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Introduction 

Education is a human right, and it is therefore a moral obligation for society to provide equity in 

education regardless of the race, wealth, and gender of people. Not providing a quality education for 

people is considered social waste to an economy of a country as talents and skills are not nurtured and a 

lot of development is therefore missed out in the economy. In highly developed countries such as the 

USA, the focus is starting to change from providing equality in education to equity in education. Providing 

quality education for all is one of the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals which are aimed to 

be achieved by 2030. This is because education enables upward socioeconomic mobility and is the key 

to escaping the poverty cycle. Even though there has been immense progress in improving the access 

and quality of education worldwide over the last decade, approximately 260 million children were still out 

of school in 2018 which is 20% of the global population at that age group. Even though 80% of children 

in the world have access to education, more than 50% of children are not meeting minimum proficiency 

standards in reading and mathematics. It is therefore imperative to not just give the remaining 20% of 

children an access to education, but it is also crucial to improve the quality of education for those who do 

not meet the minimum proficiency standards. 

The situation and focus within this topic are different across different nations on this planet. 

Member states such as Afghanistan have some of the lowest literacy rates in the world which 

significantly limits the scope of growth of the economy. The focus is therefore to provide and convince 

the population to get an education due to traditional views such as that women do not need an education 

and should instead spend their time doing household work. In the United States of America, there is 

severe inequality and inequity in education across the nation toward minorities and students in rural 

areas. This can be seen as only 57% of African American students have access to a full range of 

mathematics and science courses which are mandatory for college readiness compared to 81% for 

Asian Americans and 71% of white students. Additionally, the quality of education varies based on race 

as African American students are often located in schools with less qualified teachers who also earn 

much lower salaries. This shows that discrimination occurs for both staff and students in the education 
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industry in the USA. NGOs such as UNESCO have therefore spent a lot of resources to try and reduce 

the gap in quality of education across the world through supporting minorities.  

This issue has caused regulations and initiatives in member nations such as the USA and the EU 

which aim to aid minority groups to provide true equity in education. The main campaigns in the USA 

were the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act which was enforced from 2002-2015, followed by the Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) which has been enforced since 2015. These are governmental 

campaigns and therefore have the ability to enforce regulations. There are mainly NGOs in the EU who 

have initiatives such as the Research Facility on Inequalities which responds to the identified demand 

from national governments, international organizations and development partners. Even though there 

have been numerous successful attempts to reduce social inequity around the world, there is still a lot 

more progress required for everyone to have access to education. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Minorities 

An ethnic minority is a group of people who differ in race or colour or in national, religious, or 

cultural origin from the dominant group of the country in which they live. The different identity of an ethnic 

minority may be displayed in any number of ways, ranging from distinctive customs, lifestyles, language 

or accent, dress, and food preferences to particular attitudes, moral values, and economic or political 

beliefs espoused by members of the group. 

Economy 

An economy is the large set of inter-related production and consumption activities that aid in 

determining how scarce resources are allocated. The production and consumption of goods and services 

are used to fulfil the needs of those living and operating within the economy, which is also referred to as 

an economic system. The 4 types of economies are: traditional economies, command economies, mixed 

economies, and market economies.  

Equality 

A situation in which people of different genders, races or backgrounds are treated fairly and have 

the same access to different opportunities. This can be in relation to job opportunities, educational 

opportunities, or even health opportunities. 

Equity 
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Social equality is a state of affairs in which all people within a specific society or isolated group 

have the same status in possibly all respects, possibly including civil rights, freedom of speech, property 

rights and equal access to certain social goods and social services. Equity is different to equality as 

Equality focuses on creating the same starting line for everyone. Equity has the goal of providing 

everyone with the full range of opportunities and benefits 

Literacy Rate 

The total number of literate persons in a given age group, expressed as a percentage of the total 

population in that age group. The adult literacy rate measures literacy among persons aged 15 years 

and older, and the youth literacy rate measures literacy among persons aged 15 to 24 years. 

Supreme Court 

The highest judicial court in a country or state. 

 

Background Information 

 Education is the backbone of society and the economy. This is because the social consequences 

of inadequate education are lower income, poor economic growth, reduced tax revenues, higher costs of 

health care and social security as well as increased crime. Formal learning nurtures and develop human 

talents therefore failing to do this leads to a significant loss in skill set in the economy. It is therefore a 

moral obligation for society to ensure that adequate education is received by all children which would 

give them to skills needed to become contributing adults in society. 

