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Topic 1 | Rights of Children in Armed Conflict 

Introduction 

 The use of children in warfare has been a subject of much contention over 

the history of mankind. Dating back to past civilizations like the Romans, Greeks, 

Mesopotamians, etc., children have been involved in some way or another when 

conflicts arise, whether as directly involved soldiers, or as peripheral assets like 

sexual slaves and spies. For hundreds of years, children have been forced to 

endure the horrors of war first-hand, leading to the creation of generations of 

scarred and traumatized individuals that develop into adults who struggle to re-

assimilate into regular society (Rosen 2005). Work by the international 

community including the UN, its member nations, and relevant Non-

Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in the last century, however, has brought 

the issue to light in an attempt to create a permanent solution to the problem.  

Nevertheless, despite two thirds of member states agreeing that the 

recruitment of children for conflict under the age of 18 should be prohibited and 

punished, there are still an estimated 250,000 child soldiers in the world today. 

Almost half of all recruited child soldiers are female; a statistic that demonstrates 

just how dangerous this issue is to all children irrespective of gender (Warchild 

2014). Since 2012, “twenty states have officially reported the presence of child 

soldiers in government, government-affiliated, and non-state armed groups” (11 

FACS). Additionally, since 2014, about 40 member states still have minimal age 

recruitments legally below the age of 18 (Child Soldiers UNICEF 2014). 
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The topic can be broken down into three different areas for effective focus: 

recruitment prevention, disarmament and short-term rehabilitation, and long-term 

rehabilitation and re-assimilation. Discussion of this topic fundamentally begins at 

the definition of a child soldier.  
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Background 

Defining Child Soldiers 

 A child soldier according to the Paris Principles on the Involvement of 

Children in Armed Conflict 2007 is defined as:  

 “A child associated with an armed force or armed group refers to any 

person below 18 years of age who is, or who has been, recruited or used by an 

armed force or armed group in any capacity, including but not limited to children, 

boys and girls, used as fighters, cooks, porters, spies or for sexual purposes. 

(Child Recruitment and Use 2016)” 

 This definition includes all children in armed conflict and does not exclude 

the individuals that are not directly involved in the fighting but play a role outside 

of battle e.g. the aforementioned sexual slaves, spies, porters, cooks etc., as well 

as children placed in direct combat. This understanding is paramount to dealing 

with the nuances of the issue because treatment, rehabilitation, and re-

assimilation of child soldiers depend heavily on their role in the conflict.  

Recruitment Prevention 

 The first step to eliminating the use of children in armed conflict is to 

prevent their initial recruitment. This means that binding legislation must be 

formulated in order to prevent the involvement of any individuals under the age of 

18 in warfare. As stated, about 40 national governments still have laws that allow 

children under the age of 18 to be involved in the military (Child Soldiers 

International 2016). In addition, the recent destabilization of nations in the Middle 

East like Syria, Iraq, Libya, etc. have resulted in a resurgence of child recruitment 
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by armed militia groups like the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). It is 

impossible to completely eliminate child soldier recruitment especially when it 

comes to terror groups who utilize easily indoctrinated youths as their primary 

force of power. Nonetheless, understanding the recruitment process at an 

individual level allows us to reduce overall child conscription from both a multi-

national and local perspective (Reuters 2016). 

The international community has largely split child soldier recruitment into 

two categories: forced and voluntary recruitment. Child soldiers that are coerced 

into military action are often tried differently to those that voluntarily fight, both 

are subject to Juvenile International Law though the former are given much 

lighter sentences. Despite this legal standing, however, the Office of the Special 

Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict has 

deemed voluntary and forced recruitment as essentially similar circumstances 

because volunteering to fight is simply an attempt at survival (Child Recruitment 

and Use 2016). Dr. Amporn Wathanavong, a former child soldier in an anti-

government group in Thailand provides an example of this in his account of his 

experiences. He states that he and many of his close friends volunteered to fight 

because they were provided with food and pay, things difficult to find as an 

impoverished child in underdeveloped Thailand (Forde 2016). It is also incredibly 

difficult to distinguish between these two as children are easily indoctrinated and 

psychologically have “not developed a concept of death.” As a result, they can 

easily be swayed to stand for toxic ideals and violent campaigns, without fully 

being cognizant of the consequences. Though the sentences for both groups of 
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children legally have yet to be altered, the UN views both aforementioned 

circumstances as the same (Child Recruitment and Use 2016). 

This discussion has prompted the labeling of push and pull factors by the 

Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and 

Armed Conflict (Child Recruitment and Use 2016). Three main factors have been 

identified thus far as major forces pushing children to military recruitment: 

● Poverty: children living in poor inhospitable environments are likely to be 

given up by their parents to armies or will volunteer themselves in exchange 

for food, shelter, clothing, and other basic necessities 

● Discrimination: children faced with ethnic, religious, or tribal discrimination 

that have been exposed to injustices done toward their community may feel 

compelled to join armed groups fighting on “their behalf.” They may also be 

forced to “defend” their community by contributing to the armed groups’ 

cause. 

● Martyrdom: young children that have been taught since an early age that a 

violent death in favor of a cause may give them fame and a guaranteed path 

to a wealthy after-life may give their lives in support of certain armed groups. 

Alleviating these three factors can avert the “voluntary” joining of children in 

armed conflict. 

Disarmament and Short-Term Rehabilitation 

 There are still a multitude of nations and armed groups today that are 

currently engaged with the process of child soldier recruitment and have in their 

possession thousands of armed youths. There has, however, been a great 
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amount of success recently. The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 

(FARC), an armed guerrilla group, released all 15 year olds and younger from 

their ranks and a plan for the release of individuals between 15 – 18 years old is 

being discussed (Fagan and Owen 2016). Afghanistan has also officially 

criminalized the recruitment of children and endorsed a roadmap to acceleration 

implementation of the UNSC Action Plans (Children Not Soldiers 2016). 

