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In 1989, 194 countries signed up to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).  The UNCRC is a “legally-binding international agreement setting out the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights of every child, regardless of their race, religion or abilities” (Save the Children, no date).  Article 28 of the UNCRC states that every child has the ‘Right to education’. yet 70 million children around the world do not go to school (Shepherd, 2010).  Therefore, the basic rights of many children are not being recognised even though every country involved in the UNCRC is bound by law to implement the rights of all children.  As a result, this assignment will look at global perspectives of education, in particular the education system of Sierra Leone in West Africa.  Barriers to education in Sierra Leone will be discussed and compared to the education system in the United Kingdom; for example, many children in Sierra Leone fight as soldiers whereas children in the United Kingdom do not.  Sierra Leone also charges fees for their children to attend school, but the United Kingdom provides a free education for children living there.  Throughout this assignment, references to government policies and frameworks will also be made in order to analyse each education system and determine whether there is a way forward for each country to improve and adapt their education systems.

Sierra Leone has a population of 7.4 million and became an independent country in 1961.  The main languages spoken there are English, Krio (Creole language based on English) and several African Languages.  Islam and Christianity are the main religions practiced in Sierra Leone and life expectancy is roughly 51 to 52 years for both men and women (www.bbc.co.uk, 2019).  Sierra Leone’s education system was seen to be failing as early as 1990, due to only 55% of primary-school children enrolled in school.  The education system in Sierra Leone was based on a fee-paying system which prevented many of the poorer families from sending their children to school (Betancourt, Simmons and La Soudiere, 2009).  Article 28 of the UNCRC states that every child has the right to an education and that education must be free.  However, Sierra Leone does not provide a free education for their children even though it signed the treaty for UNCRC on the 13th February 1990 and ratified their acceptance of the treaty on June the 18th 1990 (United Nations Treaty Collection, 1989).    
In response to the UNCRC, which was thought to exclude issues specific to Africa, The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of Children (ACRWC) was introduced in 1990 and aims to reflect the ethos of the UNCRC whilst being mindful of factors affecting African children.  “The situation of most African children remains critical due to the unique factors of their socio-economic, cultural, traditional and developmental circumstances, natural disasters, armed conflicts, exploitation and hunger…” (Ekundayo, 2015).  An outbreak of Ebola virus presented great difficulties for Sierra Leone and its inhabitants between 2014 and 2016 (www.bbc.co.uk, 2018), yet this epidemic came after a brutal civil war that lasted nearly a decade.

A civil war broke out in Sierra Leone during 1991 and lasted for eleven years.  This war caused many issues for its citizens as both male and female children were used as soldiers between 1991 and 2002.  Many of these children returned with various mental health issues, caused by being abducted by force at the age of ten years old.  Children who had been involved with high levels of wounding or killing others demonstrated higher levels of hostility, which in turn affected their rehabilitation back into society.  In Sierra Leone particularly, the Revolutionary United front (RUF) was known to force children to murder their neighbours in order to cut community ties.  “Additionally, higher levels of family acceptance were associated with decreased hostility, while improvements in community acceptance were associated with adaptive attitudes and behaviours” (Betancourt, Agnew-Blais and Ellis, 2010).   According to Betancourt, Simmons and La Soudiere (2008), true rehabilitation is only successful when former child soldiers have access to education and training that will enable them to live a productive life within society.  Even so, children who were abducted at a young age were unlikely to return to school after release from the army.

Wang (2007), as cited in Betancourt et al (2010) suggested that the demand for education in Sierra Leone increased after the war.  In 2004-5 only 65% of children completed primary school, 17% of children completed junior secondary school and 8% completed senior secondary school (Statistics Sierra Leone 2006, as cited in Betancourt 2010).  It was also found that some of the children in the higher classes were overage due to interrupted schooling “caused at least in part by time spent as child soldiers” (Betancourt et al, 2010).  Depending on the age at which children were forcibly taken to fight as soldiers and the length of time they missed school, many catch-up programs aimed to move ex-child soldiers quickly through the curriculum so they could rejoin their peers.  Sierra Leone provided two such programs for over-age youth; one was called Complementary Rapid Education for Primary Schools (CREPS) and Rapid Response Education Program (RREP).  According to Betancourt et al (2010), CREPS provided a lower quality of education for over-age youth but addressed the needs of the students more appropriately as they were taught in same age groups.  Teaching children with others younger than them could cause embarrassment or shameful feelings as they would believe they were not ‘good enough’ for the other classes.  This in turn would affect their self-esteem and reduce the likelihood of these students accessing any curriculum.  Maslow’s Hierarchy of Need (1943) suggests that children need to have basic needs, such as food, shelter, warmth and clothing, as well as emotional needs such as love, belonging and self-esteem met by care-givers before they are in a position to be able to achieve their full potential.  With regards to the child soldiers of Sierra Leone, it is unlikely they had basic needs fully met and less likely that they had their emotional needs met.  However, being reintegrated back into education with their peers may have increased their self-esteem.  

Children in the United Kingdom do not fight as soldiers, but there are still many children not attending school.  There are approximately 32,113 schools in the UK, catering for 10,259,840 pupils on a full or part time basis (BESA, 2019).  Between July and September 2018, there were also 760,000 young people between the ages of 16 and 24 years old not in any form of education, employment or training (NEET).  Within these statistics, between July and September 2018, 165,000 men and 117,000 women were unemployed but available for, and actively seeking paid work.  Powell (2018) suggest that men become NEET due to long-term sickness or disability, whereas women become NEET as a result of looking after family, similar to females in Sierra Leone, who “are forced to leave school in order to work at home or find a husband” (The Borgen Project, 2018).   In 2007, Sierra Leone joined Global Partnership for Education, providing more scholarships for female students.  It has also begun to offer females places of refuge where they can go to escape from abuse and as a result allows them the freedom to pursue an education.  In order to reduce the number of NEETs in Wales, The Welsh Government has put various strategies into place, such as offering everybody up to the age of 18 years old suitable education or training placements and expanding apprenticeship schemes with the help of Jobcentre Plus.  These provisions show that both countries are trying to address the issues of education for those currently missing out.
      
In 2017, Statistics Sierra Leone (SSL) commissioned a thematic report on gender, looking at the issues affecting females compared to males.  Taqi, Vinnie-Wilson and Vandi (2017) report that the breakout of Ebola caused huge levels of poverty in Sierra Leone, which affected women and children in particular.  It is suggested that women were seen to be less important than men and so did not have as much basic care as the males, in turn making them weaker and more susceptible to the Ebola virus.  The report published by Taqi et al in 2017 found that there were “gender disparities in every area of Sierra Leonean’s life” and so recommended that the Government of Sierra Leone introduce gender-sensitive policies that would improve the lives of all its citizens but also “lead to a sustainable development of the country”.  
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