A common misconception is that the goal is to reach educational equality. Each student may however 

have different needs due to various reasons such as requiring focus in different areas or disabilities. 

Nations therefore aim for true equity in education which means that the differences in educational 

outcomes are not dependent on factors such as wealth, race, income, power, or possessions. 

Race 

Minority students across the world have a significant disadvantage in access to advanced 

academic opportunities. An example of this is that 55% of high schools in America with a small number 

of minorities offer calculus compared to just 29% of school with a large number of minorities. 

Additionally, Black and Hispanic students were nearly thrice and twice as likely than white students to be 

held back a grade respectively. 
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Such inequity is not only apparent with students but also with the experience of teachers. In schools with 

the highest Black and Hispanic enrolment, teachers were paid on average $2,251 less a year than their 

colleagues in low-minority schools in the same district. This highlights the fact that schools in the same 

district are treated differently based on the race of their students. 

Black students also end up spending less time in the classroom due to disciplinary measures. They are 

3.8 times as likely to receive one or more out-of-school suspensions as white students. There has also 

been evidence of non-black teachers having both lower academic and behavioural expectations for 

African American students which emphasizes the level to which such discrimination takes place. 

Wealth 

Wealthier families can afford to spend more on education. Additionally, wealth inequality leads to 

a greater economic segregation of neighbourhoods, and since public education is primarily funded 

through property taxation, it leads to an economic segregation of school districts. Household wealth also 

acts as an “insurance” for students from the burdens of budged limitations and student loans. 

Data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics proved that greater high school wealth is positively 

correlated with children achieving better outcomes than students from lower wealth brackets. Even after 

taking away the top 20% of wealthy households, the data showed that the relationship between 

household wealth and college attainment has become stronger in recent years which highlights the 

increase in the wealth gap in college attainments. This proves that inequity in education is primarily due 

to a growing importance of wealth rather than solely the widening of the wealth gap.  

Gender 

The global literacy rate for people aged 15 and 

above is 86.3%. This number can be further broken 

down to 90% for men and 82.7% for women. This 

statistic portrays the additional obstacles which women 

face in regard to their access to education. Figure 1 

shows that the difference in literacy rates between men 

and women has been decreasing over the last few 

decades. Even though there has been incredible 

progress in both reducing the overall illiteracy rate and 

the difference between men and women, there is still a lot more work required as there is still a 

difference of 12 million people. 

Global Education.  

Figure 1: The number of illiterate youth (aged 5-24) in 
millions. 
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 Access to education and literacy rates vary 

throughout the word due to reasons such as the lack 

of facilities, children needing to work at home to earn 

a sustainable income. It is imperative for there to be 

a high literacy rate throughout the world as it would 

stimulate economic growth due to the presence of a 

larger, skilled workforce. As seen in figure 2, Africa is 

the continent with the lowest literacy rate followed by 

South Asia.  

 

Developing Countries.  

In most developing countries, data on the literacy rates per age group shows that there are large 

generational gaps. Younger generations are receiving progressively better education than older 

generations which indicates that the literacy rate for the overall population in developing countries is due 

to increase. The literacy rate is mainly low in developing countries therefore increasing it in such places 

would significantly increase the global literacy rate. 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

Afghanistan  

 Afghanistan’s economy suffers from the lack of educational opportunities of education. According 

to research conducted at Harvard School of Public Health, 65% of urban males had completed primary 

school compared to 10% of rural females. Even though the laws encourage them to get an education, 

traditional attitudes of families result in them not getting an education at all and instead spend their time 

doing household work. Afghanistan also suffers from an extremely low percentage of just 8% of the 

population enrolling in universities. Afghanistan also faces a crisis of a lack of qualified teachers which 

further affects the quality of education in the country. 

China  

 China has significant inequality in educational opportunities between students from rural areas 

and cities. Over 60 million students in rural schools are cared for by their grandparents in rural areas 

while their parents work in cities. Many urban schools are equipped with state-of-the-art facilities and 

Figure 2: The literacy rate across the world 
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well-trained teachers while rural students struggle to grasp advanced subjects due to lack of facilities 

and qualified instructors. 

