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Inequalities have increased in all regions of the world. There 
are yawning gaps between the privileged and the 
unprivileged. Particularly widespread is the phenomenon of 
economic inequality that varies across different countries. 
While income inequality has increased since the 1980s in 
almost all countries, the diversity of trends across countries 
highlights that income inequality dynamics are shaped by a 
variety of national, institutional, and political contexts 
(Alvaredo et al., 2018). According to the 2022 World Inequality 
Report (WIR) the share of total national income of the top 10 
percent of nations ranges from as high as 86 percent in South 
Africa to 45 percent in the US; and that of the bottom 50 
percent from as low as -0.4 percent in Brazil to 13 percent in 
the US (Chancel et al., 2022). Overall significant growth in the 
income of the poorest half of the global population over the 
past decade (pre-pandemic) has been attributed to high 
growth in China and India. 
 
Since the 1980s, rising economic inequality within countries has 
led the top 1 percent of the world’s richest individuals to capture 
twice as much growth as the bottom 50 percent of individuals. 
Analysis reveals that economic inequality is largely driven by the 
unequal ownership of capital, especially the very large transfers of 
public to private wealth that occurred in almost all countries - rich 
or emerging economies (Alvaredo et al., 2018; Chancel et al., 2022). 
Contemporary global inequalities are close to early 20th century 
levels at the peak of western imperialism (Chancel et al., 2022).  
 
Piketty (2020) argues that societies and political systems across the 
world have consistently sought to justify inequalities. The capitalist 
market is represented by its defenders as providing access and 
choice with modern inequality natural and just, in contrast to 
inequalities of pre-modern societies that were rigid, arbitrary, and 
despotic. Dominant justificatory narratives on economic inequality 
focus on property ownership, entrepreneurship, and meritocracy.  
 
These justifications of inequality have clear implications for 
educational systems that have become deeply unequal in terms of 
access, quality of learning and opportunity. Although there is a 
need for more research that can help better understand the 
determinants of educational inequalities and their interactions 
with income inequality, recent research on inter-generational 
mobility provides valuable insights on critical issues, such as the 
extent to which income and wage inequality are the result of a 
meritocratic process, or how family resources or caste-based or 
communal prejudices shape the opportunities of children.  
 
In some countries, attempts have been made to create more 
egalitarian and socially just societies and to address socio-
economic divisions and hierarchies using institutional, social and 
political instruments. For instance, independent India developed a 

system of reservations for admission to higher education and 
public sector employment for children of socially disadvantaged 
communities based on caste and tribal populations with the aim 
of addressing extreme social inequalities. This nationwide 
program started in the 1950s in keeping with India’s Constitutional 
commitment. Significant research demonstrates how these 
Constitutional provisions and state policy have indeed provided 
opportunities to the most disadvantaged and discriminated. 
Research also highlights how group inequalities continue to 
manifest as a result of social discrimination and social exclusion, 
establishing caste as a lived reality in modern India (Borooah et al., 
2015).  
 
Intergenerational mobility is the link between children’s economic 
trajectories and their parents’ economic situations. Research in the 
United States for instance, shows that intergenerational mobility is 
lower than other countries, linked to alarming levels of educational 
inequality. Out of a hundred children whose parents are within the 
bottom 10 percent income earners in the US, only thirty go to 
college. This figure reaches ninety when parents are within the top 
10 percent earners. Taken together, five factors - commuting time, 
income inequality among the poorest individuals, high school 
dropout rates, social capital, and the fraction of children with single 
parents, explain 76 percent of inequalities in upward mobility 
across local areas in the United States (Alvaredo et al., 2018: 269).  
 
Modern inequalities are based on race, religion and social groups 
and are as brutal as pre-modern inequality. This is evident across 
the world in terms of the excluded and dehumanized – the 
homeless, immigrants, people of colour, religious minorities and 
lower castes and classes. Religious and social dimensions of 
electoral conflict and excesses of identity politics demonstrate the 
complex interaction between divisions based on income and 
wealth as well as those based on socio-ethnic identities. 
 
This paper focuses on five major forms of inequalities that 
manifest in the four countries of the Transforming Education for 
Sustainable Futures (TESF) Network: South Africa, 
Somalia/Somaliland, Rwanda, and India. After a brief introduction 
to UNESCO’s Dimensions of Inequality (2016) that this paper draws 
on, it continues with four country sections that explore educational 
inequality; economic and wealth inequality; gender inequality; 
social inequality; and epistemic injustice and the intersectionality 
between different forms of inequalities that raise critical 
environmental and social justice concerns. The paper explores the 
ways in which the nature and extent of these inequalities impact 
on possibilities for transformative change for sustainable futures.  
This paper sits alongside other TESF background and conceptual 
papers (see Tikly et al., 2020).   
 

  

Introduction 
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Eight dimensions of inequality  

UNESCO’s (2016) report on the effect of social inequality on young people argues that looking beyond economic inequality is essential 
to effectively address inequalities.  The report highlights seven dimensions of inequality, their interactions, their configurations in 
different contexts, and their cumulative effects. Incorporating epistemic inequality, as an additional dimension, may be useful to 
conceptualise inequality in education.  
 

(1) Economic inequality: differences between levels of income, assets, wealth and capital, and living standards, including 
inequalities in employment.  

(2) Social inequality: differences between the social statuses of different populations, groups such as classes, castes, or age 
groups.  

(3) Cultural inequality: differences in status between identity-based groups (self-determined, socially constructed, or both).  
(4) Political inequality: differentiated capacity of individuals and groups to be represented in and influence political decision-

making processes and to benefit from those decisions.  
(5) Environmental inequality: covers the full range of differences and disparities in the quality of the environment and 

ecological services, to which individuals and groups have access.   
(6) Spatial inequality: differences in economic and social opportunity, income, wealth and other dimensions of inequality 

across space, typically between: centre and peripheries; regions; urban and rural areas, and within urban areas. 
(7) Knowledge inequality: asymmetry in multiple factors influencing access to diverse sources and types of knowledge, as well 

as the consequences of these disparities.  
(8) Epistemic inequality: exclusion, silencing, or undervaluing a particular kind of knowledge.  

 
This paper draws on this eight-fold framework to interrogate educational and related-inequality across a diverse terrain of four TESF 
countries: South Africa, Somalia/Somaliland, Rwanda and India, with the focus in each section shifting to reflect the specific context. For 
example, whilst social and gender inequality are discussed in the Rwanda and Somalia/Somaliland sections, this is reframed as racial and 
gender inequality in the South Africa section, reflecting contextual priorities.   
 
 
Overview of dimensions of inequality by TESF country 

Table 1 below provides an overview of the main dimensions of inequality in each of the four TESF countries.  These points are elaborated 
on in the four detailed country sections that follow.  
 

Inequality 
Dimension 

South Africa Somalia/Somaliland Rwanda India 

Education • Education 
regenerates long-
standing historical 
inequality  

• Poor infrastructure 
and learning 
outcomes impact 
those affected by 
socio-economic 
inequality and 
poverty  

• Inter-generational 
transmission of 
privilege and 
inequality  

• Colonial legacy and 
disruption of 
traditional knowledge 
and governance 
systems 

• Fragmented forms of 
schooling and poor 
quality of education 

• Intersectional 
educational 
inequalities 

• Universalised 
normative discourses 
clash with local 
educational 
aspirations 

• Colonial legacies 
carried forward by 
globalization and 
neoliberalism 

• Despite 12 years of 
free education; 
access to quality 
education remains a 
concern 
 

• Multi-tier school 
system 

• Unregulated private 
school and teacher 
education sector 

• Deepening learning 
Crisis 

Economic • Economic inequality 
is amongst the worst 
in the world 

• Income and wealth 

• Rural-urban 
disparities in 
economic 
opportunities and 

• Access to quality 
education is linked to 
wealth where  most 
children from 

• Increasing income 
and wealth inequality 

• Increasing poverty 
post-pandemic 
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Inequality 
Dimension 

South Africa Somalia/Somaliland Rwanda India 

inequality is highly 
racialized and 
gendered 

• Poverty and 
degradation exist 
side- by-side with 
modern cities  

 

availability of capital  
• Economically and 

socially irrelevant 
education impedes 
economic growth 

• Education and 
research critical to 
economic 
development 

affluent families 
attend quality private 
schools 

• Children from the 
lowest wealth 
quintiles have higher 
repetition and 
dropout rates 
 

• Gender and social 
disparities 

Social • Racial and other 
inequality patterns 
map onto city 
structures and the 
resources  

• Social inequalities 
linked to histories of 
unequal 
development of the 
apartheid state  

• Digital divide stark 
along race, age, and 
income levels  

• Poor access to 
education for rural, 
pastoral and nomadic 
communities  

• Cultural, religious 
and psychological 
factors determine 
education 
opportunities for the 
most disadvantaged 

• Inequalities intersect 
to determine who 
gets educated 

• Children from 
affluent and elite 
families enrolled in 
international schools 
continue their 
education 
uninterrupted-even 
during COVID 19 

• Elites possess a 
certain kind of 
knowledge and 
networks that give 
them legitimacy 

• Some economically 
disadvantaged 
students from public 
schools have not 
returned to schools 
since the pandemic 

• Multi-dimensional 
disadvantages for 
marginalized 
communities 

• Education exclusion 
• Communal bias and 

exclusion 

Gender • High levels of 
Gender-based 
Violence  

• Strong patriarchal 
social norms  

• Highly gendered 
income inequality  

• Inequitable 
educational 
opportunities for girls  

• Poverty a barrier for 
the education of girls 
even more than boys 

• Women and girls face 
domestic and school-
based violence 

• Gender gap widens 
at the tertiary 
education level 

• Fewer women 
enrolled in TVET and 
largely concentrated 
in non-science 
courses 

• Achieving gender 
parity – a policy 
affirmative action 

• Widening wage gaps 
• Declining sex ratio 
• Gender bias in social 

norms 

Spatial • Segregated 
settlement patterns 
are the norm 

• Inadequate 
sanitation, waste 
management in 
informal settlements 
intersect with poor 
health and water 
access 

• Unfulfilled policy of 
land restitution since 
apartheid 

• Poverty exists in 
every region and 
population group  

• Highest rates of 
poverty in rural areas 
and especially for 
nomadic populations 

• Rural-urban divide 
influences access to 
and quality education 

• Children from urban 
areas are likely to be 
enrolled, stay in 
school and do not 
repeat grades often 

• Majority of higher 
education centres are 
in cities 

• Enrolment in cities is 
higher in schools 

• Slams with poor 
sanitation are 
common in sub 
urban areas. 