Nonetheless, the current campaign launched since March 2014, aimed 

specifically at the 8 national security forces that recruit and use children: 

Afghanistan, Chad, Democratic Republic of Congo, Myanmar, Somalia, South 

Sudan, Sudan, and Yemen, has encountered a degree of roadblocks in its 

procession. International efforts need to be focused on aiding these campaigns 

but additionally, further solutions need to be put in action not just on national 

governments but also on rebel, terror, and guerilla groups that often do not 

recognize international legislation. 

 Solutions need to be proposed in order to incentivize groups to disarm 

their youth fighters. Many of the resolutions that have been passed take into 

account national governments but rarely focus on the excruciatingly difficult task 

of negotiating with armed groups that utilize children (Security Council Resolution 

1612 and Beyond, 2016). Furthermore, once children have been liberated from 

warfare, they need to be immediately placed in a program that aims to 

rehabilitate them. The rehabilitation process has largely been a topic of heated 

debate since involved parties disagree heavily on what needs to be done.  
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There is still a lot of academic research being done on rehabilitation 

methodologies. For example, a notable academic paper titled Child Soldiers in 

Sierra Leone and the Problems of Demobilisation, Rehabilitation, and 

Reintegration into Society: Some Lessons for Social Workers in War-torn 

Societies discusses the difficulties encountered by current rehabilitation 

programs in Sierra Leone and Uganda. These include a lack of medical 

resources, a dearth of psychological professional aid, differences in rehabilitation 

treatments for girls and boys, the ethical/moral dilemma of introducing children 

into societies that they have been in conflict with, etc. In fact, disarmed child 

soldiers are only placed in the rehabilitation camps for three months before they 

are returned back “home” to families that often have either been killed or have 

ostracized them, resulting in a lack of community connectivity and identity (Zack-

Williams and Tunde 2006). Those who do manage to return frequently do not 

have the skills to obtain and maintain jobs to support themselves. 

This category proves to potentially be the most demanding area of focus 

in the effort to reduce the presence of children in armed conflict. Not only is the 

negotiation of child soldier disarmament with rebel groups incredibly difficult, the 

immediate rehabilitation of child soldiers is an equally challenging task requiring 

a large amount of resources and contributions from involved national 

governments and relevant organizations. 

Long-Term Rehabilitation and Re-Assimilation 

The final step toward the removal of children from armed conflict is the 

liberated child soldier’s long-term rehabilitation plans and eventual re-assimilation 
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into society. As stated in the previous section, child soldiers in nations such as 

the Democratic Republic of Congo and Uganda once disarmed are introduced 

into a three month long rehabilitation program; upon completion, they are to 

return back home to fend for themselves with little emphasis on continued future 

support or community (Invisible Children 2016). The problem seems to be that 

these children remain incredibly isolated and are unable to deal with the 

struggles of a “normal” livelihood (Zack-Williams and Tunde 2006). More 

resources could be provided to the cause, however, organizations like the World 

Health Organization (WHO), United Nations Children Emergency Fund 

(UNICEF), and United Nations Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO), have stated that the abundance of resources is not necessarily the 

issue. Rather the problem lies in a lack of qualified, trained professionals 

equipped with the knowledge to properly educate and rehabilitate the former 

child soldiers (Healing Child Soldiers 2016). Relief groups comprise largely of 

volunteers or individuals with minimal trauma counseling experience. 

 If rehabilitation were to proceed smoothly and regular check-ins are 

achieved in order to keep track on the progress of the newly re-introduced former 

soldiers, there still lies the difficult task of making them self-sufficient members of 

society. Programs that have been successful in attaching former soldiers with 

vocational trainers after the 12-week program are given a far higher likelihood of 

success when it comes to financial independence and economic support (Zack-

Williams and Tunde 2006). The 2006 paper on Child Soldiers in Sierra Leone 

proposes the use of Gemeinschaft (community) and Gesellschaft (society) 
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conceptual tools as a framework for future social work education. It is believed 

that Gemeinschaft community skills are very important but Gesellschaft societal 

aptitude is necessary for these former soldiers to be successfully introduced back 

into their multi-cultural communities (Zack-Williams and Tunde 2006). These 

recommendations though are far from the only solutions currently being sought. 

This area of focus is still rather new and much more can be done to better the 

post-rehabilitation lives of retired soldiers. 
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UN Involvement 

Legislative History 

 The United Nations has been incredibly involved with the reduction of 

children in armed conflict. The international community’s legal action against the 

child recruitment for military involvement began with introduction of Additional 

Protocols in 1977 to the original 1949 Geneva Conventions that prohibited the 

conscription of children under the age of 15. In 1989, this prohibition was 

supported by the Conventions on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which for the 

first time defined a child as any individual under the age of 18. Accompanied by 

the 2002 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, the recruitment of 

children for any use in war up to and including sexual slavery as stated in Article 

8(2)(b)(xxii) and Article 8(2)(e)(vii) was deemed a war crime (International 

Standards 2016). 

 The world’s first international treaty that was completely focused on 

ending the military involvement of children was the Optional Protocol to the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed 

conflict (OPAC), adopted by the UN General Assembly at the turn of the century 

on May 25, 2000.  This document criminalizes non-state recruitment under the 

age of 18 and state recruitment under the age of 16, provided they are not sent 

to war until they are 18 years of age. Two-thirds of the world’s national 

governments now only allow the recruitment of individuals 18 years of age and 

above. However, the distinction between non-state and state recruitment in 

OPAC has resulted in the hampering of international efforts to persuade non-
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state armed groups to give up their current child recruits. Potential removal of this 

distinction resulted in a heated topic of discussion and was strongly opposed by 

the USA and the UK who insisted upon its inclusion at the time OPAC was being 

negotiated (International Standards 2016). 

 Other ancillary international laws that have contributed to preventing the 

use of children in war include the 1999 International Labor Organization’s (ILO) 

Worst Forms of Child Labor Convention 182 and the African Union’s Charter on 

the Rights and Welfare of the Child, passed in 1999 as the only regional treaty to 

date that deals with the issue of child soldiers (International Standards 2016). 

