Global Perspectives on Education

This essay will critically discuss barriers to engagement in education for children in Uganda whilst comparing the findings to the situation experienced by children in the UK. The essay will also take a global perspective and refer to local and global policies, in particular Article 28 of the UNCRC formed in 1989. To summarize this article, every child has the right to an education. Primary education must be free. Secondary education must be available for every child. Discipline in schools must respect children’s dignity. Richer countries must help poorer countries achieve this (UNCRC, 2010).  

Situated in East Africa, Uganda is a landlocked country with a population of around 41.49 million people, according to research by the World Bank Group (2018). Research conducted by Ggoobi (2016) provides an insight into Uganda’s economy. To summarize; despite possessing a favorable growing economy in the 1960’s due to its ties with Indian, Bangladeshi and Pakistani traders, Uganda’s post-independence prosperity was ended by the events of the economic war in 1972. Residents of the trading countries mentioned were given ninety days notice to leave the country with an equivalent maximum of 50 pounds. The situation left Uganda with a lasting bad reputation internationally, making global trading extremely difficult (Ggoobi, 2016). The past ten years has seen significant economic growth in the country, however despite this Farrell (2007) acknowledges that Uganda “remains one of the poorest countries in the world.” (Farrell, 2007, pg 2)

Education in Uganda is striving towards meeting the Education For All (EFA) goals mentioned in their Global Monitoring Report (2015) by providing early childhood care and education as well as a universal primary education to name but a few (EFA, 2015). To reach these goals the Ugandan Government has produced a Universal Primary Education Policy that was introduced in 1997. A summary of its aims by Bategeka & Okurut (2006) is to provide resources and the facilities to allow every child to access and remain in school throughout the entire primary education cycle. To eliminate disparities and inequalities education must be made equitable. Affordability of education must be ensured for the majority of Ugandans. Finally by equipping every individual with basic skills the Ugandan Government hopes to reduce poverty (Bategeka & Okurut, 2006). Similarly the Welsh Government (2016) aims for education to involve building a brighter future through it’s Early Years and Childcare Plan, which includes the health and well-being of children, their families, education and childcare. It also aims to improve education for 3-19 year old learners relating to four key strategic objectives in areas of the workforce, the curriculum, qualifications and leadership (Welsh Government, 2016). Both polices from the governments mentioned set out clear goals and show positive intentions towards the future of their education systems, but in reality, are these governments achieving their targets and intentions?

In addition to the UNCRC (2010) rights of children, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) states in article 11 that every child has the right to an education. According to research by World Bank (2014) around 8,098,000 children are enrolled into the Ugandan education system, however 14% of these figures are out of school (World Bank, 2014). Suggesting that Ugandan education is not quite hitting its own education policy targets as well as arguably failing to provide the right to education for all children defined by article 28 (UNCRC, 2010) and article 11 from the ACRWC. However, through a case study of Ugandan education by African Population and Health Research Center (2016) this is an area the government recognizes. Findings from its research showed that students with high attendance rates performed better in both English and Mathematics than students with very poor attendance (APHRC, 2016). Further research by Essama-Nssah et al (2008) shows the improvements in school attendance that Uganda has made since 1992. The percentage of 6-12 year olds attending primary school has risen from 66.5% to 88.1% since 1992 (Essama-Nssah et al, 2008), which on the surface at least seems to be a significant increase in attendance. When considering evidence from World Bank (2014) that a total of 57% of 15-24 year olds in Uganda have not completed primary education (World Bank, 2014) demonstrates the mountain that needs to be climbed by the Ugandan government to match their own policy by allowing all children to remain in school throughout the entire primary education cycle (Bategeka & Okurut, 2006). Most worrying is the statistic provided by Essama_Nssah et al (2008) that the largest reason for non-attendance and dropping out of education is the lack of interest. With a percentage of 49.2% in 1992 and 56.3% in 2005 (Essama-Nssah et al, 2008), and considering the official entrance age of primary schooling is 6 (World Bank, 2014) compared to the compulsory age of 5 and non-compulsory age of 3 in Wales (Welsh Government, 2018) the data suggests this is a real barrier in Ugandan Education. 