• Increasing urban 
inequality 

• Livelihood precarity 
and poor social 
protection 

• Lack of economic 
opportunities for the 
rural poor 
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Inequality 
Dimension 

South Africa Somalia/Somaliland Rwanda India 

Environmental 
& Climate 

• Highest per capita 
carbon emissions in 
the world  

• Temperature 
increases impact 
agriculture, water 
security, biodiversity, 
and health 

• Initiatives for climate 
resilient services and 
rural infrastructure  

• Poor research base 
to understand social 
impacts of climate 
and environment 
change 

• Environmental 
injustices 
contributing to 
inequalities in 
education 

• Large-scale 
displacement due to 
floods and drought 
leading to school 
drop-out 

•  Poor technologies to 
predict and mitigate 
environmental 
hazards  

• Prolonged drought 
that affects peoples 
and animals  
 

• Increased 
vulnerabilities of the 
marginalised 

• Impact on agriculture 
and rural 
communities 

• Impact on women 
and migration 

Epistemic • Dominant colonial 
curriculum, university 
cultures and 
practices  

• Marginalised 
indigenous 
knowledge in 
educational settings  

• Call for decolonial 
movements to align 
with environmental 
and climate justice 
movements  

• Internationalisation 
of educational 
institutions continues 
the colonial legacy 

• Knowledge produced 
locally is often not 
used to provide wider 
contextual 
understanding 

• Knowledge produced 
through 
development 
programmes is often 
severed from context 
and people’s 
concerns  

• Devaluating of many 
indigenous and 
traditional knowledge 

• School-milieu 
disjuncture is also 
related to a language 
policy that enhances 
epistemic injustice 

• The push for English 
is detrimental to 
vernacular languages 
and indigenous 
knowledge. Yet, 
emphasis on mother 
tongue has a weak 
economic argument 
in the face of 
globalization and 
global hegemony  

• Dominant colonial 
frames of knowledge 

• Marginalised 
indigenous 
knowledges 

• Weakening linguistic 
diversity 

Table 1 - Dimensions of inequality across TESF countries 
 
 
 
 

South Africa 
 
South Africa’s low rate of economic growth and its exclusionary 
and unsustainable nature are integrally intertwined with the triple 
challenge of poverty, inequality and unemployment. This results in 
the exclusion of significant human capacity and capabilities, a lack 
of social cohesion, social instability, and poor developmental 
outcomes – all of which constrain meaningful economic growth. 
Therefore, any viable path to economic growth must 
fundamentally address this triple challenge, in addition to 
responding to the challenges in their own right. This highlights the 
inadequacy of simplistic binary trade-offs between equity and 
economic efficiency in the South African context (Oqubay et al., 
2021).   

 
Educational inequality   
 
Since the end of apartheid in 1994, South Africa has made 
considerable progress in providing universal access to school 
education. Ninety seven percent of all South African children 
between the age of 5 and 17 years are in school. Access, however, 
does not always translate into quality or relevance of education. 
South Africa’s current education system is marred by inequalities. 
A recent report highlights that the socio-cultural foundations of the 
education and learning systems in South Africa produce persistent 
patterns of exclusion and marginalisation (StatsSA, 2019a).  
 
It is therefore no surprise that the inter-generational transmission 
of privilege and inequality via all forms of education and learning 
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regenerate in-built and long-standing historical patterns of 
inequality (StatsSA, 2019a). Currently 40 percent (8.2 million) of 
South Africa’s 20.4 million young people aged 15 to 34 years are 
not in education, or training of any sort, or employment (StatsSA, 
2019b). 
 
While school infrastructure is a major problem, poor learning 
outcomes characterise those schools and children most affected 
by socio-economic inequality and poverty. The praxis of education 
social movements such as Equal Education have consistently 
drawn attention to the need for government accountability for the 
delivery of quality education infrastructure and support systems, 
such as adequate space, timely delivery of textbooks, toilets, and 
clean water. 
 
International and national test results indicate that 47 per cent of 
schools do not meet minimum performance standards in maths 
and science and literacy (Van der Berg and Gustafsson, 2019). 
There is a need to improve the quality of teaching and learning, 
starting with the early years of schooling. Despite several years of 
schooling, a large number of students between Grades 10 and 12 
are unable to complete schooling successfully.  
 
The current schooling system is unable to provide alternative 
learning pathways because of which many young people remain 
excluded from relevant and meaningful education. There is need 
to expand meaningful inclusion through the Technical and 
Vocational Education and Training (TVET) stream. This in turn 
requires curriculum innovations that value diverse forms of 
knowledge including applied, practical, and reflexive knowledge 
and skills, rather than remain circumscribed to competence 
models. 
 
Persistent educational inequalities lead to high rates of 
unemployment among the young. South Africa’s overall and youth 
unemployment is significantly higher than the average for 
emerging markets as pointed out by the IMF (2020). Adopting a 
typical neo-liberal narrative, the IMF report proposes the creation 
of “low-skilled jobs to improve labour force participation, especially 
in the poorest provinces” and argues that “employment prospects 
can be enhanced by improving the quality of education and 
facilitating affordable transportation to job centres” (IMF, 2020). 
 
In South Africa, privilege follows privilege with the reproduction of 
inequalities at the systemic level. Addressing inequalities in 
education and through education is of crucial importance in 
processes aimed at transforming society towards social and 
environmental justice. 
 
Poverty and economic inequality 
 
South Africa remains one of the most unequal societies in the 
world. Income inequality is amongst the worst in the world and 
remains split along racial lines. “The top 20 percent of the 
population holds over 68 percent of income (compared to a 
median of 47 percent for emerging markets). The bottom 40 

percent of the population holds seven percent of income 
(compared to 16 percent for emerging markets). Similar trends can 
be observed across other measures, such as the income share of 
the top one percent” (IMF, 2020). 
 
Poverty rates are highest for black Africans, following racial 
hierarchies that were imposed by the apartheid state. Given the 
history of colonialism and apartheid, “poverty and degradation 
exist side by side with modern cities…income distribution is racially 
distorted and ranks as one of the most unequal in the world...there 
is not a single sector of South African society, nor a person living in 
South Africa, untouched by the ravages of apartheid.” (RDP, 1994: 
paragraphs 1.2.1 and 1.2.4).  
 
The StatsSA study (2019a) on multi-dimensional poverty shows 
that “85 percent of the South African population experienced at 
least one poverty spell between 2008 and 2017, while 36 percent 
remained consistently below the poverty line”. Of these, the most 
impacted are black Africans, individuals with low levels of 
education, those residing in rural areas, and households headed 
by females. The unemployed and poor tend to be located far away 
from employment centres due to spatially planned continuities of 
the apartheid, representing a ‘quintessential poverty trap’ (SERI, 
2018). 
 
While labour market income is the major source of income (70 
percent), social grants and remittances over the years have played 
a crucial role in reducing the income gap between the bottom and 
top deciles in South Africa (StatsSA, 2019a). While data reflects an 
increase in assets amongst black Africans and a reduction in assets 
amongst other population groups, wealth inequality continues to 
be a major source and dimension of inequality in South Africa as it 
is considerably higher than income inequality. 
 
The distribution of earnings indicates the heavily racialised 
inequality in the South African labour market between 2011 and 
2015. Black Africans earn the lowest wages when employed and 
reflect the worst employment outcomes. Whites in contrast, earn 
substantially higher wages than all other population groups. Their 
monthly average real earnings were more than three times higher 
than those of black Africans. Females are less likely to be employed 
and earn approximately 30 percent less on average compared to 
males.  
 
Despite South Africa's transition from apartheid to a democratic 
state with a stable economy “too many people are trapped in 
poverty…too few South Africans work, the quality of school 
education for the majority is of poor quality and (the) state lacks 
capacity in critical areas” (NPC, 2012).  
 
While there has been a slight improvement in reduction of 
economic inequality from extremely high levels, improvement has 
slowed down in recent years. Economic inequality remains highly 
racialised with high differentials between white and black African 
groups. Income inequality is also highly gendered - 57 percent of 
male-headed households account for almost three-quarters of 
expenditure across the country, while 43 percent individuals living 
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in female-headed households account for a little over a quarter of 
the total expenditure share (StatsSA, 2019a). 
 
Racial and gender inequality  
 
Economic inequality follows racial, gender and geographic 
patterns and is deeply impacted by high unemployment rates and 
economic stagnation in the country. Racial and other inequality 
patterns map onto city structures and the resources available to 
people in South African cities.  Census data (2011) indicates that 
stark segregated settlement patterns are still the norm. 
Inequalities in the social domain are closely linked to histories of 
unequal and separatist development of the apartheid state. They 
manifest in inequalities related to education, health, services (such 
as water, sanitation, refuse removal and electricity), gender parity 
and more. Though there have been efforts to reduce inequalities 
since 1994, with varying levels of success, each of these areas 
remain complex and highly nuanced, differentiated along patterns 
of income, asset, and labour market inequalities (Oqubay et al., 
2021). 
 
Gender inequality overlaps and intersects with all the above-
mentioned dynamics of inequality; it amplifies and overlaps with 
many other disadvantages. One of the major scourges in South 
African society is the high levels of Gender-Based Violence (GBV). 
This problem affects almost all aspects of life and is pervasive 
across societal levels and structures and is entrenched in 
institutions, cultures, and traditions in South Africa. According to 
Saferspaces.org, “GBV occurs as a result of normative role 
expectations and unequal power relationships between genders 
in a society” (Saferspaces, n.d.). In South Africa, GBV “pervades the 
political, economic and social structures of society and is driven by 
strongly patriarchal social norms and complex and intersectional 
power inequalities, including those of gender, race, class and 
sexuality” (Saferspaces, n.d.). 
 
Levels of gender-based violence escalated during COVID-19 
lockdowns. Reports indicate that the police’s gender-based 
violence hotline received 2,300 calls during the first five days of 
lockdown. That is close to three times the rate outside of 
lockdown. This number reportedly rose to more than 120,000 
during the first three weeks of the lockdown. This prompted the 
President to refer to gender-based violence as “South Africa’s 
second pandemic” during Covid-19 (Luthango, 2020). 
 
While the use of technology is seen to have the potential to 
address inequalities to some extent, the digital divide is stark along 
race, age, and income levels. Even though there is a 62 percent 
Internet penetration rate in South Africa, of the 37 million internet 
users, 22 million are active social media users indicating only a 37 
penetration in 20191. 
 
