
Universal Access to Education

Topic Background

Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that everyone has the right
to education, yet over 72 million children who should be in primary school are not.1 Moreover,
many children who do have access to education are not getting the quality instruction they need,
leaving them without the proper skills to read or write. Without the proper education, children
stay illiterate and are unprepared for an active life and a better job.

Global literacy rates have been steadily climbing over the last several decades and
enrollment rates in primary schools are much higher, yet ensuring equal and full access to
education is still a major global challenge.2 Many countries, especially developing countries, lack
the infrastructure and economy needed to invest in expanding school systems, and many families
are dependent on their children to help with the family’s income. At the same time, due to this
lack of infrastructure, in many cases, it’s incredibly difficult for children to get to school due to a
lack of proper roads, safety standards, and the distance between schools in rural areas.

1 https://www.humanium.org/en/right-to-education/.
2 https://ourworldindata.org/global-education.



Unequal access to education stems from a multitude of factors. Many are infrastructural,
such as a lack of available teachers or the inability to attend school because there is no one to go
to. Students may be able to attend classes, but often there is no indoor classroom or the school is
too far away to access. Other reasons are economical, such as a limited supply of school materials
like books, pencils, desks, notebooks -- all items needed to achieve a quality education. Poorer
countries are often unable to pay teachers a fair salary or supplement fees for supplies or
transportation to school. Furthermore, there are many social inequalities that bar children from
attending school. In particular, girls are less likely than boys to get an education.Conflict poses a
threat to children at school and in many conflict zones, schools and buses have been attacked,
putting children at risk and forcing parents to not send their children out of the home.3

While these are still issues, a larger focus today is the lack of quality education, often
noted as a “learning crisis.”4 Though children may be in school, they are unable to solve basic
math problems or read basic sentences at an age where they should be able to. For example, the
World Bank states, “In rural India, nearly three-quarters of third-graders cannot solve a two-digit
subtraction problem such as 46 minus 17, and by grade five — half still cannot do so.”5 Education
provides a multitude of benefits. Gaining an education is a great step to finding a stable job and
supporting a family. Education allows one to understand rights and improve social justice. It is
linked to decreasing poverty and supporting the full potential of humans.6 Without a proper
education system in place, a country is unable to develop.

3 https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/10-barriers-to-education-around-the-world-2/.
4https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/immersive-story/2019/01/22/pass-or-fail-how-can-the-worl
d-do-its homework.
5 Ibid.
6 http://theirworld.org/explainers/right-to-education.



Past International Action

The Sustainable Development Goals & SDG 4

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a list of 17 goals that the United Nations
set out to reach in 2015 by 2030. The SDGs aim to fix global issues in a lasting way, meaning that
they will impact younger generations positively and create a more sustainable future for the
international community. Universal access to education connects directly to SDG 4, “Ensure
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.”7

Within this SDG, there are several targets, including ensuring all boys and girls gain an education
with valuable learning outcomes, eliminating gender inequalities in education, and increasing the
number of teachers, scholarships, and skills. These targets, which are followed by a multitude of
indicators, help track the progress of that goal and help countries identify areas of improvement.
Delegates should look over the SDG website and think critically about how successful their
country has been in reaching those targets and indicators under SDG 4.

Beyond SDG 4, universal access to education applies to SDG 1: No Poverty, SDG 5:
Gender Equality, and SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities. Overall, the 2030 SDG agenda should be
taken into account by delegates, including looking toward necessary targets and measures in
place, in order to find a sustainable solution to the challenges of universal access to education
worldwide.



The Work of the United Nations

The right to education has been codified in various international legal documents from the
United Nations. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights claims that all children should have
access to education in Article 26. Other UN documents that recognize this right are the UNESCO
Convention against Discrimination in Education (1960), International Covenant on Economic
Social and Cultural Rights (1966), Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (1979), Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), and Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006).8

7 https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal4.
8 https://www.right-to-education.org/page/international-law.

