fully in education (Edwards, 2015). These patterns demonstrate that despite national improvements, substantial inequalities persist, making Bangladesh a valuable case study for understanding how structural factors shape children’s access to quality education. 
Bangladesh is a lower middle-income country in South Asia (World Economic Forum, 2021), this provides important context for examining barriers to education because its schooling system has been shaped by a long history of colonial rule and political transition (Mayo & Vittoria, 2021). Education during the colonial period was designed to support governance rather than promote universal access, creating long standing inequalities between urban and rural communities (Mayo & Vittoria, 2021). Following the 1947 partition, the region became East Pakistan, where limited investment and linguistic marginalisation further restricted educational development until independence in 1971 (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2026). These historical legacies continue to shape patterns of exclusion today, particularly for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. Moreover, contemporary inequalities cannot be understood without recognising the structural disadvantages embedded during colonial and post-colonial governance. 
As a signatory to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Bangladesh is obligated to ensure free and compulsory primary education (Article 28) and promote children’s holistic development (Article 29) (UNCRC, 1989). Its national commitments also align with SDG4, which emphasises inclusive and equitable quality education (United Nations, n.d.).
Nevertheless, the persistence of gendered, economic and social barriers suggests that policy commitments alone are insufficient without addressing the deeper structural inequalities that limit children’s educational opportunities. Despite these commitments, contemporary research shows that children especially girls continue to face barriers such as harassment, poverty and early marriage, which limit consistent access to good quality learning (Schurmann, 2009). A postcolonial perspective helps to explain why these challenges endure, drawing attention to how historical power imbalances and social hierarchies continue to shape educational access in the present (Mayo & Vittoria, 2021). 
Poverty is one of the most persistent structural barriers to education in Bangladesh. UNICEF reports that the poorest children, whom have disabilities and those living in disaster affected areas, are most at risk of being excluded from school (UNICEF Bangladesh, n.d.). For children living in low-income households, the indirect costs of schooling such as uniforms, transport, examination fees and learning materials create significant obstacles to regular attendance (Government of Bangladesh, 2010). These financial pressures often force families to make difficult choices between children’s education and immediate household survival, meaning that schooling becomes a secondary priority. 
This reflects broader structural inequalities, where poverty limits not only access to education but also children’s ability to remain engaged in learning over time. Although primary education is officially free, the National Education Policy (2010) acknowledges that financial hardship continues to limit equitable access for the poorest families (Government of Bangladesh, 2010). This argument is supported by Edwards (2015) of ‘Global Childhoods’, explaining children’s opportunities are shaped by the wider social and economic structures in which they live. In Bangladesh, only 64 per cent of children go on to complete secondary education, reinforcing cycles of inequality across generations (UNICEF Bangladesh, n.d.). 
Gender inequality continues to limit children’s access to consistent and good quality education in Bangladesh, despite improvements in overall enrolment. National data from the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics shows that gender disparities become more pronounced at secondary level, where girls are more likely to leave school due to social expectations, household responsibilities and financial pressures (BBS, 2024). Academic research reinforces this pattern; Schurmann’s (2009) study on girls’ schooling in Bangladesh found that concerns about safety, harassment and inadequate sanitation facilities contribute to irregular attendance and early dropout, particularly in rural areas where patriarchal norms are more strongly embedded. These findings illustrate how gendered expectations intersect with poverty and geography, creating structural barriers that restrict girls’ educational opportunities. 
International frameworks emphasise the importance of addressing these inequalities. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child requires states to ensure non-discrimination (Article 2) guaranteeing rights “without discrimination of any kind,” and equal access to education (Article 28) which “recognise the right of the child to education” (UN, 1989). Furthermore, the SGD4 calls for the elimination of gender disparities at all levels of education by committing to “eliminate gender disparities in education” (Target 4.5) (United Nations, n.d.). However, the persistence of gendered barriers in Bangladesh suggests that policy commitments alone are insufficient without tackling the deeper social norms and power relations that shape girls’ everyday experiences. Moreover, UNICEF Bangladesh reports that girls from disadvantaged households face heightened risks of exclusion, particularly where early marriage and safety concerns limit their ability to remain in school (UNICEF Bangladesh, n.d.). 