Spatial inequality 

 
1 https://www.talkwalker.com/blog/social-media-stats-south-africa 

 
South Africa has a progressive legal and policy framework 
governing the right to housing, and a comprehensive state 
subsidised housing programme which seeks to redress the legacy 
of apartheid and grant eligible beneficiaries a variety of state-
subsidised housing options (SERI, 2018). While significant progress 
has been made in the provision of state subsidised housing, SERI 
(2018) points out that these gains mask “various systematic 
challenges that continue to compromise the enjoyment of the 
right of access to adequate housing” (2018:5). Hence, a key 
challenge in South Africa remains inadequate progress made in 
terms of providing sustainable housing and decent living 
conditions in informal settlements and historically disadvantaged 
housing settlements. Figures from StatsSA (2019a) indicate that 
approximately 1 in 5 households in the metropolitan areas of 
South Africa live in informal dwellings.  
 
Inadequate or virtually absent sanitation and waste management 
services often characterise the lack of services in informal 
settlement areas and short-term solutions (e.g. chemical toilets) 
tend to become permanent. The water situation in South Africa 
has significant implications for sustainable cities and communities, 
and for dealing with climate change. Improved approaches to 
water management, ranging from Integrated Water Resources 
Management, Ecological Infrastructure for Water Security, 
transdisciplinary water resources management, and Community-
based water quality monitoring are some of the research 
programmes underway, all of which have a strong interest in and 
commitment to transdisciplinary, co-engaged social learning and 
research approaches2. 
 
With only 7-9 percent of land having successfully been restituted 
since 1994, inadequate quality housing and services in informal 
settlements tends also to be intersectional with other concerns 
such as safety and health concerns. Residents in informal 
settlements are more vulnerable to infectious disease and Black 
Africans have least access to water (SERI, 2018). Health care 
remains marked by high levels of differentiation and inequality in 
access to private and public health care facilities.  
 
Environmental inequality  
 
Climate change is a very serious issue that will transform the way 
in which South African can live in future, with water scarcity, heat 
stress, rising sea levels and impacts on agricultural productivity 
being just some of the emerging impacts (DEA, 2012). The Third 
National Communication on Climate Change to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) reports that 
“For the far-future period of 2080-2099, temperature increases of 
more than 4 °C are likely over the entire South African interior, with 
increases of more than 6 °C plausible over large parts of the 
western, central and northern parts. Such increases will also be 
associated with drastic increases in the number of heat-wave days 

2 Cf. the Water Research Commission and its portfolio of research 
programmes that focus on social-ecological systems, ecological 
infrastructure, citizen monitoring, social learning and water governance. 
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and very hot days, with potentially devastating impacts on 
agriculture, water security, biodiversity, and human health” (DEA, 
2018: 12), with the warming itself limiting options for adaptation. 
 
Climate change poses a significant threat to South Africa's water 
resources, food security, health, infrastructure and ecosystem 
services and biodiversity, threatening to further augment existing 
inequalities and vulnerabilities. South Africa also has one of the 
highest per capita carbon emissions in the world. Mitigation 
pathways appear almost impossible to achieve, given recent 
protests, against job losses because of proposals for switching 
from coal to renewable energy, even though the information on 
this issue appears to need more robust debate. 
 
The DEA (2018) reports that “Agriculture is impacted directly by 
changes in precipitation, temperature, and evaporation and 
through secondary impacts including disaster risk and health 
issues, with yields of rain-fed crops such as maize, wheat and 
sorghum likely to be affected most drastically. Adaptation 
strategies to be promoted and developed in agriculture include 
Climate Smart Agriculture, improved water management, 
improved monitoring and early warning, the development of 
knowledge and decision support systems, and the development of 
new crop varieties and technologies to support farming” (2018:15).  
 
A climate change adaptation plan has been developed for the 
health sector that seeks to improve health systems readiness to 
climate change, which has been recognised as an under-
developed and under-researched area in South Africa. A climate 
change adaptation plan for rural human settlements has been 
developed to support the creation of sustainable livelihoods that 
are resilient to climate change. This plan “… calls for access to 
climate resilient services and infrastructure in rural areas to be 
promoted through climate resilient rural housing programmes 
that include rainwater harvesting, solar water heaters and off-
grid/mini grid electrification, environmentally friendly and socially 
acceptable sanitation solutions” (DEA, 2018:18).  
 
There is a need to revitalise and generate support for social justice 
and environmental activist movements (including new arising 
youth movements and cultures that are dealing with intersectional 
concerns) as they play a vital role in holding government and 
society accountable and are a vital source of energy for driving 
regenerative and transgressive praxis for transforming society. 
 
Decoloniality, indigenous knowledge and epistemic 
justice  
 
There has been some progress in introducing sustainability 
research and teaching in higher education institutions of South 
Africa. While most South African universities are engaged with 
sustainability-oriented research and teaching in specialist 
environmental and sustainable development programmes, only 
some have well developed sustainability strategies and campus 
management plans. The National Innovation System via the 
Department of Science and Innovation and NRF has supported 

research into Global Change under the Global Change National 
Research Plan, as well as Energy related research. Most recently a 
Global Change Social Science Research Plan has been released to 
increase and upscale transformative approaches to the social 
dimensions of sustainability. 
 
The recent #FeesMustFall protests raised several intersectional 
concerns that relate to sustainability in higher education, most 
notably the sustainability of the existing system of student funding 
for enabling access and success in higher education. Other 
prominent issues raised by student movements include the need 
for curriculum transformation and a decolonisation of curriculum 
and university cultures and practices. Calls for decolonising 
curricula were loudest in universities, but research shows a deep 
disconnect in learner experiences in schools and in universities. As 
one researcher framed it “We should decolonize Grade 1 as much 
as higher education for to fail to do this will mean that the 
decolonization process is simply delayed until learners reach 
universities” (Masuku, 2018). 
 
Pedagogical innovation and decolonial praxis in education is being 
recognised as central to a wider ecologies of knowledge 
orientation to knowledge, pedagogy, and learning. The South 
African curriculum makes provision for the integration of 
indigenous knowledge into the curriculum and learning process. 
However, there is very little support for teachers to make meaning 
of this curriculum requirement. At the university level, 
interpretations of decoloniality in education are being worked out 
and there is an increasing body of research that articulates the 
radical transformations needed not only in content, but in cultures 
of engagement and teaching-learning processes. Education 
institutions need to be made more inclusive of the knowledge and 
cultures of South African communities. 
 
The contours of decoloniality are still in development in the South 
African education context. Projects are underway to re-imagine 
and ethically mobilise indigenous knowledge in educational 
settings, and how to frame and articulate the very concept of 
African universities. It is important to recall that the history of 
coloniality in South Africa, in Africa and elsewhere is intimately 
intertwined with the extraction and movement of resources for 
empire building across the planet. This resource extraction project 
continues to this day under the auspices of neoliberal global 
capitalism, and many communities remain heavily affected by 
extractivism. 
 
It is therefore meaningful for decolonial movements to align with 
environmental and climate justice movements as indicated by 
some of the more recent South African scholarship on climate 
justice. This movement, however, needs to be more substantively 
progressed in and via educational transformations. The new 
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climate justice charter3 is likely to provide a useful framework for 
re-considering approaches to climate change education and 
praxis in South Africa. 
 
Intersecting inequalities  
 
Some of the most difficult problems to engage with in South Africa 
are those of persistent poverty and high unemployment rates that 
arise from the multidimensional inequalities and their histories. A 
study investigating inter-generational social mobility identified five 
social classes, namely “the chronic poor, transient poor, vulnerable 
middle class, the stable middle class, and the elite”, offering a more 
nuanced understanding of vulnerabilities and inequalities. It 
points to the sociocultural and underlying educational structure 
dynamics of intergenerational social mobility, highlighting 
extremely strong “transmission of disadvantage from one 
generation to the next for those at the bottom end of the labour 
market” (StatsSA, 2019a). 
 
According to mid-year estimates of StatsSA (2019a), the youth 
(aged 18 – 34) constitute almost a third of the South African 
population. However, the unemployment rate exacerbated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, was about 30 percent in the first quarter of 
2020. The labour market experiences of different population 
groups in South Africa continue to diverge substantially, and still 
reflect the strongly persistent legacies of apartheid policies.  
 
Challenges of infrastructure, access and provisioning, when 
combined with degrading ecological environments such as healthy 
rivers and catchments further impact the country’s ability to 
secure sustainable futures for all. The effects of climate change 
produce critical challenges to the ‘normalised’ trajectory of colonial 
and extractivist forms of fossil-fuel driven unsustainable 
development. Just transitions towards sustainability in mitigation, 
adaptation and resilience in the context of South Africa should 
become a key focus of education and learning. 
 
It is encouraging to see researcher and practitioner alliances 
working on programmes that are conceptualising green skills for 
just transitions in South Africa. Substantive research is taking place 
to conceptualise the meaning and implications of just transitions 
from the perspective of the energy and other sectors, 
incorporating the dynamics of transforming education and 
training systems for more sustainable futures. 
 
Reimagining educational goals, institutional policy and 
practice to achieve equality  
 
The deep-seated structural nature of inequalities requires 
substantive responses and the mobilisation of capabilities and 
agency for transformative changes at all levels of society. The need 
is to focus on formal education settings and those that cross 

 
3 https://www.safsc.org.za/climate-justice-charter/ 
 https://www.safsc.org.za/climate-justice-charter/ 

boundaries between the formal and less formalised education 
and learning settings. 
 
There already exist examples of how the educational space is 
being used to intervene in flexible and responsive ways to develop 
youth skills. A large-scale national teacher education programme 
is underway to support teachers to engage with new curriculum 
areas focussing on sustainable development, climate change, 
water security, green economy emergence and biodiversity. The 
National Environmental Skills Planning Forum has been 
spearheading green skills research and career guidance for 
sustainability-oriented careers, while social justice movements 
such as Equal Education have been pursuing legal action to ensure 
that more adequate norms and standards are put in place for 
schools and schooling infrastructure. 
 
Values that expand beyond immediate economic benefit are 
fundamental to re-imagining education. Early policy shifts that 
emerged from social movement engagement with new policy 
making in both the environmental and educational sectors in the 
early 1990’s, sought to position environment and sustainability 
issues as social justice (Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2021). Issues of access to 
clean water, worker safety, land for housing and subsistence 
farming, reduced industrial pollution, were included in the post 
1994 Reconstruction and Development Plan of South Africa. 
 