The Welsh education system is currently conducting an overhaul of its curriculum and of a “system no longer fit for purpose” (Dauncey, 2017, pg 1) under the new ALN reform. The reform will come into effect through the findings from a report by Donaldson (2015) underlining recommendations to improve education in Wales. The report proposes that the curriculum should be engaging and develop children and young people as ambitious, capable learners who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Donaldson, 2015). Therefor the new curriculum in Wales aims to provide:

“A curriculum which is engaging and attractive to children and young people and which develops within them an independent ability to apply knowledge and skills.” (Welsh Government, 2014, pg 5)

Providing an engaging and exciting curriculum that challenges and instills essential skills to develop the children and young people of the world could encourage Ugandan pupils to attend and complete primary education. This could be achieved through utilizing the theories of Kohn (1993) that interesting tasks can motivate children. Burden (2017) points out that through harnessing the theories of Kohn learning communities can be created promoting student involvement. Developing a caring community that provides an engaging curriculum moving away from disciplining children could encourage children to enjoy education thus providing a motivation to attend (Burden, 2017).  Kohn’s theories overlap those proposed by Dweck et al (2017) who highlight the benefits that can be achieved through encouraging students to become intrinsically motivated. These students enjoy the exercise of their capabilities and set themselves high standards (Dweck et al, 2017) again encouraging the motivation to attend and complete the education cycle. Further evidence of this approach can be seen through the case studies of Saeed & Zyngier (2012) conducted in Melbourne, Australia. This case study demonstrates that intrinsically motivated students are attentive, committed and enthusiastic when conducting learning tasks (Schlechty, 2002, cited by Saeed & Zyngier, 2012). However the case study does acknowledge that intrinsic motivation strategies are not always successful with every student. In these situations practitioners should consider extrinsic motivation techniques to boost the intrinsic motivation of their students (Saeed & Zyngier, 2012). Here the theories of goal directed behavior by Dreikurs et al (1998) and Skinner’s positive reinforcement theory (Skinner, 1966) could become effective tools encouraging the engagement and attendance of all Ugandan children. The statistics from the sources mentioned above suggests the need for change in the strategies the Ugandan government employ with regards to pupil engagement and completion of primary education. In order to meet article 28 that every child has the right to attend education (UNCRC, 2010), perhaps utilizing some of these theories and embracing the spread of ideas, information and people through social/cultural globalization teamed with diffusing other successful government policies through political globalization (Kiely, 2005), the Ugandan government could improve their current situation. 

With this being said, the cause for levels of incompletion of primary schooling should not be left solely with the need for a more engaging curriculum. The APHRC (2016) found that school location, lack of parental involvement, classroom resources, teachers travelling distance to school, grade repetition and the use of lesson plans were the aspects causing the greatest barrier on student achievement (APHRC, 2016). To meet the requirements of article 28 (UNCRC, 2010), richer countries could help Uganda overcome these barriers. Martell (2007) describes globalization as a type of cultural integration that involves economics, cultural, biological, and political homogenization on a global scale. The term best describes how dominant cultures exert social, political and economic influence on other nations and cultures (Martell, 2007). On the one hand integrating already successful approaches and policies from other dominant countries could allow Uganda to build on current good practice, bypassing any previous barriers or problems experienced. On the other hand, choosing the optimal direction that will best fit Ugandan barriers could be a very difficult task. 