 Despite these legislations, discrepancies still widely persist between 

documents raising the questions regarding the internationally recognized legal 

age for military conscription. Article 38 in the CRC uses the lower age of 15 as 

the minimum age for recruitment. Article 8(2)(b)(xxvi)) of the Rome Statute of the 

ICC criminalizes the, “conscripting or enlisting children under the age of fifteen 

years into national armed forces or using them to participate actively in hostilities” 

as well. OPAC on the other hand widely condemns the use of children in war 

below the age of 18 and the ILO Minimum Age Convention 138 supports the 

statement agreeing that 18 should be, “the minimum age for admission to 

employment or work which by its nature or circumstances in which it is carried 

out is likely to jeopardize the health, safety or morals of young persons” 

(International Standards 2016). 
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Security Council 

 The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has passed the following 

nine resolutions thus far on the topic of children and armed conflict: 

● Resolution 1261 (25th August, 1999): This resolution was the first to be 

passed in the Security Council on the topic of children and armed conflict. 

It supported the provision of humanitarian assistance, strongly condemned 

any and all use of children in conflict, and called upon the assistance of as 

many relevant actors as possible both national and international to end 

and support the movement against child conscription (S/RES/1261 

(1999)). 

● Resolution 1314 (11th August, 2000): This resolution added a few 

additional clauses to the prior year’s resolution especially focusing on the 

creation of child protection staffs in peacekeeping operations (S/RES/1314 

(2000)) 

● Resolution 1379 (20th November, 2001): This resolution called upon the 

Secretary-General to publish an annual report that listed all parties 

involved with the recruitment of children in war (S/RES/1379 (2001)). 

● Resolution 1539 (22nd April, 2004): This resolution primarily commends 

a lot of work done by regional and sub regional organizations and mainly 

praises the adoption of a peer review framework on the protection of 

children by the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 

(S/RES/1539 (2004)). 
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● Resolution 1612 (26th July, 2005): This resolution officially established 

the monitoring and reporting mechanism (MRM) on grave violations 

against children in armed conflict. This document also created the Security 

Council Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict, a group that 

reviews the Secretary-General’s reports on children in armed conflict and 

serves as an advisory body to groups in conflict, governments and donors, 

as well as involved UN parties (S/RES/1612 (2005)). 

● Resolution 1882 (4th August, 2009): This resolution added killing, 

maiming and sexual violence in conflict to children as criteria for listing 

originally mentioned in Resolution 1379 (S/RES/1882 (2009)). 

● Resolution 1998 (12th July, 2011): This resolution additionally placed 

attacks on schools and hospitals to the criteria for listing (S/RES/1998 

(2011)) 

● Resolution 2225 (18th June, 2015): This resolution like Resolution 1882 

and 1998 adds an additional criterion of abductions to the listing set forth 

in Resolution 1379 (S/RES/2225 (2015)). 

 

As a result of the prior resolutions, the UNSC has successfully managed 

to get 17 parties engaged in child recruitment to sign on to action plans. Of those 

17, five are government forces and 12 are non-state armed groups (International 

Standards 2016). 
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Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed 

Conflict (SRSG) 

 Serving as an “independent advocate for the protection and well-being of 

children affected by armed conflict, working with partners to enhance their 

protection and facilitating through diplomatic and humanitarian initiatives the work 

of operational actors on the ground, the SRSG was originally given its mandate 

in 1996 through the adoption of Resolution 51/77 by the General Assembly of the 

United Nations (International Standards 2016). 

The SRSG has met a lot of success in recent years and in fact just two 

years ago successfully launched their new campaign, Children, Not Soldiers. 

This campaign led by the SRSG president Leila Zerrougui targets the 

aforementioned 8 national security forces that are involved in the recruitment of 

child soldiers. All of the 8 nations have thus far signed Action Plans to end and 

prevent the recruitment and use of children with Chad officially being removed 

from the listings due to a completion of all of its Action Plan requirements 

(Children Not Soldiers 2016). The actual Action Plans themselves consist of five 

main points: 

● Issue Military command orders prohibiting the recruitment and use of 

children 

● Release all children identified in the ranks of security forces 

● Ensure children’s reintegration into civilian life 

● Criminalize the recruitment and use of children 

● Integrate age-verification mechanism in recruitment procedures 
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The SRSG in conjunction with the Security Council’s Action Plans have 

released a list of their achievements since the launch of their 2014 campaign. 

The following are a few of their successes: 

● “The President of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) named a 

Presidential Advisor to address sexual violence and child recruitment. In 

September 2015, the Government adopted a roadmap to accelerate the 

implementation of its Action Plan” (Children Not Soldiers 2016). 

● “Close to 750 children (and youth recruited as children) were released 

from Myanmar’s army since the signature of the Action Plan. In 

September 2015, the country signed the Optional Protocol to the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in 

armed conflict” (Children Not Soldiers 2016). 

● “Sudan signed an action plan with the United Nations to end and prevent 

the recruitment and use of children in the country's security forces” 

(Children Not Soldiers 2016). 

● “In 2014, South Sudan recommitted to the action plan signed in 2012. 

Implementation has been stalled due to conflict. Provisions for the 

separation and release of children by parties to conflict are included in the 

August 2015 peace agreement” (Children Not Soldiers 2016). 
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Case Studies  

Al-Shabaab’s Effects on Kenya and Somalia 

Al-Shabaab, an Islamist terrorist group banned by the United States and 

United Kingdom, has staged multiple attacks in Kenya and Somalia since their 

rise in 2006. The Kenyan and Somali people have dealt with suicide bombings, 

beheadings, and assaults in colleges and malls (Robins-Early 2015). This militant 

group pledged allegiance to Al Qaeda in 2012 and ISIS in 2015, aligning 

themselves with two of the most infamous terrorist groups in the world (Kriel 

2015). 