South Africa has a well-established national eco-schools 
programme, and numerous other programmes that are seeking 
to develop decent work within the emerging framework of just 
transitions and the sustainable development goals. Many of these 
programmes are driven by various coalitions and partners who 
are seeking to generate critical mass to strengthen and extend the 
work they have initiated. Emerging out of one of these networks is 
the recently released Climate Justice Charter which has been 
developed via a participatory process by the Co-operative and 
Policy Alternative Centre and the South African Food Sovereignty 
Alliance (SAFSC, 2019). 
 
Future research questions  
 
Gender, social 

• How can societal cultures be transformed in ways that 
address gender-based violence and other forms of social 
discrimination? 

• How can we value and ensure the social and physical 
safety and security of children and women? 

Water, cities, civil society 
• How can municipalities, provincial and national water 

management institutions be transformed to address 
current water quality problems, water shortages and cut 
offs, ageing infrastructure including faulty waste water 
treatment plants, inadequate sewerage and sanitation 
systems; as well as other service delivery inadequacies? 

 

https://www.safsc.org.za/climate-justice-charter/
https://www.safsc.org.za/climate-justice-charter/
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• In what ways can the state and civil society support 
energy planners, unions, climate change justice activists 
and practitioners to work more pro-actively and 
cooperatively and rapidly towards enabling a sustainable 
energy system that is not harmful to people and the 
environment? 

Education, sustainability 
• How co-engaged education and social learning research, 

and praxis can be mobilised to critically expand and 
enable these emerging transformations towards 
sustainability in all of spheres at multiple levels of the 
system, from local to provincial to national and in 
communities around the country? 

 
Conclusion 
 
South Africa continues to face many challenges in its efforts to 
transform society towards a more equitable, socially just and 
sustainable future. Each challenge also offers important 
opportunities for re-imagining society, skills development and 
education systems that can enable transformations for 
sustainable futures. 

 
There is need, to develop deeper understandings of the multi-
dimensional nature of inequalities, and to be able to differentiate 
what role educational interventions can play, and at what scale 
and level such interventions are most necessary.  
 
Analysis of inequalities and their intersections indicates that 
transforming education for sustainable futures may not just be a 
matter of providing training for improved participation in decent 
work. What is required are systemic studies and substantive 
critical education interventions at the political-economic system, 
financial infrastructure and financing systems that govern the 
labour market, on where income inequalities are produced, 
reproduced and maintained.  
 
There already exist many policies, interventions, movements, and 
practices that have pro-actively started to address the challenges 
of inequalities, the South African society faces. South African policy 
makers need to be supported to better understand and address 
the multi-dimensional nature of inequality. 
 

 
 
 

Somalia/Somaliland 
 
Educational inequality   
 
Inequalities in education intersect every level of Somali society, 
with poverty, gender inequalities, mental health problems, and 
disabilities reinforcing these inequalities. Problematic colonial 
legacies in the Horn of Africa were followed by years of civil war, 
statelessness, weak governance, and devastating clan conflicts in 
Somalia/Somaliland, but with much more progress on these 
issues in Somaliland after its internationally unrecognised 
declaration of independence in 1991. The Somali education 
systems are in many ways products of a disintegrated history of 
British and Italian colonial rule. Various forms of formal schooling 
were established during the colonial rule which interrupted 
traditional knowledge and learning systems (Seife, 2020).  
 
Traditional education in Somalia/Somaliland, as well as the rest of 
the Horn of Africa, contained knowledge and methods that have 
been used, with varying degrees of success and failure, as tools for 
governance as well as approaches to conflict resolution and 
climate change mitigation and adaptation (Mkutu, 2001; Seife, 
2020). Traditional systems of education include knowledge on 
livestock management, environmentalism, water and land 
management, historical record keeping and oral storytelling, and 
a “culture of information exchange and collaboration” (Seife, 2020: 
9).  
 
The colonial systems were not built in the interest of the Somali 
people and were primarily utilised for the purposes of the colonial 
powers (Abdi, 1998) i.e., as a mechanism of colonial control over 

Somalia/Somaliland. The history of colonialism and the 
subsequent post-colonial waves of internationalism and 
intervention have left Somalia/Somaliland with “no coherent 
educational system” (Cassanelli and Abdikadir, 2008:107). In some 
respects, this contributes to the current inequalities in education 
experienced by Somalis today.  
 
After the colonial period and a devastating civil war, education in 
Somalia/Somaliland has evolved into fragmented systems of 
education implemented by international NGOs, Islamic and 
Western state donors, and private enterprises, with accountability 
and state regulation limited or absent. Ongoing conflict and 
environmental crisis are heightening the impacts of educational 
inequalities. Compounding factors such as gender and poverty, 
particularly among the most vulnerable populations such as 
Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and individuals from rural and 
pastoralist communities have been exacerbated during the 
ongoing COVID-19 crisis. A recent study on the impacts of the 
pandemic found that Somali members of these vulnerable groups 
were the most affected by its negative impacts (Herring et al., 
2020a: 19-20).  
 
Somalia/Somaliland is undergoing rapid urbanisation along with 
the challenges of poverty, gender inequality, and conflict. 
According to the UN Habitat (2020), Around half the population 
currently settled in urban areas. For example, Mogadishu is 
urbanising rapidly because of climate and conflict related 
displacement; largely driven by its improving security situation and 
economic prospects. These crises are shedding light on the 
education sector as rates of unemployment and 
underemployment, particularly as rural migrants with no previous 
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opportunity of receiving a formal education attempt to enter the 
job market in urban centres (Abdi et al., 2009).  
 
Poverty and economic inequality 
 
In 2020 alone, Somalia endured catastrophic locust infestations, 
extreme weather events and flooding in its southern and eastern 
regions, and along with the rest of the globe, experienced the 
SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, leading to an economic contraction of 
approximately 1.5 percent (World Bank, 2020). In a recent poverty 
and vulnerability assessment, the World Bank (2019) found that 
that rates of economic inequality in Somalia are on average lower 
than the same measures of inequality in surrounding Sub-Saharan 
countries, which is a product of the “relatively homogenous” 
measure of deprivation amongst its inhabitants. Yet, the same 
data shows distinct differences in economic opportunities and 
availability of capital for rural versus urban populations (World 
Bank, 2019).  
 
There is little research rooted in the Somali context which explores 
the intersections of economic deprivation and educational 
inequality. Research based on data from Sub-Saharan Africa 
points to financial access as a critical means to reach better 
development outcomes, including education (Asongu et al., 2020). 
Asongu et al. (2020, p. 5) also highlight the lack of studies and 
documentation of information circumferential to the “nexuses 
between income inequality, financial access and inclusive 
education in light of the SDGs in Sub-Saharan Africa”.  
 
In the decades before the civil war and collapse of the state in 
1991, Somalia was already experiencing a multidimensional 
educational crisis with the growing belief that available 
educational programs - based on educational institutions 
established by colonial powers –were neither relevant to local job 
markets nor to the specific needs of Somalia’s economic 
development (Cassanelli and Abdikadir, 2008). Concerns among 
civil society about the economic relevance of Somali education 
existed at that time, and similar worries persist to the current day 
(Cassanelli and Abdikadir, 2008,).  
 
A study carried out by the Heritage Institute for Policy Studies 
(HIPS) (2013) concluded that the most popular areas of study 
among students of higher education in Somalia were computer 
science, business administration, or variants of social sciences. The 
report asserted that over concentration in these areas would “act 
as a bottle-neck in the economy due to the lack of a diverse range 
of skills - especially skills relevant to the structure of the Somali 

economy (i.e. skills related to the livestock sector, construction, 
and engineering)” (HIPS, 2013:10). However, such claims have not 
been subject to proper analytical scrutiny. Is it actually they case 
education needs to focus on existing sectors of the Somali 
economy? Or is the future of the Somali economy in other areas? 
Is the problem actually a deeper one, in which the economy is 
simply not big enough at the moment to generate sufficient 
employment, regardless of what young Somalis study? Such 
crucial questions are more the realm of speculation than 
substantial research, and they also hinge on trying to anticipate 
shape of socio-economic futures. 
 
Regardless of what might or might not actually be the case, it is 
often assumed among Somali commentators and officials that 
popular and established educational programs are often not those 
needed for the future of the economy. Somaliland’s Ministry of 
Education claims that there is an education to job-market 
misalignment and that this is a threat to the educational system 
itself. It argues that seemingly low relevance of education to job-
placement of graduates sows an overall distrust in higher 
education opportunities (Republic of Somaliland Ministry of 
Education and Higher Studies, 2012). The supposed lack of strong 
relevance between educational opportunities and the current and 
anticipated demands of the economy is an issue requiring further 
investigation. Madar et al. (2016) suggest a nuanced approach to 
economic development in Somaliland; one in which education and 
research are important components to the economy but must be 
predicated upon contextualised frameworks which address the 
way education might feed into economic processes at a 
fundamental level. Such an approach, they argue begins with the 
establishment of “functional structures, policies and plans aimed 
at fostering national socio-economic development” (Madar et al. 
2016:215).  
 
Social and gender inequality  
 
While enrolment in school and access to education is low across 
all social groups other than the wealthy in Somalia/Somaliland, 
inequalities in educational opportunities are most profound for 
women and girls, internally displaced persons (IDPs), and for 
individuals from rural, pastoralist, and nomadic communities 
(Republic of Somaliland Ministry of Education and Higher Studies 
2017). For those whose identity is recounted by more than one of 
these social descriptors, the impacts on education and equality of 
opportunity tend to get further compounded (Herring et al, 
2020). Key facts and statistics on school enrolment in 
Somalia/Somaliland are listed in Box 1 below: 
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Box 1 - Key facts and statistics on school enrolment in Somalia/Somaliland (Herring et al., 2020, p. 2) 
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Multiple social factors influence low rates of girls’ enrolment in 
school, which contributes to greater educational inequality for 
women and girls. In a European Commission (EC) and UNICEF 
supported report (Abdi et al., 2009) pertaining to girls’ education in 
Somalia, it was found that the barriers to education for girls, and 
thus, the reasons for inequitable educational opportunities for 
girls, generally fall within the following five domains: cultural, 
religious, economic, psychological, and logistical. Moreover, it is 
common that some combination or intersection of these factors 
will play into a family’s decision to send their male children to 
school instead of girls. For example, widespread poverty in 
Somalia/Somaliland has meant a greater portion of its population 
lacking economic stability, and therefore families having the 
financial means to send only some of their children to school. 
These same decisions determined by household income may also 
be influenced by cultural norms which tend to keep women and 
girls at home to do housework and take care of younger children, 
and religious interpretations of Islam which give higher priority to 
the education of boys.  
 