India  

 Educational opportunities in India are heavily based on caste, class and gender. Those at the 

bottom of the socio-economic ladder are far more likely to be studying humanities rather than a 

professional course and are much less likely to have access to English medium education which 

significantly reduces their opportunities in the job market. Members of lower income brackets try to send 

their children to low cost private schools however there are very limited seats and it is therefore very 

difficult for such students to get into them. This results in them ending up going to governments schools 

which do not offer English medium education. Since India is a large country, the standard of education 

varies throughout the country. In the state of Bihar, just 6% of students were receiving English medium 

education compared to 95% in Jammu and Kashmir. 

UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization)  

UNESCO is a United Nations agency responsible for providing humanitarian and developmental 

aid to children worldwide. Its mission is to contribute to the building of a culture of peace, the eradication 

of poverty, sustainable development and intercultural dialogue through education, the sciences, culture, 

communication and information. UNESCO’s global priority area is Africa. Africa is the content with the 

lowest literacy rate therefore they believe that it is imperative to reduce the inequity of education in the 

continent. Though they focus on Africa, they also help out in other regions across the globe. UNESCO 

also prioritizes gender equality and therefore focuses on reducing the gap in the access to education 

between men and women. 

United Kingdom  

 The United Kingdom is the world’s fifth largest economy, yet it ranks 16th in terms of educational 

inequality during the secondary school years and 23rd in primary school years. There is significant 

economic inequality in the country, and it hasn’t changed much over the last decade. Research has 

shown that child well-being is directly linked with income inequality in the country, therefore it has a great 

impact on the education of children. NGOs such as UNICEF call for more attention to educational 

equality rather than average attainment in the country as using averages blindsight the wealthier and 

more privileged population from the issue of inequality. 

United States of America  

 Even though the USA has a literacy rate of 99%, its educational system is one of the most 

unequal in the industrialized world. There are major differences in the quality of education of students 
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based on funding, teacher quality, curriculum, and class sizes. There is a common conception in the 

country that it is the fault of the student if they do not do well. A lot of the inequity in education is toward 

minorities. Two thirds of minority students attend schools that are predominantly minority. There has also 

been evidence that high schools with a large number of minorities receive less funding than schools with 

less minority students. This shows that race is a highly influential factor in additional to location within the 

country. 

 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

April 18th, 1896 

The US Supreme Court case upheld the constitutionality of segregation under 

the ‘separate but equal’ doctrine. It stemmed from an incident in 1892 in which 

an African America train passenger Homer Plessy refused to sit in a Jim Crow 

Car. 

May 17th ,1954 

The Supreme Court unanimously ruled that “separate but equal” public schools 

for blacks and whites were unconstitutional. This case sped up the modern civil 

rights movement and inspired education reform throughout the world. 

November 8th, 1965 

Title IV was introduced in the USA which refers to federal financial aid funds for 

higher education. This significantly increased the access to education across 

the country. 

January 2nd ,1968 

The No Child Left Behind Act was introduced. It made it mandatory for all 

schools receiving federal funding to administer an annual nationwide 

standardized test annual for primary school students. It also offered free tuition 

and other supplemental education services to for struggling students. 

July 12th, 1972 

The Martin Luther King Jr versus Ann Arbor school board was introduced, which 

stated that no state shall deny equal educational opportunity to an individual on 

account of his or her race, sex, or national origin. 

June 15th ,1982 

The Supreme Court issued Phyler V. Doe a decision that states cannot deny 

students free public education based on their immigration status. This is 

because they agreed that providing them with an education was worth mitigating 

the harm imposed on society at large from denying them an education. 

October 30th, 1990 
IDEA is a federal law which requires schools to serve the educational needs of 

eligible students with disabilities. 
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December 10th, 2015 

The Every Child Succeeds Act was imposed, which stated that every child, 

regardless of their race, income, background, or residence, deserves the 

chance to make of their lives what they will. 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Convention against discrimination in education, 14 December 1960 (34 C/56) 

● Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, 3 September 1981 

(A/RES/34/180) 

● Convention on the Rights of the Child, 20 November 1989 (RES/44/25) 

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB Act) - USA 

 The NCLB Act was imposed in 2002 and was discontinued with the arrival of the ESSA in 

2015. The aim of the NCLB Act was to level the playing field for disadvantaged students such 

as students in poverty, minorities, students receiving special education services, and those who 

spoke and understood limited or no English. The NCLB Act held schools accountable for how 

kids learn and achieved progress through ways such as: 

Annual Testing 

The NCLB Act made it mandatory for schools to give students state-wide mathematics and 

reading tests every year in grades 3-8 and once in grades 10-12. The primary goal of these tests 

was to monitor the progress of disadvantaged students in schools compared to other students. 