There are many cases throughout education where parental involvement can become a barrier to children’s learning. Williams et al (2002) Recognizes to ensure that every child can reach their full potential, support from parents is needed (Williams et al, 2002).  The ACRWC States in article 20 that parents or persons responsible for the child should always act in the best interest of the child (ACRWC). However a point that should be considered by Ekundayo (2015) Is that some African parents and adults use the fact that children are not fully developed yet as an excuse to follow their own interpretation of the child’s best interest (Ekundayo, 2015). Western countries follow the rights outlined by the UNCRC. To summarize, parents have the responsibility for bringing up their child and should always consider what is best for the child under article 18 by the UNCRC (2010). Estyn (2009) who inspect the quality and standards in education throughout Wales provide some practical examples in overcoming the barriers of parental involvement throughout education that could help Uganda engage the community, meeting the requirements of article 28 (UNCRC, 2010). A survey was conducted by Estyn (2009) to examine the extent of parental involvement throughout Wales. The results showed that the most parental involvement came from mostly Female, white and British parents. Overall, parents from minority ethnic groups were under-represented. However, the results did unearth an exception to these findings. The school in question has 84% of its pupils who do not speak English or Welsh as a first language. Interestingly, the school’s governing body includes seven parents from minority ethnic groups representing the ethnicity of the school community (Estyn, 2009). Perhaps this approach of involving the local community within local governing bodies could aid Ugandan schools in encouraging positive parental attitudes towards involvement with the school and the community, thus encouraging higher attendance of its pupils. Britto et al (2013) believes that by adapting parental attitudes towards their role in developing their child’s educational development and learning, an important step could be taken in helping families and communities enhance their capacity to improve the outcomes of every child (Britto et al, 2013).  However, regardless of a persons standing within the local community, their competence to undertake the role effectively should be considered. 

Other examples of good practice could also provide useful insights into improving parental involvement throughout Uganda. An example can be seen by the work of Bower & Griffin (2011). This case study shows how Hawk Elementary School located in USA successfully raised the achievements of children from low-income backgrounds by implementing the Epstein Model of Parental Involvement Strategies. This theory involved traditional methods of frequent and specific communication between school staff and local families consisting of weekly reports, school events and parent teacher conferences (Bower & Griffin, 2011). However, what has proved successful for this school in the USA may not be successful in Uganda. The key to selecting the most effective strategies to boost parental attitudes towards education could be found by meeting the needs of the parents within the local community. Estyn (2009) acknowledges that a history of personal failure at school can create barriers concerning the involvement and ability to support their own children (Estyn, 2009). When reconsidering the fact provided by World Bank (2014) that 57% of 15-24 year olds education in Uganda is incomplete, one can only imagine the negative influence of education these new parents could be communicating to the future generations of Ugandans. Whereas some of the reasons for a lack of parental involvement put forward by (Estyn, 2009) maybe similar when comparing Wales to Uganda, such as low aspirations for their children and themselves, poor basic skills that can create barriers to the parents learning, negative school experiences, the inability to help with their children’s homework or cultural and language difficulties (Estyn, 2009). There are many barriers that are only specific to Uganda, perhaps requiring a setting specific approach to overcoming barriers to engagement in education. 

Uganda is one of the poorest nations in world. Factors such as loss and separation, poverty, disease, and an unsafe environment can become a common occurrence for Ugandan children (Westlye et al, 2014). Armed conflict can affect and disrupt all aspects of a persons life. Evidence from Education for All (2011) shows that over 43 million people have been displaced by armed conflict throughout the globe, these “people face major barriers to education.” (EFA, 2011, pg 2) In addition the research unearthed that just 69% of children affected were able to attend primary school and only 79% of young people in conflict-affected poor countries were literate, compared to 93% in other poor countries throughout the globe (EFA, 2011). Unfortunately Uganda has experienced its share of conflict over the years and still bears the burden of its effects today. Finnstrom (2008) tells us that Northern Uganda has been repeating a cycle of conflict for 20 years. Many of the people residing in these areas of conflict were forced into camps, becoming part of the statistics mentioned above. The events of this conflict throughout the 1980’s brought the current government to power (Finnstrom, 2008). With this being considered, one can see why some Ugandan citizens may have feelings of distrust concerning the current Ugandan Government, but on the other side of the fence, one could also see how some citizens may see the government at their savior. 