It is believed that Al-Shabaab is in control of 7,000 to 9,000 soldiers, some 

of which are children under the age of 18 (Who are Somalia’s al-Shabab 2015). 

The Annual Report of the Secretary General on Children and Armed Conflict 

confirms that 903 children were captured and placed on the battlefield from 

January to December 2015 - 555 of them belonging to Al-Shabaab and 218 of 

those children belonging to the Somali National Army (Report of the Security 

Council on Children and Armed Conflict 2016). This report also documented 43 

and 15 incidents of sexual violence against children in Al-Shabaab and the 

Somali National Army respectively (United 2016). Having lured and abducted 

children with false promises of education to join their forces, this militant group 

has been and continues to take advantage of the vulnerability and hopelessness 

of these children. These children have “‘few alternatives and so recruitment into a 

group that offers, money, livelihood, security, protection and status might seem 

like an attractive option,’” (Kriel 2016). 
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In 2012, the Somalian Transitional Federal Government signed an action 

plan detailing the following steps to work towards eliminating the use of children 

in militia. The first step focuses on the end to and prevention of child soldier 

recruitment in Somalia’s National Armed Forces. The second is to help the 

children freed from the armed forces assimilate back into society with help from 

the UN. Third is to enforce national legislation that criminalizes the use of child 

soldiers. Last is to give the UN the freedom to military installation in verifying the 

recruitment of children (At, 2012). The published annual Report of the Secretary 

General on Children and Armed Conflict recommends that Member States 

maintain “their engagement in hostilities and responses to all threats of peace 

and security” within the scopes of international legislation, turn in children 

encountered during conflict and ensure there are “appropriate resources for 

reintegration,” and to “treat children associated with armed groups…as victims 

entitled to full protection of their human rights” (United, 2016). Despite these 

efforts, the Al-Shabaab’s assaults still terrorize Somalia and their children, 

contributing greatly to the devastating issue of child soldiers.  

Sudanese Conflict 

In the latest bloody chapter of a seemingly perpetual civil war, South 

Sudan has begun to enlist child soldiers throughout the region. While this 

phenomenon has only been recently detected (owing largely to independent 

research by U.N. and United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID) independent sources) its roots span over a decade. 
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 A 2013 study conducted by UNICEF estimated the number of child 

soldiers in South Sudan to have totaled more than 16,000 in the past decade 

alone. Upwards of 650 child soldiers were reportedly recruited in 2016 – most of 

which were younger than 12 years of age. This number has persisted, and as of 

late, has prompted nations (including the U.S.) to enact retaliatory measures in 

an effort to stymie this most egregious of practices. These ‘measures’ have taken 

the form of trade-and-aid embargos, levied in attempts to undermining the 

perceived economic benefits of the ‘child-soldier.’  

The rationale behind South Sudan's call-to-arms rests on deficiencies in 

both manpower and weaponry. As such, child soldiers are often saddled in the 

dregs of military conflict and manipulated to exact gross injustices including but 

not limited to self-immolation, suicide-bombing, and standard military violence. 

These horrific acts are frequently coupled with inculcation, effectively 

brainwashing the nation’s youth to ascribe to this radicalized diatribe. The 

psychological collateral of this method has been thoroughly explored (Warchild 

2016). Thus, South Sudan has forcibly amassed thousands of disaffected youth 

that – if not felled by a bullet, stricken with disease, or tortured – are likely to 

endure a lifetime of post-traumatic stress, depression, and immense anxiety. 

BBC, drawing from earlier reports by U.N. peacekeepers, gained access 

to one child in particular – Silva. Only 11 years of age, young Silva has borne 

witness to some of humanity’s most gruesome sights. Speaking candidly with a 

reporter, Silva explained that he “had not seen his father or mother in years,” and 

that the “AK-47 hanging around his neck was extremely heavy.” Despite such 
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trying circumstances, the boy noted that his goal was to gain an education and 

“go back to school” (BBC 2015) 

Unfortunately, Silva is not alone. Scores of child soldiers have been 

denied basic literacy skills and have expectedly suffered (if they were lucky 

enough to escape the war-zone). The disadvantages endemic to one’s status as 

a former child-soldier is obviously not monolithic. Many Sudanese girls are 

abducted as child soldiers are, in addition to many of the traumatic stressors 

experienced by boys, subjected to rampant sexual violence, female genital 

mutilation, and gendered assault. The confluence of these factors paint an all-too 

grisly picture for those child-soldiers caught in the nation’s longest and most 

violent Civil Wars.  

However, the struggle is not limited to those unfortunate souls drafted as 

child soldiers. Hundreds of families have been coerced into abandoning their 

communities, so as to protect their youth from ensnarement in the hands of rebel 

factions. This flight inevitably reveals itself in rampant displacement, starvation, 

and transiency.  

The Sudanese conflict has effectuated some of the worst civil rights 

violations in world history. The tragedy: children are being taken as fodder for the 

ever-present dearth in spare manpower. In truth, children of the South Sudan are 

being conscripted at an unprecedented rate. The only hope for these disaffected 

souls lies in a series of disembodied policy decisions aimed at undercutting the 

economic rationale for its implementation. 
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Questions to Consider 

1. One of the most difficult and harrowing aspects of this issue is attempting 

to reduce the amount of children utilized in warfare by armed non-state 

groups. How could the United Nations and relevant assisting parties go 

about reducing child soldier numbers in non-state groups? What 

incentives or programs should be incorporated to help persuade these 

bodies to halt the use of children? 

2. What rehabilitation programs and methodologies should be utilized to treat 

and protect retired child soldiers? How should these campaigns be carried 

out to ensure long-term success, especially regarding the challenges 

accompanying assimilation of child soldiers back into productive members 

of society? 

