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Critically discuss barriers to engagement in education for children in one country. Take a global perspective and refer to local and global policies. Compare your findings to the situation for children in the UK.

Four years ago, the United Nations created an agenda for the future, adopting seventeen sustainable development goals (SDGs) with economic, social and environmental targets to be met by 2030.  With just over a decade left to reach these targets, new data from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS, 2018) show that there is still an enormous amount of work to be done if these targets are to be achieved.  The objective of SDG 4 is to ‘ensure inclusive and equitable education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’ (United Nations, 2015), however, four years after the sustainable development goals were devised, there are approximately two-hundred and sixty-two million children and young people aged between six and seventeen years old, still out of school globally. Granted, the number is reducing, but far too slowly.  This figure equates to one-fifth of this particular age group not accessing education worldwide and rises to one in three children in low- and lower-middle-income countries.   On average, there has been a continuous increase in spending on education since 1999, particularly within low income countries, however this has mainly been due to increases in budgets and not because education is being prioritised (Benavot, 2016). 

Focusing on SDG 4, one of the targets aims to ‘eliminate gender disparities in education’ by 2030 (UNESCO, 2015).  Whilst historically, there has been a trend for girls to be excluded from education, globally, the male and female out-of-school rates are now almost identical, particularly within secondary school-age children (UIS, 2018).  However, there is still a strong case of gender inequality in Afghanistan, with girls less likely to stay in school than boys, and consequently facing lower levels of literacy into adulthood.  Therefore, this assignment will focus on the barriers to education found in Afghanistan, specifically those met by young girls.     
Afghanistan is a landlocked country located in Southern Asia, largely bordered by Pakistan and Iran.  With an estimated population of thirty-four million (Central Intelligence Agency, 2018), there is a clear divide between the younger and older generations.  The vast majority of the country’s inhabitants are under the age of fourteen; around eleven million, equating to forty-one percent of the total population.  Average School Life Expectancy (SLE) is twelve years for boys but a mere four years for girls (Ministry of Education, 2016, p20). A member of the United Nations, Afghanistan’s economy seems to be improving, ranking one-hundred-and-one out of two-hundred-and-twenty-nine countries in a 2017 report from the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).  There has also been a steady increase in gross domestic product (GDP), with 2017 figures estimating sixty-nine billion dollars, although less than four percent of GDP was spent on education.  However, to put this into perspective, latest figures show that the United States of America’s GDP was approximately nineteen-and-a-half trillion dollars, with five percent of this being spent on education (CIA, 2017).  Although Afghanistan is showing economic growth, it is still extremely poor, and depends significantly on foreign aid.  Afghanistan’s living standards are among the lowest in the world with limited access to clean water and electricity, adequate medical care and employment, along with housing shortages.  More than half of the population live below the poverty line. 

The United Kingdom fairs much better, being a part of Western Europe, and consisting of mainly coastal areas (CIA, 2017). Although the British economy has begun to slow since the referendum vote to leave the European Union three years ago, the UK still ranks ninth in the world.  With a GDP of almost three trillion dollars, five-and-a-half percent was spent on education in 2017.  Boys tend to stay in school for an average of eighteen years whereas girls are averaging twenty years (CIA, 2016); significantly higher figures for both genders than in Afghanistan.  The United Kingdom is home to an estimated population of sixty-five million (CIA, 2018), including almost ten-thousand Afghan refugees (CIA, 2017).  The generational divide is less obvious than in Afghanistan, with the majority of inhabitants aged between twenty-five and fifty-four years old.  There is still an estimated eighteen million people under the age of fourteen living in the UK, just under twenty-eight percent of the total population.  Even though the UK is considered to be one of the top ten richest countries in the world, poverty rates are beginning to rise again, with more than one in five of the population living below the poverty line (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2017).

The Global Partnership for Education (GPE, 2018, p11) declares that approximately ‘two-hundred-and-fifty million primary school-age children worldwide are either out of school or enrolled but learning very little’, usually due to poor attendance or poor teaching.  The author finds it difficult to believe that these figures still exist in the twenty-first century, particularly with the amount of legislation written about the importance of education over the last few decades. Over sixty years ago, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR, 1948), one of the most important documents in human history, set out, for the first time, basic human rights to be safeguarded across the globe, including the right to education.  Article 26 states that a basic education should be free and compulsory, yet this has not been the case in many countries around the world, including Afghanistan.  The UDHR (1948) provided the backbone to policies such as The Dakar Framework for Action: Education for All (World Education Forum, 2000), but the right to education has not been realised globally. Also, the denial of a decent education impacts negatively on other basic human rights such as Article 23: the right to work, and the right to equal pay for equal work without any discrimination (UDHR, 1948). as without a basic level of education, employment opportunities are severely limited.
  