With this situation being experienced education will need to develop with the country as a whole.  Whether the children affected by conflict are from Northern or Central regions of the country, loss of parents and family members will carry the same burden. The work of Westlye et al (2014) shows us that most caregivers in this situation would be extended family members, however children being cared for by unrelated foster carers or child-headed households are not uncommon (Westlye, 2014). This reality further contributes to the findings from World Bank (2014) of the poor completion rates of education in Uganda as well as posing more barriers to both Article 28 (UNCRC, 2010) and Article 11 (ACRWC). However, conflict zones are not the only area where traumatic or distressing events can occur, therefor both Western and African governments can learn from each other concerning the manner that the children who are effected are supported. 

The Children’s Society (2016) in the UK recognizes that after unexpected and distressing events where children are exposed to intense feelings of fear or helplessness, repetitive and distressing memories maybe experienced leading to a feeling of being constantly unsettled (Children’s Society, 2016) According to Westlye (2014) cultural advice in Uganda on handling adversity includes strategies of accepting, forgetting, and adjusting. These theories seem to favor burying any feelings of trauma or distress, which can prove effective in the short term but also contradicts Western theories of coping. Perhaps Sommerchild’s model of conditions for coping could prove effective incorporating coping, self-worth, and resilience (Westlye, 2014). This theory can be seen through recommendations by the Children’s Society (2016). Through early intervention, being open and honest about the feelings and impact the incident causes, reassuring of safety, and strong communication practitioners, parents and carers can help the children through these difficult times (Children’s Society, 2016). Maslow’s Heirarchy of Needs theory is also present with these techniques, as mentioned through the work of Mcleod (2014), children need the basic human needs of belonging and safety (Mcleod, 2014). The importance of this is also outlined by the rights of children under both Article 18 (UNCRC, 2010) and Article 20 of  (ACRWC) that the best interest of the child should always be considered. However how can this be achieved in practice? 

A successful case study in Uganda of using Group Activity Play Therapy as outlined by Ojiambo (2014) demonstrated significant positive effects on Ugandan Orphans. The results supported this strategy as an effective intervention for troubled Ugandan orphans (Ojiambo, 2014). Another successful strategy has been outlined by research form Estyn (2009). Here a community focused school extends its network beyond family members to support and care for each other. Other community members are also encouraged into an environment where the school is seen as the center of local life. In this case the school became highly regarded and the children in attendance flourished (Estyn, 2009). Both Western and African Governments could learn from each other by sharing and building on each other’s successes in good practice. This sharing of ideas could see both Governments reach a level of new world order, which would require the willingness for adaptation and transformation (Kiely, 2005). 

This essay has mentioned some of the unique barriers to education that are specific to African civilizations, some of which have been excluded from the UNCRC (2010). Therefor the ACRWC rights of children should be of high importance in Ugandan education. Ekundayo (2015) describes the situation for most African children as being critical due to unique factors concerning socio-economic, cultural, armed conflicts and hunger. As a result, these children need special safeguards and care (Ekundayo, 2015). Through the theories, strategies and policies mentioned Uganda could grow and improve its provisions outlined by successful case studies both in Uganda and the rest of the world. However it should be noted that for theories to be implemented effectively, the training and experience of skilled professionals working together to reach a common goal could be a huge factor in determining the successfulness of the theories and policies mentioned. Research from Rockoff (2003) pointed out that an increase in teacher quality raised students’ test scores in both literacy and mathematics by 24%. Teaching experience also produced significantly positive results from the students (Rockoff, 2003). However with the harsh reality mentioned by the research of the EFA (2011) that poorer countries in world receive just 2% of humanitarian aid to be distributed into education with just 38% of aid requests for education being met (EFA, 2011), Ugandan education may simply need to make the best of the resources that are currently available. Where Article 28 of the UNCRC (2010) is concerned, Uganda is certainly striving to provide education for all children. Utilizing its own successes as well as good practice from others could help Uganda achieve this. However, where help from richer countries is concerned, caution should be considered. With the very low percentage of humanitarian aid being distributed (EFA, 2011) and with Western Governments experiencing large reductions in funding (Tytherleigh, 2005) the help Uganda receives could be significantly less than it expects or needs. 
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