3. There is a lot of discussion regarding the treatment of former child soldiers 

after their involvement in conflict. Should they be tried for war crimes or 

should they be completely absolved of their actions? Should there be any 

adjustments made to current legislation? If not, how should the current 

legislation be amended and/or enforced? 
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Topic 2 | Reconsidering the 2030 Education Agenda 

Introduction 

 The greatly revered Nelson Mandela once said that, “Education is the 

most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.” Since the mid-

20th century, a great amount of focus has been placed to enhance both the 

access and quality of education available for both children and adults.  In 1990, 

the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

officially launched a campaign called Education for All, a mission founded at the 

World Conference for Education for All in Jomtien, Thailand for the purpose of 

“meeting the learning needs of all children, youths, and adults.” This program 

identified key areas that needed to be improved within the realm of literacy and 

acted as the leading platform for globally bettering education (EFA Goals 2016). 

Over the last two and a half decades, a multitude of organizations including the 

UN along with a plethora of committed member nations have strived to help 

provide quality education to all those that seek and require it. This legacy 

extends to today with ongoing programs and platforms that are currently still 

being carried out. However, despite vast accomplishments, there is still plenty of 

progress to be made. 
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Background 

History 

 A brief overview of the history of the Education for All campaign and other 

supporting movements gives valuable insight as to where our focus should 

currently be placed (Sachs 2016). After the initial launch of Education for All, the 

World Education Forum met again in 2000 in Dakar, Senegal to create the Dakar 

Framework for Action, a document that reaffirmed the commitment by the global 

community to their efforts to accomplish the following 6 goals set out by the 

Education for All (EFA) to be reached by 2015 (EFA Goals 2016): 

● Goal 1: Expanding and improving comprehensive early childhood care 

and education especially for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 

children. 

● Goal 2: Ensuring that by 2015 all children, particularly girls, children in 

difficult circumstances and those belonging to ethnic minorities, have 

access to, and complete, free and compulsory primary education of good 

quality. 

● Goal 3: Ensuring that the learning needs of all young people and adults 

are met through equitable access to appropriate learning and life-skills 

programs. 

● Goal 4: Achieving a 50 percent improvement in levels of adult literacy by 

2015, especially for women, and equitable access to basic and continuing 

education for all adults. 
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● Goal 5: Eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education 

by 2005, and achieving gender equality in education by 2015, with a focus 

on ensuring girls’ full and equal access to and achievement in basic 

education of good quality. 

●  Goal 6: Improving all aspects of the quality of education and ensuring 

excellence of all so that recognized and measurable learning outcomes 

are achieved by all especially in literacy, numeracy, and essential life 

skills. 

 

With adoption of the Dakar Framework for Action, the UN set on a 

powerful campaign to ensure that the EFA goals were accomplished by 2015. 

Since the World Education Forum in 2000 revealed that many member nations 

were far from accomplishing their predetermined goals set out ten years earlier 

initially in Jomtien, Thailand (1990), the UN launched an initiative called the 

United Nations Literacy Decade (UNLD) beginning in 2003 and continuing until 

the expiration of the Dakar Framework for Action and the EFA in 2015 (UN 

Literacy Decade 2016). This initiative was meant to provide support to reach the 

EFA goals and development environments that fostered a growth of literacy, a 

necessary step to “eradicating poverty, reducing child mortality, curbing 

population growth, achieving gender equality and ensuring sustainable 

development, peace and democracy,” as stated by UNESCO. 

Just last year, the expiration of all of the aforementioned documents and 

campaigns including the EFA, the Dakar Framework for Action, the UNLD and 
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the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) resulted in the necessary creation of 

new targets for the upcoming decades (Millennium Development Goals 2000). 

Since 2000, World Bank has accumulated a tremendous amount of information 

regarding the ongoing state of literacy and has compiled a list of data regarding 

various aspects of education. This comprehensive list has been divided into ten 

different categories: access, quality, expenditure, literacy, gender, equity, pre-

primary, primary, secondary, and tertiary (Mission 2016). These statistics help 

greatly to understand the current state of affairs regarding education around the 

world and who has access to it. UNESCO has also officially submitted a report to 

the UN General Assembly titled the United Nations Literacy Decade: education 

for all (A/68/201) that highlights the various achievements of the EFA, UNLD, and 

Dakar Framework and also focuses on areas where it fell short of its targets. 

Despite UN efforts, the information collected by the World Bank shows the 

goal of complete literacy is still alarmingly far from fulfillment. Developing country 

enrollment in primary education has reached 91%, but 57 million children around 

the world still do not have access or the means to attend educational institutions. 

Half of the said children are reported to be living in sub-Saharan Africa 

(Education Statistics 2016). An estimated 50% of these out-of-school children 

also live in conflict-ridden areas. Regardless of the increase in education, 103 

million youth still lack basic literacy skills and close to 60% of them are girls 

indicating a clear gender disparity within this topic. In fact 17% of the adult 

population is still illiterate with two-thirds of that percentage being women 

(Statistics on Literacy 2016).  
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These statistics along with the numbers obtained by the World Bank and 

UNESCO have spurred the release of the new and improved Incheon 

Declaration for 2030 that officially introduced the new campaign towards 

inclusive and equitable education and lifelong learning for all (Incheon 

Declaration 2015). This document that acts as the primary successor to the 

Dakar Framework for Action outlines ten main targets to be reached by the year 

2030. These are aligned to work in cooperation with the newly planned and 

renamed Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) – the successor of the now 

expired MDGs that are to be met also by 2030, in particular goal 4 that works to 

generally, “Ensure inclusive and quality education for all and promote lifelong 

learning.” Goal 4 of the SDGs have been set to meet the following targets: 