Following on in the style of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), a treaty was devised, specifically incorporating the rights of children and young people up to the age of eighteen.  World leaders believed that childhood should be entitled to special care and assistance.  The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) is an international human rights contract that grants all children and young people a comprehensive set of rights laid out across fifty-four articles, specifying everything from the right to life, a right to the best possible health and a right to privacy.  Articles 28 declares that ‘every child has the right to an education,’ echoing Article 26 of the UDHR (1948), although specifically mentioning ‘every child’ rather than ‘everyone’.  However, Edwards (2015) believes that the UNCRC (1989) could be considered ethnocentric, viewing education and parenting styles globally through a First World lens, instead of considering the barriers to education and the different priorities of developing countries.

‘Education for All’ (World Education Forum, 2000, p12) declares that every person should have opportunities to meet their basic learning needs. Mirroring the UDHR (1948), it states that primary education should be ‘free, compulsory and of good quality’, and requires the involvement and commitment of everyone, to education.  The document set out goals and strategies designed to meet the target of ensuring all individuals were literate worldwide.  The second target set a specific goal of children having access to free and compulsory primary education of good quality, by 2015, with particular emphasis on girls, children in difficult circumstances and those belonging to ethnic minorities (World Education Forum, 2000, p15).  Needless to say, only a third of countries achieved all the ‘Education for All’ goals within the timeline given, and this still seems unattainable globally, a further four years later.  

In conjunction with the Dakar Framework for Action (2000), the United Nations published eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in the same year.  Ranging from eradicating poverty and hunger worldwide, to achieving universal primary education, again the deadline of 2015 proved too ambitious, so following on from the failure of this initiative, the United Nations Summit launched yet another global vision. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted by world leaders in 2016 and includes seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and one-hundred and sixty-nine targets, all of which address the most significant economic, social, environmental and governance challenges of our time. Again, ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education features highly on the Agenda, along with the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities for all, and reducing inequality within, and among, countries.

Since the end of Taliban rule in 2001, the Ministry of Education of Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (2016) states that the Government of the Islamic Republic has established more than thirteen thousand new schools across Afghanistan, particularly in rural villages to reduce the walking distance from home to school. The number of children attending school is recorded as having risen from nine-hundred thousand to over nine million, with thirty-nine percent of those attending being female.  This could be declared a remarkable achievement when considering the political history of the country, and the damaging effects of years of civil war and military invasions.  However, statistics concerning the Afghanistan education system vary significantly, so may be of questionable accuracy.  Barr (2017) proclaims that these figures are inflated substantially by the government, who count a child as ‘attending school’ until the child has not attended for up to three years.   Nevertheless, if the figures are to be taken as fact, that still leaves at least two million children out of school, considering the latest population figures of nine million people under the age of fourteen living in Afghanistan (CIA, 2018).
Developing nations have different priorities and barriers to education than those in the United Kingdom, as highlighted earlier by Edwards (2015).   Within the UK, barriers tend to be individual, practical or financial. For example, additional learning needs can prevent a child from accessing their full potential if they are not provided with enough support.  Access to transport for children in rural areas can also affect school attendance, along with parental engagement.  Twenty-one percent of primary school children in the UK speak English as an additional language to the one they use at home or in their community (Bell Foundation, 2017) which can also have an adverse effect on attainment and engagement with education.  Child poverty has been steadily growing in the UK since 2011 and is affecting children’s learning, through limited school attendance and due to their emotional and physical wellbeing preventing the children from being in the optimum position to learn.  This links to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943).  Maslow's theory considers the entire physical, emotional, social, and intellectual qualities of an individual and how they impact on learning.  For example, children need to feel emotionally and physically safe to progress, and reach their full potential (McLeod, 2014).  Therefore, if a child lives in poverty, they may not have all their physiological needs met, and so are less likely to be able to concentrate on their learning.  As many as one-hundred-and-thirty-thousand children are living in temporary accommodation, with many schools becoming a lifeline for poor families, providing access to food, heating and shelter during school hours (Maxwell, 2019), although learning is understandably not at the forefront of the minds of these children.     
Girls living in Afghanistan face many barriers to education that the average British girl could never comprehend.  Boys tend to stay in school for an average of thirteen years whereas girls average eight years (CIA, 2014). Sixty percent of schools in Afghanistan do not have toilets, which can have a considerable effect on girls for two reasons.  Firstly, without adequate toilets, children have no choice but to use the outdoors to urinate, leaving girls vulnerable to sexual harassment, as to do this they need to partially undress. Secondly, a lack of toilet facilities can adversely affect girls who have started menstruating. This view is supported by UNICEF (2016) who found that a lack of amenities is a key cause of girls missing school while menstruating, sometimes resulting in them dropping out of school entirely.  However, in 2017, Afghanistan celebrated the first-ever Girls’ Hygiene Day (UNICEF, 2018), with the slogan ‘Nothing can stop me going to school’, so there is hope that this is one less barrier to girls accessing education in the future.  