The leading UN organization that supports the rights of children is UNICEF, the United
Nations Children’s Fund. UNICEF is the international leader in supporting children’s education,
through the provision of goods and supplies, strengthening of curriculums and systems, financing
emergency educational initiatives, and partnering with local communities and organizations to
train and develop skills of teachers and local leaders.9



Instead of just providing resources, UNICEF is now committed to improving the quality
of education to ensure that all children have access to strong learning outcomes. Though a child
may be at school, it does not mean they are learning-- which UNICEF aims to reverse. Although
UNICEF has done great work in ensuring access to education, UNICEF lacks resources and the
support needed to do this on the level needed for universal access. In order for the SDGs to be
realized, delegates should consider means to support UNICEF and its work.

The Work of NGOs, International Organizations, and Civil Society

There are thousands of international organizations (IOs), civil society organizations, and
NGOs that are committed to the promotion of access to education. Childhood Education
International is an IO that promotes the educational development of children from birth to age 11,
utilizing a network of volunteers to gather information relevant to education and bringing it back
to the organization for further analysis and improvement.10 Another popular international
organization in the field of education and childhood development is Save the Children, which
focuses on the education of children during times of conflict and emergencies by partnering with
national and local governments.11 These types of organizations are extremely important in filling
in the gaps from the United Nations.

NGOs and civil society organizations have made great progress in the expansion of access to
education. NGOs provide important services through the use of volunteers, financial and material
aid, and training and development. NGOs work more closely with local governments and
societies to bring more specific impacts, which is important work in the realm of education.
However, NGOs work within limits. Their funding is reliant on donations and grants and they do
not have the ability to fund UN resolutions. They are also often limited by national governments,
who may restrict their movements and capabilities, especially during times of conflict and
emergency.12

9 https://www.unicef.org/media/55331/file.
10 https://www.humanrightscareers.com/issues/ngos-right-to-education/.
11 Ibid.
12 Laura Taylor, “The Role of Non-Governmental Organizations in Global Education: A Case Study on
Sub-Saharan  Africa,” University of Mississippi, April 26, 2019, 74.



Sub-Topics to Consider

Sub-Topic 1: Gender Inequality

Most countries in the world have reached gender parity in education, yet problems still
remain in the Middle East, Africa, and South Asia, and about 130 million girls are not enrolled in
school.13 In more rural, traditional communities, women and girls are seen as the dominant force
in the household. They are in charge of raising the family and running household chores, which
often comes at the expense of attending school. Their purpose is tied to the home and they are
viewed as having no need for education. Child marriage, for example, hinders a girl’s ability to
gain an education because she is sent off to another family soon in her life, and her job as a child
bearer begins before she has the time to go to school. There is a viewpoint that if a girl gets an
education and gets older, it becomes more difficult to find a husband.14 However, there are other
socioeconomic factors that contribute to a girl’s inability to attend school.

Poverty is a large blockade to gender equality in education. Poorer families might not
have the economic means to send their children to school, to buy books and uniforms, or the time
to help their children with transportation and schoolwork. Often, this means that sons may be
preferenced over daughters to attend school to provide better employment opportunities in the
future for the son. When a family is struggling to make ends meet, it is often seen as a waste of
resources to send the girl to school when she could be at home helping with daily tasks.15

It is important to recognize that inequalities in education do not only exist in developing
countries. In many developed countries, like the United States, women and girls are vastly
underestimated in education and have fewer opportunities to get into certain sectors, especially
STEM. STEM fields are viewed as heavily male-dominated and girls have to work much harder



to be recognized by teachers and classmates. Even if a girl and boy have the same grade on a test,
studies show that boys are still viewed as more mathematically inclined than girls.16

13 https://www.globalpartnership.org/what-we-do/gender-equality.
14 Radhika Kapur, “Gender Inequality in Education,” University of Delhi, July 2, 2019.
15 Ibid.
16https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2018/04/23/how-our-education-system-un
dermines gender-equity/.

https://www.globalpartnership.org/what-we-do/gender-equality


Sub-Topic 2: Conflict and Emergencies

]

