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Education is a fundamental human right that every person should have the opportunity to access. The United Nations outline in the Declaration of Human Rights (1948) in Article 26,
‘Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit’ (United Nations 1948).
Education plays a pivotal role for sustainable progress. Education is paramount in allowing people to feel empowered, promoting economic growth, improving health outcomes, and building cohesive communities. Investing in education enables individuals to become empowered and help people achieve societal progress, individual well-being, and global development goals. The investment in education holds significance in attaining personal fulfilment, social advancement, and the attainment of global developmental objectives (Leicht et al. 2018a, p.15). Globalisation is vital in the development of education across the world and in creating a more equal sustainable education. Globalisation is the process by which economies, societies, cultures, and governance systems around the world become more interconnected, interdependent, and integrated. It is primarily fuelled by advancements in technology, communication, transportation, and trade, which have made it easier to exchange goods, services, information, ideas, and even people across national boundaries. Globalisation has significantly altered the global landscape, creating a more interconnected and interdependent global community. This transformation has had far-reaching effects on various aspects of life, including the economy, society, culture, politics, environment, and education (Steger 2017, p.5).
Governments face multiple and complex challenges to overcome barriers for universal education. These include financial, infrastructure, socio-economic and cultural barriers, teacher shortages and the quality of teaching, policy, and governance challenges (Bruns et al. 2019). A sustainable global education community holds power in addressing the challenges and barriers to education worldwide while allowing collaboration, innovation, and shared learning promoting collaboration, equity, innovation, and resilience, it contributes to advancing the fundamental right to quality education for all learners, while supporting the achievement of broader sustainable development goals (Kioupi and Voulvoulis 2019). The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organizational (UNESCO) has outlined in its Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), (2015) the following goal,
‘By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including, among others, through Education for Sustainable Development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of cultures contribution to sustainable development.’ (Leicht et al. 2018b, p.25)
This statement is progressive and wants education to have a clear purpose for all, it is also ambitious considering that education in developing countries is continuing to advance with globalisation disparities between countries such as the western world and Africa having gaps in terms of equality and opportunities. Uganda is a landlocked country located on the Eastern side of Africa. In the late 19th century, Uganda underwent colonisation by the British. The process commenced when British explorers and missionaries arrived in the 1860s, paving the way for the establishment of British protectorates in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Rashid 2014). In 2022 Uganda had a population of 47,249,585 (The World Bank 2022). Disparities and barriers to learning are prevalent in education in many places throughout the world. Uganda faces multiple barriers to education, particularly in more rural areas and more underdeveloped parts of the country. Some of the barriers to learning in Uganda are poverty, inadequate infrastructure, teacher shortages, gender disparities, travel infrastructure, language barriers, conflict and displacement and inadequate funding and resources. During the early 1990s, Uganda experienced substantial economic changes designed to rejuvenate its economy, which had suffered due to prolonged political turmoil and poor governance. These changes, known as the Economic Recovery Programs (ERP), were carried out with the support and direction of global financial organisations like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The main goals of these reforms were to stabilise the economy, foster economic development, and reduce poverty (Tumusiime-Mutebile 2003). Poverty and deprivation within Uganda vary greatly between regions, statistics show this with the central and western regions having similar poverty rates at 12.7% and 11.4% respectively and Eastern and Northern regions at 35.7% and 32.5% respectively These figures are for the year 2016/2017. Prior to 1997 and the implementation of the Poverty Reduction Programme, Uganda had a poverty rate of 56% at that time Uganda had a population of 18,801,996 (Owori 2020). To put that in perspective the number of people in poverty in 1997 in Uganda was three times more than Wales current population. There is a direct correlation between poverty and access to education. According to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory (1954) it is essential for a child or young person to have their fundamental needs fulfilled to progress up the pyramid hierarchy of needs. These basic needs include food, shelter, air, clothing, sleep, and reproduction and they must be realised for a child or young person to experience feelings of love, security and belonging (McLeod 2018). For children and young people to receive successful education they need to have their basic needs met. Poverty will have significant challenges for children and young people in achieving these needs. As poverty indicators are situated at the bottom of the pyramid, children and young people living in poverty are unable to have their basic needs met and consequently struggle to progress through the hierarchy and progress successfully through education. Uganda has been influential in overcoming barriers to learning such as poverty, in 1997 Uganda Government introduced the Poverty Eradication Action Plan (PEAP). Since the implementation in 1997 the plan has evolved and seen further progression and evolution. The plan outlined four major pillars that included the following,  
‘framework for economic growth and transformation, ensuring good governance and security directly increasing the ability of the poor to raise their incomes, directly increasing the quality of life for the poor’ (International Monetary Fund 2003)  
The success of the strategy was profound and has been reviewed and adopted by other countries. The eradication of poverty also aligns with the United Nations sustainable development goals that outlines in goal one, ‘eradicating extreme poverty for all everywhere by 2030 is a pivotal goal of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Extreme poverty’ (United Nations 2023b). Up until Covid 19 in 2019, extreme poverty was being reduced in Uganda, unfortunately since Covid 19, 70 million people worldwide have been projected back into poverty, it is estimated that in 2030 there could be up to 7% of the global population in extreme poverty with a substantial proportion in sub-Saharan Africa (United Nations 2015).