Women and girls experience higher rates of domestic and school-
based violence compared to their male counterparts. There are 
limited observed mechanisms of protection for girls from such 
abuses and violence. These include forced marriage and sexual 
assault, as teachers are not empowered or equipped to discipline 
such behaviour and are likely victims of conflict related trauma 
themselves (Federal Government of Somalia Ministry of Education 
and Higher Education, 2017). Lack of trained or professional 
support in overcoming violence and the consequences of violence 
including pregnancy, contribute and perpetuate a social, 
normative cycle which keeps young girls within the home and 
away from the classroom. Despite the acknowledgment of these 
issues by the Federal Government of Somalia (FGS), government 
provisions which could be utilised to protect girls by criminalising 
such behaviour and employing measures of protection against 
violence have not shown progress. Recently, a storm of 
controversy arose around Somalia’s Sexual Intercourse Related 
Crimes Bill which had the potential to sow seeds of a mandated, 
legitimate legal pathway for the protection of girls, but failed to 
protect children against forced marriages amongst other major 
issues (see UN 2021).  
 
Spatial inequality 
 
Somalia/Somaliland has higher variance in economic 
opportunities amongst its rural population and relatively less of 
the same inequalities in urban centres. The World Bank (2019) 
found that economic inequality in Somalia is mainly characterised 
by differences within groups and regions and not between them. 
Lack of economic opportunity in Somalia is widespread and not 
unique to a single or multiple regions; rather, poverty exists in 
every region and population group, with the highest rates of 
relative economic inequality occurring in rural areas (World Bank, 
2019). That said, while poverty is widespread, focused 
investigation is likely to reveal a higher burden of poverty among 
social minorities such as low caste workers (Gabooye)and ethnic 

Somali minorities such as minority clan members, Bravanese and 
Bantu. Education research in Somalia/Somaliland rarely even 
acknowledges the existence of such minority group, so it is hardly 
surprising that there is little research evidence of their additional 
disadvantages.  
 
Widespread poverty and economic inequality between Somalia’s 
rural population and inhabitants of urban city centres have 
created large disparities in access to education as well as access to 
good quality education. Existing educational inequalities and the 
general lack of educational opportunities for a widely 
impoverished population undoubtedly feeds into the cycle of 
economic disparity and poverty in these population groups.  
 
In addition to gender discrepancies in educational enrolment, 
inequalities are exacerbated for children from rural areas, 
pastoralist and nomadic communities, and IDPs. School 
enrolment for children in rural communities is 35 percent, as 
opposed to children from urban centres which maintain an 
average enrolment of 65 percent at the primary school level, 
across Somalia (World Bank, 2019). Children from these 
communities face added barriers in accessing or achieving 
education. Rural communities experience the most extreme and 
immediate impacts of drought and other natural disasters 
including flooding and are “constantly on the move and often 
denied their rights to education” (UNICEF, 2020).  Migration from 
one location to another, which is necessary for survival of livestock 
and many pastoralist families, interrupt children’s education or 
prevent them from accessing it at all.   
 
Humanitarian organisations, research institutions, NGOs, and the 
UN have begun to explore ways or to support exploratory studies 
which investigate ways to lower rates of educational inequalities 
among children of nomadic, pastoralist, and rural communities 
and girls in the Somali context. Dating back to 2005 in Somalia, the 
Integrated Special, Primary and Alternative Basic Education 
(ISPABE) Project funded by the BBC World Service Trust produced 
a programme called ‘Radio Teacher’, which was designed to reach 
individuals in rural communities unable to access formal 
education with lessons on subjects such as reading, health and the 
environment (Abdi et al., 2009). More recently, the Accelerated 
Primary Education Support (APES) project in Somalia implemented 
from 2009 to 2013 aimed to develop a “sustainable cohesive 
education system” (Wesonga, 2013:10) aimed at providing 
relevant education.  As a result, rates of enrolment for boys and 
girls increased as a number of community specific needs such as 
food and water provision for students improved somewhat, at 
least for a time (Wesonga, 2013). However, that programme was 
run many years ago now, with little in the way of legacy: around 
half of the population have still never had any education. 
 
Similar work to do at least something about educational inequality 
is being done across the Horn of Africa, lessons from which may 
be applied to solve challenges in accessing education for 
communities with similar community architecture as in Somalia. In 
neighbouring Ethiopia, UNICEF supported the implementation of 
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a mobile schooling initiative which co-produced curriculum and 
schoolwork scheduling with nomadic families (UNICEF, 2007).  A 
curriculum that bridges subjects including mathematics, reading 
and writing with educational topics culturally relevant to a 
nomadic lifestyle was developed. Similarly, mobile schools with 
traveling teachers have been supported in Kenya by the UN and 
several non-governmental organisations. These schools enable 
families to migrate in order to find water during drought without 
interrupting their children’s education (Slavin, 2011). Yet not all 
attempts to increase inclusivity and access to education have seen 
successful. In response to Covid-19 in Somalia, there was a new 
emphasis on online education despite low, unequal access to the 
internet and computers. This emphasis is expected to “exacerbate 
inequalities resulting from wealth and location” (Herring et al., 
2020c, p.4). The efficacy of these programs and their contributions 
to children’s education should be explored more thoroughly, 
particularly their utility in the Somali context.  
 
Environmental inequality 
 
A history of colonial rule and prolonged civil war have led to the 
development of decentralised governance, weak political 
institutions, and little state-led environmental regulation or 
management in Somalia. The situation is little better in Somaliland 
despite a much greater degree of peace and stability. As a result 
of weak institutional power, corruption, and the prevalence of 
pressing, resource-draining humanitarian crises, there has been 
little prioritisation for resource expenditure on capacity of 
government ministries for environmental management through 
policy development or programming (Beier and Stephansson, 
2012).  
 
There is little research on the social impacts of climate change for 
education in Somalia/Somaliland, and the body of literature which 
focuses on the social dimensions of the climate crises experienced 
within the Somali context is small. As a result, policy makers and 
education stakeholders encounter large gaps in understanding 
which population groups, and social and economic sectors are 
most vulnerable to climate shock (Federal Government of Somalia 
Ministry of Natural Resources, 2013); and which should be 
prioritised by promoting environmental justice through policy and 
practice. This uncertainty has led to the formation of weak, ill-
defined approaches and policies related to environmental 
governance at a systemic level.  
 
Lack of resources and capacities for environmental governance 
amongst political ruling bodies or within existing hybrid 
governance structures such as religious or clan leadership, has 
produced little regulation in this area. These circumstances, even 
in light of more recent engagements with climate policy at the 
government level such as the production of the Federal 
Government of Somalia (FGS) National Adaptation Programme of 
Action on Climate Change (NAPA), have left little evidence for the 
ways in which environmental justice has addressed educational 
inequalities, or vice versa.  It is evident that environmental 
injustices experienced widely in Somalia/Somaliland are 

contributing towards greater inequality in education. Due to 
inadequate capacities within the state, non-state actors in 
Somalia/Somaliland have maintained a historical presence as 
important environmental governance actors given the civil war in 
the 1990s and the resulting statelessness. During an analysis of 
environmental advocacy in Somaliland and Puntland over the 
course of previous decades, Jama et al. (2020) finds that civil 
society have largely taken on a public service role in areas related 
to environmental education, advocacy for environmental justice, 
and building local community awareness of environment-related 
issues. The inclusion of these stakeholders in playing a role in 
environmental management and regulation is likely to be 
beneficial.  
 
Empirical research, though scanty, demonstrates the impact of 
environmental and climate hazards in the Horn of Africa especially 
on Somalia/Somaliland’s most vulnerable population groups. 
What is understood is that drought and floods generate 
displacement in the region, and lead to losses “of education that 
are not generally made up and vulnerability to radicalisation” 
(Herring et al., 2020c, p. 4). From January to August of 2020 over 
650,000 Somalis were displaced from their homes due to flooding 
alone. These individuals were concentrated in communities across 
the Southern regions of Somalia and forced to uproot to 
makeshift, unsafe sites (UNHCR, 2020). During the same period of 
time in the previous year in 2019, nearly 100,000 people had been 
displaced by drought alone (Norwegian Refugee Council, 2019). In 
its NAPA, the Federal Government of Somalia acknowledges that 
displacement due to environment-related crises lead to higher 
rates of school dropout, especially in communities which are 
already most vulnerable to environmental shock such as drought 
or flood (FGS Ministry of Natural Resources, 2013,). Importantly, 
these environmental catastrophes and other persistent 
environmental challenges including land degradation, water 
scarcity, and climate change are not only removing children from 
the classroom but putting their well-being at immediate risk due 
to hazardous living conditions, low access to nutritious food, and 
lack of sanitation to protect them from disease (Beier and 
Stephansson, 2012).  
 
Environmental catastrophe in Somaliland/Somalia is unrelenting. 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (2020) recorded 
514,000 disasters from UN reporting from the first half of the year 
2020 alone. The region is not expected to be relieved of its 
prolonged droughts or intense rainfall. Therefore, there is an 
urgent need to address environmental causes which can help 
achieve greater justice and promote areas of social development 
including education. Analysis of the ‘rate of drying’ in the Horn of 
Africa shows that its drying in the 20th century does not follow 
patterns of previous history, pointing to an anthropogenic causal 
component of the current Somalia/Somaliland environmental 
landscape (Tierney, 2015, p. 1). This data suggests changes in what 
justice can be accomplished for persons in this region who are 
largely dependent upon the global ability to modulate behaviour 
and adapt to new ways of living to curb impacts of climate change. 
It will become increasingly necessary to target actions which build 
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resilience for communities most impacted by devastating 
environmental events, that can predictably make room for 
individuals in these communities to have access to uninterrupted, 
resilient and safe educational opportunities.  
 
Knowledge and linguistic inequality and epistemic 
justice  
 
Modern epistemic injustices in Somalia/Somaliland, especially as it 
relates to education, are rooted in colonial history, and therefore, 
they bear strong predilections for Western educational 
approaches which were promoted, established, and left behind by 
the non-Somali groups in power. While the region is no longer 
under the rule of formal colonial establishment, the 
‘internationalisation’ of educational institutions in Somalia, 
particularly in higher education, persists to the present day 
(Ogachi, 2009:22). Literature and original scholarship produced in 
Somalia/Somaliland is often evaluated against Western research 
trends and perspectives. Unsurprisingly, analysis of this literature 
through this lens has found knowledge produced in the form of 
academic scholarship as ‘emerging’ or ‘developing’ (Hallinger and 
Hammad, 2019:20). By and large, education in Somalia is heavily 
influenced by non-Somali epistemologies and subsequently 
evaluated against them. A crucial question which has received no 
attention is how to improve the quality of non-Somali research 
about Somalia/Somaliland as well as improve the quality of Somali 
research. This requires reflection and discussion of criteria such as 
originality, rigour and significance. In other words, there are 
challenging discussions to be had about how to be decolonial and 
do so in ways that enhance the quality of research. 
 