A great barrier to universal access to education in conflict and emergencies. During these
times, schools are often dangerous places to be and are often targeted by warring parties,
especially terrorists. Currently, 104 million children are not in school due to conflict and
disaster.17 In conflict, schools are often destroyed, leaving children with no safe place to be
educated while the conflict rages on. Or, the school may be viewed as an easy target, so parents
will not send their children to school for fear that something might happen. During the conflict, it
is also more likely that children will be involved via forced recruitment (child soldiers) and that
schools cannot function properly or be rebuilt until the conflict comes to an end. If the conflict
drags on, a young child can go many years without ever gaining a slight bit of education.18 Forced
displacement, mass killings, and genocide can force families into refugee camps or neighboring
countries, where children will either not have access to education or get put into an unfamiliar
educational system.

Natural disasters also pose a threat to education. In the midst of a natural disaster, not only
are school buildings affected but so are homes. Families are forced to rebuild and face other
challenges such as contaminated drinking water and lack of food. Education is halted and does
not  resume until the country or area has been rebuilt and strengthened, which can take years.19

17https://www.globalpartnership.org/what-we-do/education-crisis.
18https://educateachild.org/explore/barriers-to-education/fragile-and-conflict-affected-situations/armed-flic.
19 https://www.unicef.org/education/emergencies

https://educateachild.org/explore/barriers-to-education/fragile-and-conflict-affected-situations/armed-conflict
https://www.unicef.org/education/emergencies


Another challenge to education that we are currently facing today is COVID-19. Around
the world, children are experiencing online classes, socially distanced classrooms, while others
are operating normally. Health is a number one priority, but some schools have decided to have

in-person classes, without masks, despite the pandemic. Online education exposes many
socio-economic inequalities. Some children do not have access to the internet or a computer from
home, nor can their schools provide them with one. Others do not have access to a quiet space in
which they can work and often are needed to help out with taking care of siblings as many child
care centers are closed. Although some students may have a quiet space and internet access, the
quality of education has diminished. Many teachers struggle with technology and adapting their
curriculums to an online capacity. School administrations may not be supportive of teachers who
have underlying health issues, yet are required to teach in person. Delegates must keep in mind
the current situation as educational access is discussed.

Sub-Topic 3: Early Childhood Education

Early childhood education, or pre-primary education (preschool), is necessary for the
development of children and the preparation for children of learning at school. Pre-primary
education gives children the necessary skills to move forward with their education and are less
likely

to drop out.20 The lack of early childhood education correlates to income, as many high-income
countries have access, while low-income countries do not. According to the World Bank,
“Worldwide, only half of all three to six-year-olds have access to pre-primary education. In
low-income countries, just one in five children has access to preschool.”21 Pre-primary education
helps brain development in learning and cognitive skills, which is valuable in the future, leading
to a  good job and better income.

This challenge does not just occur in low-income countries. In the United States, for
example, minorities and low-income families are less likely to send their children to a good
preschool. This further limits opportunities for groups who have little, to begin with. Problems
with equity in pre-primary education exist, meaning that the quality of education is not equal
amongst all schools. Though a child may be sent to a preschool, they might not receive the same
quality of education, hindering development and ability to learn.22



Questions to Consider & Further Reading

Questions to Consider

1. How does gender inequality affect education in your country?
2. Is your country currently experiencing a crisis or emergency? How does this impact

access to education?
3. Is pre-primary education accessible in your country? If so, why? If not, why not?
4. What steps has your country taken to improve access to education? Have they signed any
international agreements or made any legislation?

Further Reading

● https://www.unicef.org/education: this UNICEF homepage for education is a great starting
point for research.

● http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/topics/education/: The OECD provides a review of
education in certain countries.

● https://www.globalpartnership.org/: GPE is an international organization that does work in
access to education and is a good source for basic information.

● http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/education-index: The Human Development Report has an
index for education where delegates can see where their country stands. 20

https://www.unicef.org/education/early-childhood-education.

21https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/earlychildhooddevelopment.
22 https://www.ncsl.org/research/education/closing-the-opportunity-gap-in-early-childhood-education.aspx.