● 4.1: By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and 

quality primary and secondary education leading to relevant and Goal-4 

effective learning outcomes 

● 4.2: By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys have access to quality early 

childhood development, care and pre-primary education so that they are 

ready for primary education 

● 4.3: By 2030, ensure equal access for all women and men to affordable 

and quality technical, vocational and tertiary education, including 

university 

● 4.4: By 2030, substantially increase the number of youth and adults who 

have relevant skills, including technical and vocational skills, for 

employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship 
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● 4.5: By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal 

access to all levels of education and vocational training for the vulnerable, 

including persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in 

vulnerable situations 

● 4.6: By 2030, ensure that all youth and a substantial proportion of adults, 

both men and women, achieve literacy and numeracy 

● 4.7: 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 

nonviolence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of 

culture’s contribution to sustainable development 

● 4.a: Build and upgrade education facilities that are child, disability and 

gender sensitive and provide safe, nonviolent, inclusive and effective 

learning environments for all 

● 4.b: By 2020, substantially expand globally the number of scholarships 

available to developing countries, in particular least developed countries, 

small island developing States and African countries, for enrolment in 

higher education, including vocational training and information and 

communications technology, technical, engineering and scientific 

programs, in developed countries and other developing countries 

● 4.c: By 2030, substantially increase the supply of qualified teachers, 

including through international cooperation for teacher training in 
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developing countries, especially least developed countries and small 

island developing states 

  

Despite the launch of both the SDGs and the new Incheon Declaration 

and the relative success of the previous documents and movements, a great 

number of people still criticize the method of approach both the UN and its 

affiliated organizations along with a number of member states have adopted. 

These reservations will be elaborated on in the following section on UN 

Involvement. However, in order to fundamentally grasp these concepts, a 

multitude of terms need to be defined prior to discussion of this topic. 
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Key Terms 

 Many of the terms below are necessary to understand the scope of this 

issue. They have been compared alongside the American school curriculum, as 

most of those involved in the conference are familiar with American levels of 

education. Therefore a brief definition has been established for the following:  

• Pre-Primary Education: This level of education is meant for children ranging 

from two to seven years old and is meant to precede primary level education. 

Also known as kindergarten, this is typically the first institutionalized form of 

education 

• Primary Education: This level of education is often the first stage of 

compulsory education. In American schools, this ranges from grade 1-5 and 

follows pre-primary education. This original MDGs that expired in 2015 set out 

to make primary education a universal right. 

• Secondary Education: This level of education includes both middle school 

and high school in the American curriculum ranging from grade 6 through 12. 

Secondary education is largely compulsory in a large group of countries but is 

not a mandatory regulation in all, especially in developing nations. 

• Tertiary Education: This level of education typically follows the completion of 

a secondary level institution, otherwise known as high school in the American 

curriculum. These include knowledge obtained through university level 

institutions and vocational training programs. 
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• Gross Enrollment Rate (GER): The number of children enrolled in a level 

(primary or secondary), regardless of age, divided by the population of the 

age group that officially corresponds to the same level. 

• Net Enrollment Rate (NER): The number of children enrolled in a level of 

education that belong to the age group that officially corresponds to that level 

of education, divided by the total population of the same age group. 

• Net Attendance Rate (NAR): Percentage of children in the age group that 

officially corresponds to a level of education who attend that level of 

education. These data typically come from national household surveys. 

• Gender Parity Index (GPI): Gender Parity Index (GPI) in higher education is 

calculated for 18-23 years of age group. The ratio of the female to male in 

higher education measures progress towards gender equity and the level of 

learning opportunities available for women in relation to those available to 

men. It serves also as a significant indicator of the empowerment of women in 

society. The data provides state-wise gender parity index for all categories, 

SC and ST. 

• Environmental Index: an aspect of the Human Development Index (HDI) 

that is calculated using the mean and expected years of schooling index. 
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UN Involvement 

The United Nations, mainly UNESCO has fiercely campaigned into the 

21st century to ensure that education is available to everyone. The previous 

section briefly highlighted the major documents and campaigns that have been 

run to improve literacy everywhere. It is important to understand each of these 

entities to better determine what course of action should be taken with regard to 

improving the standard and accessibility of education present today. 

World Declaration On Education For All And Framework For Action To Meet 

Basic Learning Needs 

 This document was the first to be passed by UNESCO regarding the 

movement for education and was created during the World Education Forum in 

Jomtien, Thailand in 1990. It consists of two different parts, the first being the 

World Declaration on Education and the second being the Framework For Action 

to Meet Basic Learning Needs (World Declaration on Education for All 1990). 

 The World Declaration on EFA firstly contains a short preamble section in 

which the reasons for the necessity of the declaration are clearly laid out. The 

document proceeds then to elaborate on ten main articles split into three different 

categories that are integral to achieving the goal of providing universal access to 

education, which are laid out in the following table.   
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The Purpose Article 1:  
Meeting Basic Learning Needs 

An Expanded 
Vision and 
Renewed 

Commitment 
 

Article 2:  
Shaping the Vision 
Article 3:  
Universalizing Access and Promoting Equity 
Article 4:  
Focusing on Learning 
Article 5:  
Broadening the Means and Scope of Basic Education 
Article 6:  
Enhancing the Environment for Learning 
Article 7:  
Strengthening Partnerships 

The 
Requirements 

 

Article 8:  
Developing A Supportive Policy Context 
Article 9:  
Mobilizing Resources 
Article 10:  
Strengthening International Solidarity 

Table 1: 10 articles from the World Declaration on EFA 

 

The second section of the document is the Framework for Action to Meet 

Basic Learning Needs. The participants of the World Education Forum decidedly 

broke their action plan into three main approaches at the national, regional, and 

international levels, as outlined in the following table.   
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• Priority Action At 
National Level 
 

• Assessing Needs and Planning Action 

• Developing a Supportive Policy Environment 

• Designing Policies to Improve Basic Education 

• Improving Managerial, Analytical, and Technological 

Capacities 

• Mobilizing Information and Communication Channels 

• Building Partnerships and Mobilizing Resources 

• Priority Action At 
Regional Level 

• Exchanging Information, Experience, and Expertise 

• Undertaking Joint Activities 

• Priority Action At 
World Level 

• Cooperation within the International Context 

• Enhancing National Capacities 

• Providing Sustained Long-term Support for National 

and Regional Actions 

• Consultations on Policy Issues 

Indicative Phasing of Implementation For the 1990s 

 