Epistemic inequalities in Somalia can be exacerbated by wilful 
ignorance in supposed “development” programmes. Critiquing 
international approaches to development in Somalia, Bakonyi 
(2018) sheds light on the suppression of selected knowledge and 
intentional ignorance on behalf of international development 
actors. In reference to one UK funded state building initiative - 
evaluation of which has not been published for public 
consumption - Bakonyi (2018) details its aims to establish civic 
education at the village level but its failure to acknowledge 
politically sensitive, local realities including the paramountcy of 
clan identity within villages and regions. Ironically, these same 
programmes were designed to empower minority members of 
communities - an impossibility within such a programme strategy 
considering minority groups are most often understood to be 
minority through their clan identity, which was purposefully 
ignored. Inequalities in education cannot be resolved through 
development that utilises power to co-produce ignorance as a 
means of selective knowledge provision; nor are such traits of 
internationalisation harmless in their mediation and distribution 
of power and knowledge.  
 
Constructively responding to epistemic injustices in education 
necessitates approaches which increase epistemic diversity; 
diversity which will lead to “more accurate descriptions of the 

world”, and thus, more nuanced methods of resolving the 
educational crisis in Somalia (Frank, 2013:363). They also involve 
applying standards of originality, rigour and significance to all 
those engaged in research, as opposed to merely assuming that 
global North researchers achieve high standards in these things 
and assuming that global South researchers do not. For such a 
constructive response to be possible, better understanding is 
needed of the synergy and discord between internationalised 
education systems which contribute support for sustainable 
development as a challenge for all parts of the world, not just the 
global South. Though such research for the Somali context is rare, 
one recent study investigating the impacts of globalisation on 
higher education in Mogadishu found a positive statistical 
relationship between greater globalisation and higher education 
(Mursal, et. al, 2016). Investment in further research in this area 
can contribute to a better elicitation of the ways epistemological 
injustices have evolved from the Somali experience with 
colonialism, and then internationalisation, to provide 
springboards for study on the ways in which these have 
contributed to inequalities in education and how they can be 
overcome. Investigation into these matters may also highlight the 
ways in which the various epistemological bases for education 
may be harmonised within a fragmented educational system, and 
decrease inequalities experienced by students and other 
education stakeholders.  
 
Moreover, research led by non-Somali academic and research 
institutions - even research which aims to uncover methods of 
dismantling epistemic injustice in education - must be critical of its 
own dominance over the educational discourse and its position of 
power in terms of what knowledge is eventually produced, and to 
whom it is accessible. Reducing inequality in Somali education 
perpetuated by non-Somali epistemic assumptions might be 
facilitated in part by providing support to research which is not 
primarily produced for non-Somali stakeholders. For example, the 
use of language which caters to an international or academic 
audience inadvertently excludes marginalised communities in 
Somalia/Somaliland who have not had access to education in 
English or other languages. Instead of relying solely on these 
approaches for investigation, it is pertinent to “expand to include 
research that is understandable and accessible to broader 
audiences” (Quantz et al., 2019 p. 122). Communication regarding 
knowledge production that is one-directional from academic to 
stakeholder is not sufficient co-production of knowledge (Herring 
et al., 2020); such a system of knowledge management reinforces 
the dominating epistemological status quo which emphasises the 
influences of colonialism on current practices in education in 
Somalia. Promoting bi-directional communication between 
stakeholders and academics contributes to true empowerment of 
those with inequitable access to education in Somalia (Herring et 
al., 2020) and can produce more effective, relevant, and 
sustainable educational outcomes.  
 
The other form of injustice that needs recognition is homogenising 
the culture and the language of the Somalis. Somalia was assumed 
as a monolingual country as more than 90 percent of the 
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population speak Somali. The contradictions emerged as the 
country found it difficult to adopt a script for the spoken language. 
The Somalisation of the language has to led to the suppression of 
ethnic identities and domination (Eno et al., 2016). Arabic, Italian 
and English are colonial languages of Somalia and this has led to 
linguistic division among the educated. Somali is the official 
language of instruction in primary and secondary schools. At the 
university level, both English and Italian are adopted by different 
universities depending on the funding and subsidies received 
leading to fissures (Hoben, 1988). Language plays an important 
role in epistemic justice and it appears that education in the 
context of Somalia, and indeed across the TESF Network countries, 
is deeply fissured due to linguistic and epistemic injustice.  
 
Intersecting inequalities and canonical epistemic forms 
 
Educational inequality in Somalia/Somaliland is closely linked with 
the experience of individuals who also are victims to other 
prevalent and systemic inequalities, such as poverty and 
widespread economic deprivation, environmental instability and 
climate related disaster, violent conflict, and lack of voice or true 
representation within governing institutions. Weak capacity for 
governance at a at all levels, and especially in South Central, has 
meant less mandated protection for vulnerable groups in Somali 
society. As elucidated, vulnerable groups with the most 
marginalised access to education include rural, pastoralist 
communities - which are continually on the move for reasons 
directly impactful to their survival such as conflict, water scarcity, 
or environmental catastrophe - and girls who are less likely to 
achieve a formal education compared to the male counterparts 
due to economic, cultural, or religious reasons. The inequalities 
have a compounding effect for children’s access to education.  
 
Relative to the rest of the globe, the population of 
Somalia/Somaliland is disproportionately affected by acute 
poverty and associated food insecurity, lack of access to social 
services such as safe health care and maternal care, conflict and 
terrorism, and environment related catastrophes such as drought 
or floods. UNDP estimates nearly 73 percent of Somalis 
experience poverty (UNDP, 2017:8). The current COVID-19 
pandemic has exacerbated these impacts and Somalia’s economy 
is expected to contract by 1.5 percent by the end of the year 2020 
(World Bank, 2020). Geopolitical tensions between the 
Government of Somaliland (GoSL) and Federal Government of 
Somalia (FGS), and tensions between these entities and 
neighbouring African countries threaten to stall social, 
educational, and political progress in both states. These social, 
economic and political issues, which for many constitute an acute 
humanitarian crisis or render Somalia/Somaliland less able to 
respond to such crisis, cannot be ignored if one wishes to form 
educational goals and policies which can achieve educational 
equality for all Somalis.  
 
Reimagining educational goals, institutional policy and 
practice to achieve equality  

 
Somali educational policies, especially as they relate to education 
for sustainable development, are primarily the product of donor 
or government stakeholders (Herring et al., 2020). Due to 
differences in government or donor incentives, often these 
policies are not complementary. Differences in policy approaches 
to education are evident in some of the earliest educational aid 
granted to Somalia which came from a mix of international donors 
in the immediate post-colonial phase of governance and resulted 
in a largely disjointed effort by a host of stakeholders to promote 
“their own languages and cultures” rather than to support 
education in the Somali language or to prioritize Somali culture in 
education (Cassanelli and Abdikadir, 2008:106). The impacts of this 
early intervention in Somali education systems are significant and 
not irrelevant to the current educational landscape. The current 
education systems in Somaliland/Somalia have evolved from the 
piecemeal implementation of a host of actors, and thus there are 
multitude educational frameworks, curriculum, and languages 
which have been adopted. Resolving policy differences and 
aligning the goals of educational practice in Somalia/Somaliland 
towards common ends - such as achieving equality - would be an 
appropriate lens through which educational policy and design 
approaches need to be appraised.  
 
Critical analysis of Somaliland’s educational policies by Ahmed and 
Bradford (2011:237) argued that policies are “constructed on the 
basis of economic rationality”, forming an ”enterprise-oriented 
education” to which, they argue education becomes secondary to 
the economic hegemony limiting possible outcomes and 
deepening existing inequalities. There is at least a tension and 
possibly a contradiction between this view and the view set out 
earlier that Somali education is not enterprise-oriented enough. 
Furthermore, that research is now somewhat dated, having been 
published in 2011. Nevertheless, there is need for further 
exploration of how educational goals and policies can best relate 
the economy to issues around equality. This is particularly the case 
in a context where an already extremely weak economy is 
worsening, and further contributing to poverty amongst Somalis 
and deeper economic and social inequalities. As Acemoglu and 
Robinson (2012:78) argue, Somalia’s lack of political centralisation 
which is tied closely to the state’s inability to enforce institutional 
mechanisms which incentivise individual economic development 
have led to the establishment of “extractive economic institutions” 
and contribute to low education levels due to a failure of these 
systems to “induce the government to build, finance, and support 
schools and the wishes of parents and children”. Disregarding it as 
a viable policy perspective is ignoring some of the major incentives 
which may exist amongst Somalis for achieving education, which 
one group of researchers described as the ability to “enter gainful 
employment and contribute towards the reconstruction of the 
country” (Mursal, 2016:14).   
 
Educational equalities intersect all levels of society and across 
population groups in all regions of Somalia/Somaliland. The 
widespread inequality witnessed in the Somali context 
necessitates a more nuanced view of education policy which can 
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acknowledge the importance of the economic dimensions in 
education and how these policies promote justice, but do not 
solely rely upon it for its metrics of progression.  
  
Future research questions  
 
Exploration of literature on economic, social, environmental, and 
educational inequalities in Somaliland/Somalia has highlighted the 
need for evidence-based understanding of these dimensions and 
their impacts on the educational outcomes and experiences of 
Somalis. Moreover, these investigations can be supported by case 
study analysis of successes Somalis have experienced in reducing 
educational inequalities whether through policy or programming 
and finding ways by which these successes can be augmented.   
 
Political, education 
• What role are Somaliland and Somalia’s political institutions 

playing in education and how can these institutions be 
supported in decreasing inequalities in education? 

• How does the lack of political voice or uneven political 
representation of certain population groups (women, IDPs, 
pastoralists) impact educational policies and access to 
educational opportunities? How are current educational 
policies impacting what educational opportunities are 
available and for whom? 

Economic, market, education 
• What are the immediately foreseeable economic sector 

opportunities in Somaliland and Somalia (in urban and rural 
contexts), and what types of education might best prepare 
youth to take on meaningful opportunities in these sectors? 
How can already-established market-based educational 
policies - which are human capital focused - become inclusive 
to other dimensions of education such as personal and social 
development? 

