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251106 - Causes and Effects of Education Inequality: 
Education plays an important role in shaping individual ambitions and social development at a global scale (Prasad and Gupta, 2020). It provides techniques, information, skills and knowledge to understand the world around us at large, as well as allowing us to understand our cultural differences, and gender differences. The importance of education equality is globally understood, the Sustainable Development Goals reflecting this as goal four highlights ensuring equitable and inclusive education and lifelong learning opportunities (United Nations, 2024).  
However, while the importance of education is highlighted in the Sustainable Development Goals and international reports, education inequality is one of the most prevalent issues affecting global civilizations. Education inequality refers to unequal access to quality education, unequal outcomes by gender, and unequal outcomes between socioeconomic groups. This argues that factors like gender, race, and geographic location are significant factors contributing to educational equality (Rholetter Purdy, 2021). Data suggests that 250 million school-aged children are out, that number only increases as children move into higher education (UNESCO, 2023). 

	Although the Sustainable Development Goals emphasise inclusive and equitable education, gender inequality in education, poverty and the increasing digital divide remain a major barrier to achieving this aim. Throughout this paper, each of these issues will be observed through a global context, as well as contextualised within the United Kingdom and Wales, highlighting any successes locally and how they can be utilised for global success. 
	One of the biggest driving factors of educational inequality is gender inequality. Gender inequality is unequal access to opportunities, resources and experiences (EBSCO Information Services (EBSCO), 2023). Gender disparities remain significant. For instance, over 118 million girls are out of school globally and this figure only increases at higher education levels. The reason behind this number being so high globally is caused by significant barriers to education due to gender bias and cultural norms (UNICEF, 2023a).

	For example, one of the most visible ways gender inequality presents itself in education is through the structural design of education itself. This is usually subtle, reflected through unequal resource allocation, lack of opportunity for extra curricular activities, and even teacher bias (Abbas and Smith, 2023). Cultural norms dictate many of the causes behind gender inequality in education. As Nowak, 2021 highlights, adolescence for girls in developing countries is often when barriers to education become the strongest. During this time, not only are girls at a higher risk of sexual violence and pregnancy risks, but child marriage is often the largest barrier to continuing education (Huddleston, 2026).
Despite education equality taking center stage in recent years, this gender inequality also negatively affects male students as well. These effects are frequently present in attainment rates where boys are often outperformed by girls as they enter higher education. Looking at Wales, in regards to STEM subjects, girls are largely outperforming boys in GCSE and course evaluations. However, they’re still largely underrepresented in the STEM field as a whole (Welsh Government, 2020).
Additionally, as education moves increasingly online, it is important to consider whether growing technological advancements are helping to reduce gender inequality or, in some cases, reinforcing it. Students of all genders are affected by the move towards a largely digital education. This can be explained by an increasing digital society and shaping of how students learn. Approximately 98% of students use some form of computers in the classroom (Mordehai, 2024). However, children aren’t only using digital devices inside the classroom. Outside of school inequality with access and usage of the internet and online resources only furthers the digital divide (OECD,2025). 
It is safe to say that digital learning or digital tools being used to enhance learning is becoming more commonplace. Yet, not all students will have equal access to these opportunities, or be able to reap the benefits of digital resources. In the UK it’s estimated that 6.9 million people will be unable to get online without help by 2028 and as of 2022, 7% of Wales’s population aged 16 and over are not online (Clark, 2022). Women and girls also experience a disproportionate gap in access to these resources. For every 100 young boys in Africa and South Asia who have access to digital skills, only 65 young girls do (UNICEF, 2023b). This gap also persists within the UK as well with women making up the majority of those lacking digital skills at 61% (Digital Poverty Alliance, 2025).
 This gap in access to digital opportunities and benefits available is called the digital divide. The digital divide comprises three main parts: if individuals have access to computers and the internet, digital skills, and the further effects of education inequality throughout life. While in school, children without access to digital resources can fall behind peers who do have adequate internet access. Digital skills will enhance educational performance, particularly among impoverished students.(Van de Werfhorst, Kessenich and Geven, 2022) This problem persists as children grow up and enter adulthood. As individuals enter the job market, those that lack basic digital skills often have limited employment prospects and have trouble integrating fully into society (OECD, 2023). Women also disproportionately are affected by this gap as in the UK, they are 14 to 22% more likely to experience digital poverty than men (Digital Poverty Alliance, 2025). This only highlights the growing need for access to digital resources to become more equitable, especially for those in poverty.

	As the cost of living increases globally, poverty is becoming a prominent factor when it comes to education inequality. Poverty remains a wicked problem and a barrier to educational equality globally. Progress in reducing poverty is currently uneven on a worldwide scale, adding additional problems when trying to solve it (Nations, 2025). Poverty in education can lead to issues like increased mental health issues and poor academic performance. Looking at the UK, 4 out of 10 disadvantaged children meet basic academic standards (Barnard, 2018). This statistic is concerning, and highlights a larger connection between education and poverty. As (Chaudry and Wimer, 2016) explain, early childhood poverty has been reported to have the strongest connection to negative cognitive development and educational outcomes. 
This is clearly evident when we look at statistics specific to Wales. In Wales, around 23% of the population lives in income-defined relative poverty, and approximately 30% of children are affected. Notably, most of these children live in households where at least one parent is in employment, highlighting the limitations of employment alone in preventing poverty. (Barnard, 2018). Childhood poverty directly connects to academic performance as the attainment gap can present as early as the age of 3. Children reliant on free school meals can be up to a year behind in school, compared to children who don’t receive them (Egan, 2013). As impoverished children continue to go through school the attainment gap closes, but re-widens around age 13/14. The attainment gap during this time can be as large as 32% to 34% compared to other non-impoverished children (Egan, 2012). 
	
	However, it’s important to note that not all children living in poverty will perform poorer academically or struggle in school. One of the biggest factors behind this is heightened teacher and parent involvement. In a single year, impoverished children can gain the improvements of 15 years of schooling just from effective teaching (Sutton Trust, 2011). Teacher and parent involvement is the most important factor in students succeeding academically, regardless of poverty status (NFER, 2013). 
Poverty, gender inequality, and the digital divide remain key barriers to educational equality globally and within the UK. However, early and effective interventions can reduce these disparities. Approaches such as teacher intervention, enhanced parent involvement, and curriculum reviews have been proven to reduce education inequality (Sutton Trust, 2011). Importantly, these approaches also align with priorities set out by the United Nations, particularly Sustainable Development Goal 4, along with Sustainable Development Goal 5 and Sustainable Development Goal 10 (United Nations, 2024) (United Nations, 2025a) (United Nations, 2025b), (United Nations, 2025c). In response, the UK and Welsh governments have implemented policies such as the Pupil Development Grant, Well-being of Future Generations Act, Curriculum for Wales (2022), the Equality Act (2010), and the Recruit, Recover and Raise Standards (RRRS) policy, all aimed at supporting disadvantaged learners, addressing the digital divide, and promoting inclusion in education (Dauncey and Morgan, 2023). These policies and government backed initiatives demonstrate the potential to create a more equitable education system and can be used globally to reduce education inequality. 
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