Dakar Framework for Action 

 After a decade of the original EFA mandate and Framework for Action, the 

global community met again in Dakar, Senegal in 2000 to discuss the progress 

on meeting their set 2015 goals. The Dakar Framework for Action effectively 

detailed the positives and negatives of their utilized strategies and invoked new 

solutions to ensure the meeting of all of the EFAs objectives in the 15 years to 

come (Dakar Framework for Action 2000). The document dissected the progress 

made at the six main affected regions in the world, namely Sub-Saharan Africa, 

the Americas, the Arab States, Asia and the Pacific, Europe and North America, 
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and the E-9 Countries (UNLD End-of-Decade Assessment 2016). It assessed 

and introduced region-specific approaches to bettering literacy rates and made 

clear statements regarding the difference in challenges faced by each region 

such as a lack of local infrastructure, ongoing conflict, lacking personnel, etc. 

Since the goals and guidelines for the EFA had already been set out in 1990, the 

2000 Dakar Framework mainly sought to assess the situation and determine how 

to best carry out the mandate set earlier (World Education Forum 2000). 

Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action and Sustainable 

Development Goals 

 Upon expiration of the EFA, the Dakar Framework for Action, and the 

UNLD, the world gathered together again in May 2015 to create the new Incheon 

Declaration Education 2030: Towards inclusive and equitable quality education 

and lifelong learning for all (United Nations Sustainable Development 2016). This 

declaration unlike its previous counterparts adopted a new approach to tackling 

the issues surrounding literacy. An excerpt from the UNESCO published piece 

Rethinking Education, Irina Bokova the Director-General of UNESCO had the 

following to say about the necessity for a new approach to tackling the issues 

surround literacy and education: 

“The world is changing – education must also change. Societies 

everywhere are undergoing deep transformation, and this calls for 

new forms of education to foster the competencies that societies 

and economies need, today and tomorrow. This means moving 

beyond literacy and numeracy, to focus on learning environments 
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and on new approaches to learning for greater justice, social equity 

and global solidarity. Education must be about learning to live on a 

planet under pressure. It must be about cultural literacy, on the 

basis of respect and equal dignity, helping to weave together the 

social, economic and environmental dimensions of sustainable 

development” (Rethinking Education 2015). 

 Instead of focusing on regional solutions for implementation, the Incheon 

Declaration and its accompanying Framework for Action utilizes broad solutions 

and indicators to reach the aforementioned targets of the newly formed 

Sustainable Development Goals.  There is very little emphasis placed on region-

specific tailored solutions and the declaration places more responsibility on a 

national level for the betterment of education. The Incheon Declaration itself is 

composed of twenty total clauses with eight of them focusing specifically on the, 

“implementation of the common agenda” set forth by the SDGs. The Framework 

for Action relies on strategic approaches include the strengthening of plans, 

policies, legislation, and systems, the emphasis of equity, inclusion and gender 

equality, the focusing on quality and learning, and the promotion of lifelong 

learning.  

Criticisms of the New Approach to Education 

 Since the release of the new Incheon Declaration and its accompanying 

Framework, there have been several criticisms regarding the efficacy of the new 

approach adopted by the international community and UNESCO. 
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 Previous documents and campaigns focused largely on area specific 

approaches to increasing literacy. As indicated above, the two World Forums on 

Education both specialized in dealing with problems from national, regional, and 

world levels (Apple 2014). This specificity tailored approach has seen a positive 

track record thus far with literacy levels improving across the board 

internationally. Though there are a lot of pros to the new approach with literacy 

such as the spurring of national governments to take initiative to provide 

education opportunities to their citizens, primarily women and girls, the broad-

spectrum method of dealing with the problem has drawn a lot of criticism 

(Education Post 2015). Even though representatives from UNESCO argue that 

the focus on governments would be specific enough of a focus to help alleviate 

literacy issues, there is still a tremendous lack of incentives to promote action on 

a national level. Some experts have pointed out that the focus on regional areas 

and culture specific approaches to educating people has been a key factor in 

why the EFA and UNLD have succeeded getting as far as they have in 

increasing literacy percentages both in men and women (Policy 2016). It is 

important to note that the new declaration does not completely get rid of region 

and area specific approaches to solving problems, though it does drastically 

reduce the amount of specificity its strategies and solutions delve into. 

Another issue lies with a problem that has not been addressed since the 

original World Education Forum in Jomtien. The education of contentious topics 

such as sexual education has been linked to greater abilities for nations to 

control epidemics of HIV and disease brought about through a lack of knowledge 
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on hygiene and sexual understanding. Issues surrounding overpopulation too 

have seen drastic improvement through the education of local populations about 

birth control and sex.  The reliance by UNESCO on national governments does 

not necessarily help to promote the necessity of sexual education in school 

curriculums around the world, especially if those local cultures possess beliefs 

that may reject the introduction of sexual education.  This lack of focus makes it 

incredibly difficult to maneuver around a variety of problems that could be dealt 

with effectively through basic education. (Meeting for 2030 Framework for Action 

2016). 
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Case Studies 

Education in Afghanistan 

Currently, Afghanistan is estimated to have one of the lowest literacy rates 

at about 31% of people over 15 years old (Enhancement 2016). The 

Enhancement of Literacy in Afghanistan (ELA) program was first launched in 

2008, with the goal of combatting youth and adult illiteracy in Afghanistan (Joshi 

2016). The program includes a nine-month program to develop literacy for youth 

and adults over 15, training for neo-literates (those who didn’t have proper 

educational resources at the time, and later developed literacy skills through 

formal or informal approached), development of the Literacy/Non-formal 

Education-Management Information System (NFE-MIS), implementation of 

Literacy Assessment Survey, further training for the Ministry of Education and 

literacy-related staff, and general advocacy for literacy and the overarching goal 

of universal primary education (UPE) (MDG-2 2000). The program has been 

carried out in three phases, each targeting different provinces of Afghanistan, 

with the first starting in the capital city of Bamiayan province. Currently, this 

program is being funded by Japan, Sweden, and Finland, each giving generous 

grants to assist in implementing this program (Enhancement 2016). 