 
Poverty often acts as a barrier to accessing education, particularly in low-income countries such as Uganda. Families living in poverty may struggle to afford school fees, uniforms, textbooks, and other educational expenses, leading to lower enrolment rates and higher dropout rates among children from disadvantaged backgrounds. Poverty-related factors, such as inadequate infrastructure, poor quality of education, and limited access to schools, further exacerbate educational inequalities and increase the cycle of poverty (Drajea and O’Sullivan 2014). With the progression and fulfilment of the outlined United Nations Poverty Eradication Plan and Uganda’s Poverty Eradication Plan, Uganda can keep lowering the number of people in extreme poverty and eradicate poverty as a barrier to learning in Uganda (Kuteesa and Al 2010, p.158). Children and young people in the most deprived, poverty-stricken parts of Uganda, such as Eastern Uganda and that were outlined in the beginning of this piece were in large parts driven back into extreme poverty due to Covid 19. ‘The loss of instructional time due to lockdowns will hurt the poorest communities the most because education is a key player in reducing poverty’ (Fanelli et al. 2020). This outlines the importance of education for future sustainable development.
Incomplete education is influenced by various factors, including economic challenges such as expenses for books, uniforms, and travel costs. These factors contribute to the inability of children and young people to complete their education. Uganda has been proactive in the development of education for children and young people. The Uganda Government introduced Universal Primary Education in 1997, with the aim of increasing access to primary education by eliminating school fees for primary schools that are government aided. The implementation of the policy increased enrolment rates across Uganda. The implementation of Universal Primary Education (UPE) increased the number of learners accessing primary education vastly. Girls who had been a minority accessing primary education prior to the implementation of the Universal Primary Education in Uganda rose significantly (Byamugisha et al. 2015). According to UNICEF (2002),
All girls and boys must have access to and complete primary education that is free, compulsory and of good quality as a cornerstone of an inclusive basic. Gender disparities in primary and secondary education must be eliminated’ (UNICEF 2002).
Unfortunately, data suggests that although the uptake in primary education grew after the implementation of Universal Primary Education (UPE) the number of children that completed primary education was still low. Deprived regions face the challenge of poor learning outcomes, which result in high drop-out rates and delayed completion. Even though 80% of primary-aged children in sub-Saharan Africa are enrolled in school, only 62% manage to graduate on time (United Nations 2023b). Girls accessing education was still seen as an anomaly and although the numbers of girls accessing education rapidly improved the numbers of children and young people that completed primary ages education was still low. There are multifaceted reasons for the number of children not completing primary education. Gender disparities between boys and girls still prevailing within Uganda, as well the application of a programme for a secondary education programme not being initiated in Uganda until ten years after Universal Primary Education was initiated. During the Covid 19 pandemic it has been reported that there was a rise in some regions in Uganda of between 30 – 50 % increase in teenage pregnancies among girls resulting in further barriers to education for these children and young people.
The Ugandan Government did not relinquish fees for secondary education until 2007 which had consequential effects on the dropout rates at primary level (Deininger 2003). Universal Secondary Education (USE) policy was introduced in 2007 to extend free education to the secondary level children and young people in Uganda. The aim was to increase access to secondary education, particularly for children from low-income families, by eliminating tuition fees in government-aided secondary schools. The government implemented the programme to enable children to progress their education on completion of primary school. Uganda was the first African country to introduce free secondary education to allow children and young people from all socioeconomic backgrounds access to education, helping alleviate barriers to education in place in Uganda. The implementation of Universal Secondary Education saw a rise of children and young people attending secondary school from 161,396 in 2007 to 251,040 in 2013 (M. Verpoorten et al. 2014, pp.349–372). In 2016 Uganda still had low enrolment overall in secondary education, with an estimated 24% of children and young people of relevant age accessing the provisions (O’Donoghue et al. 2018a). This is partly due to children and young people having to obtain twenty-eight or better on their Primary Leaving Exam (PPP). If learners did not achieve the minimum expected grade, they would not be eligible for a government funded secondary place (O’Donoghue et al. 2018b). This does not lend itself to an inclusive education for all as the United Nations outlines,
Truly transformative education must be inclusive. The education we need in the 21st century should enable people of all genders, abilities, ethnicities, socioeconomic backgrounds, and ages to develop the knowledge, skills and attitudes required for resilient and caring communities (Gardner 2022).