Internationalisation, education, relevance 
• What is evidence-based synergy between internationalised 

education systems in Somaliland/Somalia and locally held 
knowledge, and how do these contribute to increased 
educational equality? How can any synergisms be supported 
or amplified in educational programming? Is there 
government or civil society ‘buy-in’ from the donor-led 
influences in Somali educational policies and programmes? 
What are the impacts of these policies? 

Environment, education 
• What innovations in education in Somaliland/Somalia might 

be designed to increase robustness in their education 
system(s), specifically in their ability to withstand 
environmental and climate shocks? Given the frequency of 
severe emergencies related to the environment and conflict 
in Somaliland/Somalia, in what ways can education be 
sustained during times of crisis? 

• What environmental action(s) which are sustainable and 
implementable can be taken to build community resilience 
and sustain social programs including education? 

 

Conclusion 
 
Education can serve as a tool of sustainable development; 
however various intersecting inequalities highlighted in the paper 
need to be addressed. Exploration of the questions noted in the 
previous section is necessary to address the inequalities within the 
education system and to build an accessible, equitable and 
sustainable education system for Somalis (Elmi et.al, 2021). 
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Rwanda 
 
Conjunction of colonialism, ethnic conflict, and 
economic dependence  
 
After the disastrous period of violent conflict in the mid-1990s 
which culminated in the 1994 Genocide against Tutsi, Rwanda 
experienced steady economic growth (Verpoorten, 2014). The 
country has experienced “deeply impressive” (Collier, 2012) and 
“pro-poor” (Ravallion and Chen, 2003) achievement in terms of 
poverty and inequality reduction.  Over the period 2000-2012, 
Rwanda’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita grew at an 
average annual rate of about 5 percent (World Bank, 2013). At the 
end of the genocide against Tutsi in 1994 poverty was estimated 
to be as high as 70 percent (UNDP, 2007). It had fallen from 58.9 
percent in 2000-2001 to 38.2 percent in 2016-2017 (NISR, 2018). 
The trends became encouraging during the decade of 2010-2020. 
Though Rwanda made impressive progress as claimed, it is 
important to note that the progress made is not equal. Its 
approach to policies within the frame of an instrumental view of 
modernisation, unity, national development, and growth, has led 
to deep inequalities especially among the minorities (Dawson, 
2018).  
 
Since the year 2000 the Government of Rwanda set out its vision 
of transforming the country into a middle-income country and 
eliminating extreme poverty by 2020 via inclusive economic 
growth and the strengthening of pro-poor achievements. Various 
programmes were developed to support the achievement of 
“Vision 2020”, contained in a state document (MINECOFIN, 2000, 
MINECOFIN, 2012). A variety of developmental strategies were 
developed, encompassing Economic Development and Poverty 
Reduction Strategies (EDPRS). Since 2010, the Seven-Year 
Government Programme (7YGP) provided a broad programme of 
action - guiding the activities of all sectors over the period 2010–
2017. It rested on four broad pillars: good governance, justice, 
economic development, and social well-being; with education, 
science, and technology included under the latter (MINEDUC, 
2018).  
 
Despite important improvements observed in different 
development outcomes, it is generally agreed that inequality in 
Rwanda remains and that certain groups experience particular 
disadvantages (Orrnert, 2018). Such groups include the poorest, 
women, those in rural areas, youth, persons with disabilities, and 
historically marginalised people.  
 
The school has also been an arena where universalised normative 
discourses promoted by international institutions are confronted 
with local educational aspirations (Imaniriho, 2017; Imaniriho, 
2015a; Kamuzinzi, 2007; Rugengande, 2010). The issue of 
inequality related to the acquisition of academic knowledge finds 
its roots in the Rwandan colonial period. The development of an 
education system for Rwanda was not the priority of colonial 
governments. The colonial administration, unable to organise the 

school system, decided to grant subsidies to existing missionary 
schools established by the Catholic Church. They set up a school 
system that would ensure the sustainability of their administrative 
system and not to empower the colonised politically, 
economically, and socially. The aim was to train few native 
administration officials who would assist them in the 
administration of the colonial territory. This is how the colonial 
administrators, who thought that the Tutsis were better able to 
govern, established schools in the country sections, intended 
exclusively for the children of the Tutsi chiefs, with more extensive 
programs. These sections received special additional grants. Hutu 
children were only admitted to sections leading to professions 
such as agricultural instructors or primary school teachers. This 
colonial ethnic differentiation has led to a polarisation of the 
Rwandan educational sphere into two camps that have clashed 
violently (Linden, 1977; Rutayisire, 1987; Erny, 2001). This reality 
characterised the Rwanda Education system until the 1990s. The 
colonial education legacy has continued and the decolonisation of 
education remains one of the key priorities for Rwanda. The 
colonial legacy is now carried forward by forces of globalisation 
that sometimes weaken the national education agenda.  
 
“The fundamental ambition of the post-1994 educational system 
has been to imbue it with an ethos of national unity, reconciliation, 
and healing” (Schulz and Sentama, 2021:1059). Rwanda thus 
attempted to erase and rewrite its genocide history through the 
education system. To do this, multiple identities, contexts, 
ethnicities, cultural diversity, and perspectives were not 
encouraged in curricula and classroom discussions; the aim was 
to instil ideas of unified Rwanda (Schulz and Sentama, 2021). 
English as a compulsory medium of instruction found its place in 
this context, discussed in the next section.  
 
Alongside the aim of national unity and nationalism, post-1994, 
Rwanda’s education reforms were based on ideas of globalisation 
and the neoliberal vision that promotes meritocratic principles. 
The eight objectives stipulated by the Ministry of Education in 2018 
indicate Rwanda’s neoliberal approach to education. The terms 
mentioned in the objectives such as: adequate skills, promotion of 
science and technology to ‘speed up’ national development, 
instilling the value of hard work, punctuality, and promotion of 
competence represent how educational goals are framed within 
efficiency and market-based ideals. This is a narrow-
instrumentalist view of education. The post-genocide 
development programs in Rwanda indicate a huge presence of 
donor-led education reforms funded by the World Bank. The 
Quality Basic Education for Human Capital Development Project 
(2019) initiated up by the Government of Rwanda and the World 
Bank to promote basic education for all is an example.  Such an 
approach doesn’t sufficiently tap into the social, economic, and 
cultural contexts and is driven by the need to achieve educational 
targets and learning outcomes.  
  
Experiences of international reform-led approaches in the global 
South indicate that such an approach predominately favours 
economic development over social justice and equity. The Rwanda 
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Voluntary National Review (VNR) report (2019) notes that, 
‘attracting private investments in key development sectors 
through Public Private Partnerships (PPP) will be key to achieving 
the SDGs’ (Tusiime and Tikly, 2020: 2). An open call for PPP and 
privatisation indicates clearly that education policies and 
programmes in Rwanda are framed within a neoliberal agenda.  
 
Educational inequality   
 
During the Harare conference in 1980, the Jomtien conference in 
1990, and the Dakar conference in 2000, the question of universal 
education was always on the agenda. Countries are committed to 
ensuring the right to basic education for all their citizens. As a 
result, the primary school enrollment rate exceeded 80 percent on 
average in some regions. During the period 2000 to 2015, some 
countries, especially African and Asian countries, recorded their 
largest increase in the number of primary school enrollment 
(Imaniriho, 2015). Holsinger and Jacob (2008) point out that several 
leading development agencies had posited education and equity 
as key themes at the onset of the 21st century. However, despite 
the successes in primary school enrolment, education remains 
one of the social dimensions in which inequalities are still 
observed (Musau, 2018).  
 
Despite the aforementioned challenge, Rwanda has performed 
well in reducing inequality in schools. Since 2010, the Government 
of Rwanda has focused on getting all children and young people 
into education and enabling them to complete nine years of free 
education of quality4 under the Nine Years Basic Education (9YBE) 
initiative. This has substantially increased enrolment in primary 
and lower secondary education. Since 2012, this has been 
expanded to 12 years of free education. This paper will later 
discuss that educational access should be looked at critically 
because in most cases, it connotes low quality. If children have 
access to low- quality education, then that itself is problematic 
because it does not facilitate learning. Low-quality education 
exacerbates existing inequalities. 
 
In cognisance, the Government of Rwanda has elaborated Girls’ 
Education Policy (MINEDUC, 2017a) and a Revised Special Needs 
and Inclusive Education Policy (MINEDUC, 2017b). These recognise 
the need for additional resources in the education sector to enable 
all students to access education.  
 
Economic inequality 
 
The Rwandan education sector analysis shows that access and 
accessibility to the education system are linked to wealth, with 
indications that children in the richest quintile are more likely to 
access pre-primary education than children from poor families 
(MINEDUC, 2017d). 
 

 
4 As in other cases, ‘quality’ is contested in this context. 

The Rwandan education sector strategic plan document data 
shows that in 2013-14, the primary education Net Attendance Rate 
was at 82 percent for those in the bottom quintile and at 92 
percent for those in the top quintile. It shows that the promotion 
rate in primary school was 66 percent for those in the bottom 
quintile and 79 percent for those in the top (NISR, 2016, MINEDUC, 
2018:13-14). Access to quality TVET school may be is  more 
prevalent among the population in the wealthiest consumption 
quintiles compared to those in the poorest ones. For example, 
data indicates that while TVET access in the poorest quintile was 
recorded at about 1 percent, it was close to 4 percent for the 
richest quintile (NISR, 2016, MINEDUC, 2018).  
 
The statistics from the Rwanda Ministry of Education and the 
Rwandan National Institute of Statistics show that children from 
the lowest wealth quintiles have higher repetition rates (24 
percent) and are more likely to be over-age on entry in a primary 
school than those from the wealthiest quintiles (4 percent) (NISR, 
2016, MINEDUC, 2018).   
 
Social and gender inequality 
 
Different authors have tried to understand how knowledge 
consecrates the elites and differentiates them from the common 
people. At this level, the analysis focuses on how the elites possess 
a certain kind of knowledge and social political networks that gives 
them legitimacy and by closing the group to the uninitiated (the 
mass), thus creating social injustice in society. A concrete example 
can be seen in the continuity of learning or the lack thereof during 
COVID 19 in Rwanda, and in other parts of the world. For example, 
since the closure of schools on March 22nd 2020, most students 
from mid or low-income status who attended public schools in 
Rwanda, never returned to schools until physical classes resumed. 
Online learning, projected as an immediate and viable solution, 
was not accessible to all due to the required infrastructure. A year 
after, students had to repeat classes when schools reopened. On 
the other hand, children from more affluent and elite families who 
were enrolled in international schools or other private schools 
continued their education barely uninterrupted. This is one of the 
typical examples of the interplay between education inequalities 
and social injustice.  
  