National initiatives such as stipends for girls and efforts to improve school safety, demonstrate attempts to address these challenges, yet they do not fully overcome the cultural and economic pressures that continue to influence girls’ educational trajectories. These challenges are intensified in rural areas, where the mobility of girls attending education settings is restricted by limited transport, traveling long distances and community expectations (BBS, 2024). As a result, even when girls enrol, their participation is often fragile, shaped by social norms that perceive education as less valuable than domestic or marital responsibilities. This aligns with Edwards’ (2015) argument that children’s opportunities are shaped by the wider social and economic structures in which they live, meaning that gender inequality in education cannot be understood in isolation from broader patterns of patriarchy, poverty and social expectation. Therefore, due to these ongoing patterns and beliefs gender remains a significant barrier to achieving equitable and consistent educational access in Bangladesh. 
Disability remains one of the most persistent and structurally embedded barriers to accessing good quality, consistent education in Bangladesh. Although the National Education Policy (Government of Bangladesh, 2010) commits to inclusive education, it simultaneously acknowledges that children with disabilities continue to face inaccessible school environments, limited specialist provision and a shortage of trained teachers, revealing a clear gap between policy ambition and implementation. The National Survey on Persons with Disabilities shows that only around one‑third of disabled children and young people aged 5–24 were enrolled in formal education in 2021 (32.58%), and those who did attend were, on average, more than two years behind their non disabled peers in grade level (2.38 years). The survey also highlights structural barriers such as the lack of specialised schools (47.73%), poverty (26.80%), and inaccessible school buildings (13.31%), demonstrating that exclusion is systemic rather than individual (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2023). 
These barriers demonstrate that inclusion cannot be achieved through policy statements alone; it requires sustained investment in teacher training, accessible infrastructure and community awareness (Yelland et al., 2021). Without these structural changes, disabled learners remain dependent on families and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) rather than being supported by the mainstream education system (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2023).
Theoretical perspectives help explain why these inequalities endure; Yelland et al. (2021) argue that global childhoods are shaped by intersecting social, economic and political structures, meaning that inclusion cannot be achieved through school level reforms alone. Similarly, Mayo and Vittoria (2021) highlight how neoliberal and historical pressures in the Global South constrain governments’ ability to deliver equitable education, limiting the transformative potential of inclusive policy. These critiques align with Klees’ (2024) argument that SDG 4 is failing because it does not confront the deeper structural and financial barriers that prevent marginalised groups, including disabled children accessing meaningful learning opportunities. Together, these theorists clearly show that educational exclusion is produced by global and national structures, meaning that policy commitments alone cannot deliver meaningful inclusion.
Therefore, when considering the stigma and discrimination that girls face daily in Bangladesh, coupled with the lack of accessible learning materials which are everyday barriers (UNICEF Bangladesh, n.d.), these challenges reflect broader systemic inequalities rather than individual deficits. Taken together, the evidence suggests that disability related exclusion in Bangladesh is rooted in structural, political and economic conditions that require sustained investment, stronger governance and a shift away from narrow, technocratic interpretations of inclusion (Unterhalter, 2024).
Governance and funding constraints further limit the ability to deliver consistent, good quality education in Bangladesh. This underinvestment has long term consequences, as schools struggle to maintain infrastructure, update learning materials or provide adequate support for diverse learners (UNICEF Bangladesh, n.d.). As a result, inequalities become embedded within the system, making it difficult to deliver consistent, high-quality education nationwide. Although the National Education Policy sets out ambitious commitments to equity, teacher development and inclusive provision, it simultaneously acknowledges shortages of trained teachers, inadequate infrastructure and limited financial capacity, revealing a persistent gap between policy aspiration and implementation (Government of Bangladesh, 2010). 
UNICEF similarly notes that progress towards SDG 4 requires sustained investment in system level reform (UNICEF DATA, n.d.), yet Bangladesh continues to allocate a relatively small proportion of its national budget to education, constraining efforts to improve quality and inclusion (UNICEF Bangladesh, n.d.). These challenges align with Unterhalter’s (2024) analysis of SDG 4 governance, which highlights how global education commitments often remain unrealised because national systems lack the resources, capacity and institutional support needed to enact them. From this perspective, inclusive education becomes difficult to achieve not because of a lack of national commitment, but because the system lacks the structural support required to implement reforms effectively.
Klees’ (2024) critique of SDG 4 further recognises these limitations, arguing that global education goals fail because they do not confront the deeper financial and structural barriers that shape national education systems. There is a reliance in Bangladesh on donor funding, vulnerability to global economic pressures and limited fiscal space illustrate these dynamics, as schools struggle to provide accessible learning environments, adequate teaching materials and specialist support (Unterhalter, 2024). Taken together, the evidence suggests that without addressing the systemic governance and financing challenges underpinning the education system, progress towards SDG 4 and national policy commitments will remain uneven and incomplete. 