‘Period Poverty’ as it is commonly known, affects girls in the United Kingdom too.  Plan International UK (2017) state that over one-hundred-and-thirty-seven-thousand girls in the UK have missed school as a result of being unable to afford products to manage their menstruation effectively.  This can directly affect a girl’s capacity to succeed, as boys are not affected by the same reason for potentially missing school.  Taking steps to end ‘period poverty’ in the UK, the Scottish Government (2017) introduced a scheme to fund access to free sanitary products in schools, colleges and universities in September 2018.  Following in their footsteps, Department for Education (2019) recently announced that free sanitary products will be distributed to all primary schools in England next year, and Welsh Government (2019) will be providing funding for all local authorities to provide the same in Wales (Children in Wales, 2019).  Hopefully, as with Afghanistan, this will help reduce one of the barriers to education faced in the UK.
The reign of the Taliban has thankfully ended but the after-effects continue to contribute to the reasons why Afghan girls still do not attend school as regularly as boys.  The Taliban and other armed groups often bombed girls’ schools and targeted female students with acid attacks.  Those who survived were often too afraid to continue with their education, and even if they were brave enough, their parents often refused for fear of it happening again.   Following the war, chaos and anarchy ensued, meaning that girls would often face the risk of being kidnapped or sexually harassed whilst walking to or from school. Again, just the idea of these awful things happening to children prompted many families to keep girls’ home from school, and away from their education (Barr, 2017).
Child labour is yet another barrier faced by girls in Afghanistan.  Twenty-five percent of children aged five to fourteen are involved in child labour with less than a third of these attending school (Ministry of Education, 2016, p20).   Girls are often required to miss school, so they can care for the family home, and some learn trades such as carpet weaving or tailoring. Others are unfortunate enough to resort to begging on the streets or selling small items to help their families, leaving the girls vulnerable to sexual harassment (Barr, 2017).
Finally, child marriage is one of the main factors prompting girls to leave school early in many low-income countries such as Afghanistan (Wodon et al., 2018). Under Afghan law, the minimum age of marriage for girls is 16 however, early marriages often occur because this law is rarely enforced.  Unfortunately, once a girl is married, it is extremely rare that she remains in school, and marriage increases the opportunities for childbirth, potentially creating health issues for the girls and increasing the population even further in a country that is already struggling to cope (Wodon and Yedan, 2017).
To conclude, barriers to engagement in education exist in the United Kingdom and in Afghanistan.  Poverty impacts hugely on education, with significant differences between out-of-school rates in the world’s richest and poorest countries, as shown with the UK and Afghanistan (UNESCO, 2018).  Ministry of Economy (2017, p71) states, ‘maintaining peace is essential for development’.  The Taliban is still seen as a threat in Afghanistan. This year, negotiations between the US and the Taliban entered their highest level yet, however the Afghan Government fears future conflict, as this could undo any progress that has been made in the country, plummeting Afghanistan back into chaos (CIA, 2018).  Also, Afghanistan heavily depends on financial aid, however this is now diminishing after more than a decade of support through the conflict.  The withdrawal of nearly one-hundred-thousand troops artificially inflated the country’s economic growth as much of the funding left with the soldiers (Loyn, 2015).  Reduced foreign aid poses challenges for the future, which will have a knock-on effect on the education system.

Some of the barriers to education that Afghan girls face seem insurmountable.  Education is a basic right consistently enshrined in policies and agreements, from Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), to the Education 2030 Agenda (UNESCO, 2015), yet even though it is deemed a necessity, compulsory primary education has yet to be implemented fully for girls in Afghanistan.  Eradicating child marriage is listed as one of the sustainable development goals (UNESCO, 2015) so has already been identified as a priority.  Child marriage reduces educational opportunities for girls and affects their future life chances.  In addition to the effects on the girls themselves, child marriage has a negative impact on the economy.  Therefore, it is in every Afghan citizen’s best interests to ensure this particular law is abided, starting now.

Ensuring girls are enrolled in school is the government’s responsibility, however parents, communities and the girls themselves play a part in whether they attend, and do so regularly.  However, unless girls and their families feel safe and secure how can they be expected to attend school?  The Afghan Government need to ensure sanitation facilities improve within the school buildings, and that men who attempt to sexually harass girls on their way to and from school are held accountable for their actions.  Until these problems are under control safety is still a huge concern. Therefore, it is unlikely there will ever be gender parity in the Afghanistan educational system, at least not by the latest target of 2030.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Nelson Mandela (1990) declared, "Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world." Surely, it is only fair for girls and boys to be given the same opportunities to make a positive difference - after all, the world needs all the help it can get.
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