This is only going to create further barriers to learning for the children and young people of Uganda who cannot afford education if they do not meet the minimum expectations. This does also not align itself with the outlined Article 26 of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights (1948) identified at the beginning of this piece.
Barriers to learning due to poor infrastructure are prevalent in Uganda. Not all countries have equal access to the internet or have the financial means to afford it. Access to the internet and digital technologies in education in Uganda can affect the quality of teaching and learning, the progression of children and young people as well as the adaptation of the modern world that surrounds them, not necessarily in the immediate vicinity but nationally and globally. Remote and rural areas are affected to further degrees as the infrastructure has not reached these areas as well as them being more deprived areas (Newby et al. 2012). Schools are without reliable electricity and internet access as well as slow and poor-quality internet (Kakumba 2022a). According to research, ‘Only one in four Ugandans (26%) live in households that are connected to the national power grid’ (Kakumba 2022b). If schools are not connected to the power grid, then digital access is going to be non-sequential. This leads to children and young people not being able to learn the digital competency skills needed to progress. Funding within schools is limited with access to what is considered necessities in the Western World such as textbooks being limited to sharing between children and young people in Ugandan schools. With basics being difficult to purchase, equipment such as computers, tablets and the ongoing cost involved in the running costs of internet infrastructure become unobtainable. Schools that are in urban areas and where there are wealthier communities can have better access to the internet and digital technologies in comparison to rural areas, and areas of more extreme poverty and deprivation. The same children are also more likely to have poorer digital competence skills due to lacking the same knowledge and understanding needed to comprehend it. This can lead to larger disparities between the poorer communities and the wealthier communities. This became predominant during the Covid 19 pandemic with research showing that only a small number of households in Uganda possess televisions, internet-enabled phones, and computers. Disadvantaged households, especially those in rural areas and outside the Central Region, lack the necessary tools for e-learning. The restricted coverage of the national electric grid and low Internet usage are expected to further impede e-learning (Kakumba 2022c). These findings highlight the necessity for significant government funding to enhance digital infrastructure and digital access in Uganda to improve internet infrastructure, reduce costs, provide digital literacy training, develop localised educational content, and promote equitable access to technology are essential for harnessing the potential of digital education to improve learning outcomes in Uganda.
The Sustainable Development Agenda provides a framework for aligning Uganda's development priorities with global sustainability objectives and for guiding efforts to address key challenges facing the country. By integrating the Sustainable Development Goals into national development plans and policies, Uganda can work towards building a more inclusive, equitable, and sustainable future for its people. Uganda's development plans prioritise investments in health and education, which are also key areas of focus under the Sustainable Development Agenda. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is an international human rights treaty that sets out the civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights of children. Uganda backed the United Nations Convention Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1990, demonstrating its commitment to protecting and promoting the rights of children and in 1996 enacted a law for all children in Uganda (Gardner 2022). Uganda has implemented various education policies aimed at improving access to quality education, enhancing educational outcomes, and promoting inclusive and equitable education for all children such as the ones outlined in this piece. With there still being many investment and infrastructure issues within Uganda the policies outlined are not able to meet the needs of all children and young people in accessing education. The education policies and initiatives that have been implemented in the last thirty years, reflect Uganda's commitment to promoting inclusive and quality education for all children and young people. Challenges remain in the implementation, including resource constraints, infrastructure limitations, teacher shortages, and socio-cultural barriers. As well as the effect of Covid 19 which slowed and prevented the growth of education in Uganda. For wider success, it is paramount that Uganda receives continued investment, coordination, and monitoring to help achieve the goals of Uganda's education policies and the wider goals of Sustainable Development Goals, and the United Nations to help ensure inclusive education for all children and young people, particularly those from marginalised and disadvantaged backgrounds, particularly in the regions where poverty is still at its highest rates. Commitment and collaboration from the government, civil society, communities, and international partners are essential to overcoming these challenges and achieving the goal of providing every child in Uganda with a quality education and to reach the goal set out by the government for 2030 (United Nations Uganda 2021).
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