While Bangladesh has made notable progress in expanding access to education, particularly at primary level, the nature and effect of this development are uneven. Rising enrolment rates and policy commitments such as the National Education Policy (2010) and stipend schemes for girls indicate genuine efforts to widen participation and align with SDG 4 and the UNCRC (Government of Bangladesh, 2010; United Nations, n.d.). These initiatives represent important strengths, as they signal recognition of education as a right and have contributed to increased visibility of disadvantaged groups within policy discourse. 
However, the evidence discussed within this essay clearly shows that these gains are often limited to access, with far less impact on the quality, consistency and inclusiveness of children’s learning experiences. For example, stipend programmes may encourage girls’ enrolment, but they do not fully address the underlying gender norms, safety concerns and domestic responsibilities that contribute to irregular attendance and early dropout (Schurmann, 2009). Similarly, commitments to inclusive education have not been matched by sufficient investment in accessible infrastructure, specialist provision or teacher training, meaning that many disabled children remain excluded or significantly behind their peers (Government of Bangladesh, 2010; Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2023). For instance, despite policy commitments to inclusion, only 32.58% of disabled children were enrolled in formal education in 2021, illustrating how limited the effect of development has been for the most marginalised learners (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2023). From a social exclusion perspective, these patterns suggest that development has primarily targeted surface level indicators rather than the intersecting structural disadvantages that shape children’s lives (Klees, 2024).
A postcolonial and structural lens further highlights how the effects of development are constrained by historical and global power relations. The legacy of colonial governance, which entrenched inequalities between urban and rural communities, continues to influence who benefits most from educational expansion (Mayo & Vittoria, 2021). At the same time, the reliance on donor funding in Bangladesh, moreover the exposure to global economic pressures limits its fiscal space to invest sustainably in education. This is echoed by Klees (2024) argument that SDG4 related reforms often fail when they do not confront deeper financial and structural constraints. Further to this Unterhalter (2024) suggests, global commitments can become largely symbolic when national systems lack the resources and institutional capacity required to implement them effectively.
Overall, the development of education in Bangladesh can be understood as partial and stratified; it has expanded access and generated important policy frameworks, but it has not yet transformed the structural conditions that produce poverty, gender and disability related exclusion. The effect is that progress towards SDG 4 and children’s rights remains uneven, with the most marginalised learners continuing to face the greatest barriers to good quality, consistent education (UNICEF DATA, n.d.).
In conclusion this essay clearly argues that while Bangladesh has made meaningful progress in expanding access to education, particularly at primary level, this development has not translated into equitable or consistent learning opportunities for all children. Structural inequalities linked to poverty, gender norms, disability and historical disadvantage continue to shape children’s educational experiences, reinforcing the argument that access alone is insufficient without addressing the deeper social and economic conditions in which children live. Although national policies such as the National Education Policy (2010) and global frameworks like SDG 4 and the UNCRC signal strong commitments to equity and inclusion, their impact is limited when implementation is constrained by inadequate resources, weak infrastructure and entrenched social norms.
The findings also highlight that educational development in Bangladesh is shaped by broader historical and global forces. Postcolonial legacies, donor dependency and global economic pressures restrict the state’s capacity to invest sustainably in education, echoing critiques by scholars such as Klees (2024) and Unterhalter (2024) who argue that global education goals often fail when they overlook the structural and financial barriers faced by majority world countries. As a result, progress tends to be uneven, with the most marginalised children including girls, disabled learners and those living in poverty continuing to face the greatest obstacles to accessing good quality, consistent education.
A way forward requires a shift from narrow, access focused reforms towards more transformative, system level change. This includes increasing national investment in education, strengthening teacher training, improving school infrastructure and ensuring that inclusive education is supported by adequate specialist provision (Government of Bangladesh, 2010). Addressing gender inequality demands interventions that challenge harmful social norms, improve school safety and support girls’ transitions into secondary education. Tackling poverty related barriers requires stronger social protection measures and targeted support for the most disadvantaged households (UNICEF Bangladesh, n.d.). More broadly, progress towards SDG 4 will depend on recognising that educational inequality is rooted in structural, political and historical conditions that cannot be resolved through policy commitments alone. 
Ultimately, achieving equitable and consistent education in Bangladesh will require sustained, coordinated action across national and global levels. By addressing the underlying structural barriers that limit children’s opportunities, Bangladesh can move closer to realising the transformative vision of SDG 4 and fulfilling its obligations under the UNCRC. Without such systemic change, progress will remain uneven, with many children continuing to be disadvantage and vulnerable. 
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