Academic Progress 

States were required to bring all students including those in special education up to the 

“proficient” level on the standardised tests. If students did not reach their targets, schools got a 

report from the state which was shared with parents. If a school didn’t meet the adequate yearly 

progress targets, they would be labelled as “needing improvement” 

Penalties 

Schools with many low-income students were referred to as Title I schools. If such schools didn’t 

meet their adequate yearly progress targets, the state were permitted to change the school’s 
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leadership team or even close the school. If a school consistently was not able to reach their 

targets, parents had the option to move their children to other schools. Such penalties were not 

applicable to non-Title-I schools. 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) - USA 

 The Every Student Succeeds Act was signed by President Barack Obama on December 

10, 2015. This law has been successful at increasing graduation rates and reducing drop out in 

the USA. It was made as a successor of the NCLB Act. ESSA includes provisions to help 

ensure success for students and schools such as: 

Increasing equity 

ESSA contained a clause which advances equity for America’s disadvantaged and high-need 

students. This takes solving the problem to the next extent by working toward true equity rather 

than just equality. 

Increasing academic standards 

Another goal of ESSA was to advance academic stands in a way which better prepares students 

for success in college and their future careers. This drastically increases opportunities for 

students to have greater contributions to the future economy. 

Increasing Vital Communication 

Vital information about students’ progress that is measured through state-wide assessments 

must be directly provided to educators, families, students and communities. This ensures that all 

important parties are well informed about a student’s performance in comparison to the rest of 

the country so that certain areas can be improved on. 

 Research Facility on Inequalities – EU 

 The Research Facility on Inequalities is an initiative of the European Commission which 

was implemented by the French Development Agency (AFD) The initiative aims to increase the 

inclusion of people with disabilities at both the international and country level. Reducing 

inequality in education is also rooted deeply into the EU’s commitments to promote and protect 

human rights therefore the initiative makes it a priority to tackle discrimination and inequality and 

make sure no one is left behind in education. The initiative also has a subdivision which has 

allowed the EU and its member countries to work with African partners to deal with the root 
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cause of destabilisation and forced displacement across 3 regions in Africa. The initiative has 

assisted 1.5 million migrants who have been forcibly displaced from their communities. 

 

Possible Solutions 

Awareness campaigns in countries with traditional views toward education of women. 

 One of the core issues in many countries with a low literacy rate is that traditional views 

cause most women to stay at home and do household work rather than going to get an 

education. Women make up approximately 50% of the population therefore providing them a 

strong education would significantly boost the economy of countries in which the majority of 

them don’t have one.  

Imposing stricter regulations against discrimination of minorities. 

 Minorities in many countries face severe discrimination. Examples of this include schools 

in America with a high number of minority students receiving less funding and the difference in 

quality of education based on the caste of people in India. Imposing stricter regulations 

regarding this form of discrimination through means such as quotas would give more 

opportunities to people suffering from such issues.  

Imposing stricter regulations for the inclusion of people with disabilities. 

 Equity in education can only be reached if everyone including people with disabilities 

have a somewhat equal quality of education. It is therefore imperative to ensure that the 

required special privileges are given to such people to mitigate the impact of their disability on 

the quality of their education. This can be achieved through countries imposing strict laws and 

regulations in educational institutes. 
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I. Our World in Data – Global Education 

https://ourworldindata.org/global-education  

II. UNCF – K-12 Disparity Facts and Statistics 

https://uncf.org/pages/k-12-disparity-facts-and-

stats#:~:text=According%20to%20a%202016%20Department,18%20percent%20teachers%2

0of%20color. .  

III. UNICEF Data – Literacy 

https://data.unicef.org/topic/education/literacy/  

https://ourworldindata.org/global-education
https://uncf.org/pages/k-12-disparity-facts-and-stats#:~:text=According%20to%20a%202016%20Department,18%20percent%20teachers%20of%20color
https://uncf.org/pages/k-12-disparity-facts-and-stats#:~:text=According%20to%20a%202016%20Department,18%20percent%20teachers%20of%20color
https://uncf.org/pages/k-12-disparity-facts-and-stats#:~:text=According%20to%20a%202016%20Department,18%20percent%20teachers%20of%20color
https://data.unicef.org/topic/education/literacy/