So far, the program has generated a great amount of success in 

Afghanistan. The program has since benefited over 600,000 people, especially 

women, in Afghanistan (Mobilizing 2016). Additionally, approximately 800 

students of the pilot program launched in Bamiyan have graduated from the ELA, 

while 92,000 more students will continue learning in the program (MDG-2 2000). 
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It has also been found that 79.2% of graduates want to continue their education 

at a more advanced level than the ELA currently teaches at, which is around the 

third grade level (MDG-2 2000). 

Not only have rates of literacy increased, but women who are becoming 

literate are also reported to be feeling more self-confident and empowered by 

these new developments (MDG-2 2000). Karima, a 24-year-old woman from 

Mazare Sharif in north Afghanistan, took the steps to enroll in the ELA and stated 

that the vast changes in her life after the program are “‘like moving from light to 

dark’” (Afghan 2016).  Higher illiteracy rates have commonly been found in more 

rural areas due to lack of safe learning environments, resources, and trained 

teachers (Mobilizing 2016). As a result, the ELA has targeted these vulnerable 

areas specifically because “female leadership in rural areas could help overcome 

deep seated obstacles to girls’ and women’s education” (Mobilizing 2016). The 

Government in Afghanistan has been focusing on implementing the right policies 

to develop “sustainable education systems and societies” in order to combat this 

issue (Mobilizing 2016). 

As seen with the ELA, success can be found in increasing literacy rates 

within countries that previously struggled in doing so. With the implementation of 

the right program and policies, the UN can help benefit those wanting to develop 

literacy skills and indirectly assist them in feeling more confident and empowered 

with the power of education.  
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Vocational/Literacy Training Among Refugees 

At present, the UNHCR supports 350,000 “Burundian” refugees spread 

throughout camps in Tanzania. This conglomerate is comprised of native 

Burundians, but includes a diverse array of refugees from a multiplicity of ethnic 

and social backgrounds. 

The UNHCR, working in conjunction with the South Africa Extension Unit 

(SAEU) and the Tanzanian Vocational Education and Training Authority (VETA), 

aims at providing essential primary, secondary, and vocational skills most 

germane to an individual’s success. Beginning in 2012, the program commenced 

with the purported goal of “supplying the fundamentals” or working towards the 

most pragmatic end. As such, the program has made significant strides in 

repatriating over 100 participants back into Burundi (“participants” were deemed 

successfully transferred upon attainment of viable employment and 

consequential financial stability). 

While the UNHCR’s extensions (VETA, SAEU) have been instrumental in 

the repatriation process, they are saddled with some trying pitfalls. One of the 

central difficulties lies in the inability to efficiently select candidates for either 

program. The administrative costs, and bureaucratic inefficiencies combined, 

have generated financial liabilities that are not sustainable in perpetuity. In fact, a 

2015 report conducted by the UNHCR concluded that budgetary concerns were 

to be the limiting factor, despite the program’s prior achievements. Another such 

inconvenience resides in the quality of program coordinators. Due to the 

aforementioned budget constraints, programing coordinators and pedagogical 
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aides are hired under the guise of “pro-bono” education. As a result, the majority 

of educational coordinators are forced to accept paid positions elsewhere. Of the 

20+ active program coordinators, only 6 were “full-time instructors.” This dearth 

of instructional capability mandates further discussion and echoes the UNHCR’s 

own recommendation that new marketing programs must be in place in order to 

secure a more apt supply of advisors. The resulting inefficiency presents yet 

another cog in what should be a well-functioning vocational and pedagogical 

machine. 

 A final consideration rests in the ability to acquire sufficient micro-credit 

and micro financing. Because the lion’s share of such programs is exacted 

through local cooperation, there is only a modicum flow of financial aid coming 

from parent organizations, like the UNHCR. Thus, VETA and SAEU are tasked 

with funding vast amounts of specialized vocational and pedagogical services. In 

the past, programs like SAEU have coordinated with ministers of education and 

the interior to craft comprehensive budget proposals. Due to the infrequent and 

often trying nature of these requests, the UNHCR’s report has indicated that it 

may be time to find alternative methods of resource allocation. 

 Although the collective program is suffused with a variety of fiscal and 

bureaucratic impediments, it’s progress is certainly not unfounded. As previously 

stated, the program has successfully repatriated over 90% of its past candidates. 

This statistic speaks to the overall diligence and structural capability of the 

program in place. More importantly, however, it should enliven parent 
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organizations and participatory NGO’s alike to expand upon an already 

impressive institution. 

In the final analysis, vocational/educational programs like SAEU and 

VETA are worthy not just because of their ability to supply foundational skills, but 

because of their capacity to reduce criminal involvement among program 

participants. In this regard, education takes on a more inclusive role as both a 

tool to secure financial longevity but to deter criminal involvement. 
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Questions to Consider 

1. Should a broad spectrum or region/community-specific approach be 

utilized in order to ensure quality access and availability to education? If 

both were equally good, in what situations would each of these solutions 

be put into action? 

2. What exactly constitutes a high quality of education? In addition to making 

sure that lifelong education is available for everyone of every 

socioeconomic status, what skills are necessary in today’s world to 

succeed? Do these skills vary from nation to nation? If so, how should we 

ensure that every individual everywhere is given the necessary skills to 

succeed and why are these skills so variable? 

3. Given a clear correlation between sexual education in communities and 

the reduction of HIV/AIDS and other social health problems, how can the 

United Nations and the global community work towards educating rural 

communities about contentious topics while being respectful of other 

cultures and beliefs? (Ford 2016). 
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