Access to education opens individuals to further socio-economic 
activities. Therefore, gender disparity in educational access also 
implies perpetuating inequalities in terms of opportunities, 
experiences, choices, and participation.   
 
Rwanda has made a firm commitment to gender empowerment 
in the political and social realms, a goal clearly laid out in its 2003 
Constitution and the Vision 2020 development plan, adopted in 
2000. Education for all, achieving gender parity in higher 
education, and practicing a policy of affirmative action to promote 
women’s educational and social advancement are designated as 
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policy priorities for realising the development goals of the country 
(Huggins and Randell, 2007).  
 
There is approximately an equal number of boys and girls 
attending both pre-primary and primary education, showing 
gender parity at these levels. However, the gender gap tends to 
widen at the tertiary education level (WEF, 2019). The Education 
Statistical Yearbook (MINEDUC, 2016; MINEDUC, 2017c; MINEDUC, 
2018a; MINEDUC, 2019) highlights that although girls are less likely 
to repeat than boys, they do lose some of their advantages in 
lower secondary school, where they perform at a slightly lower 
level than boys (MINEDUC, 2018).  
 
There has been a continuous increase in the number of TVET 
schools.  However, the number of male students is always higher 
than female students. Gender dynamics in TVET have seen little 
change over the last five years, with the percentage of female 
students reducing from 46 percent in 2012 to 42 percent in 2016 
and further down to 39 percent in 2017 (MINEDUC, 2017c; 
MINEDUC, 2018a; MINEDUC, 2019). The 2017 Education Sector 
Analysis (MINEDUC, 2017d) shows significant differences between 
the sexes in the choice of subjects, heavily influenced by traditional 
gender roles. The proportion of females enrolled in STEM options 
in tertiary institutions was 32 percent in 2019 (MINEDUC, 2019). A 
study on identifying challenges impeding female enrolment in 
TVET (WDA, 2017) highlighted specific factors that explain low 
female enrolment in TVET schools: (1) family socialisation practices 
which influence choice, study disciplines, and eventually career  
paths (2) perceived as difficult and dominated by men (3) the 
pressure on girls to maintain the ideal social image of a caretaker 
(4) poor societal attitude towards technical education due to 
elitism  (5) institutional factors that hamper female enrolment in 
TVET (6) teachers’ beliefs about females students’ abilities to do 
TVET (7) discrimination and stigma against female students in TVET 
(8) the teaching /learning environment in TVET  (9) students 
reliance on parents when determining their career path (10) 
influence of practical assessment in TVET (11) distance between 
home and TVET training centres (12) lack of sufficient female role 
models in TVET  (13) employers’ perception of female employees’ 
physical strength vis a vis the general nature of TVET and  
discriminatory employment practices whereby most employers 
tend to employ men to do jobs like mechanics. 
At higher education levels, male students continue to dominate as 
indicated by 43 percent female to 57 percent males in 2019 
(MINEDUC, 2019). It should be noted that the lower percentage of 
female students who are enrolled in higher learning institutions 
are mostly concentrated in non-science courses which are 
generally less in demand in the labour market compared to the 
more technical domains that are dominated by boys (MINEDUC, 
2017c; MINEDUC, 2018a; MINEDUC, 2019). 
Despite the effort of the Government of Rwanda to create a 
conducive learning environment for students with challenges, 
there continues to be a problem of adequate infrastructure, 
material and trained staff. The percentage of schools meeting the 
standards of accessibility for Learners with Disabilities (LwD) has 
increased from 24 percent in 2017 to 36 percent in 2019 

(MINEDUC, 2019). Lack of appropriate infrastructure for learners 
with different needs remains a critical challenge and the 
perception of their abilities in the labour market remains a 
demotivating factor.   
 
Spatial inequality 
 
Access to pre-primary education is uneven across Rwanda, 
especially between urban and rural areas. The high primary 
education Net Enrolment Rate (NER) of 98 percent (MINEDUC, 
2016; MINEDUC, 2018a) does not reveal urban-rural and district 
disparities, which are in turn related to consumption-level 
quintiles. EICV-4 data shows a 91 percent net attendance rate 
(NAR) in urban areas, compared to 88 percent in rural areas. 
Children from urban areas are not only more likely to be enrolled 
but are less likely to repeat grades and more likely to stay in school.  
 
Although there have been advances in access to secondary school 
since 2010, the Integrated Household Living Conditions Survey 4 
(EICV-4) reveals that attendance is better in urban areas compared 
to rural areas (39 and 19 percent respectively) (NISR, 2015). 
Enrolment is closely linked to economic status, with EICV-4 data 
showing that the NAR at secondary school is heavily skewed to 
learners from the wealthiest quintile -40 percent attend secondary 
education compared to just 11 percent from the lowest 
consumption quintile (NISR, 2015).  
There are a total number of 67 campuses and 86, 206 students at 
the higher education level. The statistics from the Ministry of 
Education show that the majority of university campuses are 
concentrated in Kigali City (25 campuses with 41,398 students) 
followed by Southern province (13 campuses with 14,812 
students) Northern Province (11 campuses with 11,324 students) 
Eastern province (10 campuses with 11,899 students) and Western 
province (8 campuses with 6,773 students) (MINEDUC, 2019). 
 
Environmental inequality  
 
Rwanda is highly elevated with a geography dominated by hills 
and mountains ranging between 900m and 4.500m above sea 
level. That gives Rwanda the nickname of “Country of thousands 
Hills”. Rwanda has a temperate tropical highland climate with 
average annual temperature ranging between 16°C and 20°C. The 
annual temperature does not experience significant variation as a 
result of the fact that Rwanda is located just south of the Equator. 
Rainfall is abundant with average rainfall around 1170 mm per 
year in the higher altitudes. The rainfall is experienced throughout 
the year, with variation between Eastern and South-eastern 
lowlands where temperatures are higher and the Northern and 
Western highlands where the rainfall is more abundant and 
regularly causes erosion, flooding, and landslides. 
 
Rwanda is facing a huge demographic issue. With a surface of 
26,338km2 and a population around 12.4 million, it is the most 
densely populated country in Africa and the fifth most densely 
populated in the world. It has a predominantly rural population 
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with average population density of around 400 inhabitants per 
km2  and physiological density (people per area of arable land) of 
520 per km2. The population growth rate is nearly 2.4% per year. It 
is expected to increase to approximately 22 million in 2050.   
 
The high population density and growth put pressure on the 
Rwandan natural resources and biodiversity. This lead to different 
environmental challenges. In that framework, Ekbon and Cesar 
(2019) highlighted eight environmental challenges related to 
demographic density and pressure in Rwanda such as i) land 
scarcity, ii) soil degradation and soil erosion, iii) deforestation, iv) 
climate change, v) loss of biodiversity, vi) water pollution and 
access, vii) urban pollution and natural resources pressures, viii) 
generation of hazardous and solid waste, ix) natural resource 
depletion.  
 
In Rwanda, the scarce land is predominantly used for agriculture, 
which is currently the mainstay of the Rwandan economy though 
its contribution to the GDP is declining (REMA, 2009).  The rapid 
population growth has led to inefficient and unsustainable use of 
land resources (Republic of Rwanda, 2000). It has led to land 
fragmentation which created severe environmental challenges by 
causing “farmers to push into marginal lands, clear forests, and 
cultivate steep hillsides without proper soil and water 
conservation” (Ekbon and Cesar, 2019, p. ) and transforming the 
wetlands into farms and pasture (REMA, 2009). It was noted that 
in Rwanda, “land scarcity and population pressures have not 
triggered institutional innovations to encourage investments that 
ensure more intensive and sustainable land uses. Instead, 
competition for land is widespread and expansion of non-
agricultural income opportunities has been slow. This has resulted 
in illegal land sales, pervasive land disputes, and ‘land grabbing’ 
that exacerbated inequality, landlessness, and social tensions” 
(Ayalew et al., 2014, p. 267).    
 
It was observed that since 2005, Rwanda has made considerable 
progress in poverty reduction, moving from 56.7% in 2006 to 38.2 
in 2017 (World bank, 2020). Despite the recorded progress, there 
is a large gap between population in terms of access to resources. 
While the rich and middle-income families have the required 
financial means that enable them to have a relative access to 
natural resources (water, land, forest, etc.), the majority of the 
people living in poverty experience a very limited access to the 
same natural resources. Considering that a vast majority of the 
Rwandan living in poverty depends on agriculture, they are 
vulnerable to environment-related shocks, such as droughts, 
heavy rainfall, landslides and floods. In addition, there are other 
environmental factors (such as environmental degradation, 
competition over natural resources, limited access to resources, 
etc.) that deepen the inequalities between population by 
negatively affecting the livelihood opportunities of those who live 
in poverty (Ekbon and Cesar, 2019). It was also observed that 
people living in poverty are often settled in marginal lands which 
exposes them to higher risks and unsanitary living conditions. 
 

Knowledge and linguistic inequality and epistemic 
justice  
 
Various perspectives on society’s valuation of knowledge led to the 
introduction of a concept of ‘epistemic justice’  to express the 
existence of unfairness related to knowledge. This concept is 
related to the question of ’whose knowledge counts and which 
knowledge is considered as the most important?’. The power 
asymmetry in knowledge has created the devaluating of many 
indigenous and traditional knowledges, especially in colonised 
countries including Rwanda. For example, the education systems 
of colonised nations are reluctant to develop traditional medical or 
linguistic knowledge and instead promote dominant western 
medical and linguistic knowledge systems. The promotion of 
‘imported knowledge’ results in a school-milieu disjuncture which, in 
some cases (especially in a situation of linguistic knowledge), 
becomes a source of educational inequality. The traditional, 
indigenous, and informal forms of knowledge are not considered 
legitimate within the colonial frame leading to epistemic injustice 
(Schulz and Sentama, 2021). Language policy in education requires 
critical analysis in the context of epistemic justice. 
 
Rwanda declared English as the official language post-genocide in 
1994. Kinyarwanda and French are the other official languages. 
English and French were the languages of instruction from grade 
4 onwards and Rwanda reports that teachers struggle to teach in 
English as their proficiency is poor (Tusiime and Imaniriho, 2020). 
English has been introduced to develop collective identity among 
different ethnic groups and create a sense of unity and 
nationalism among its citizens and to reduce ‘divisionism’ 
(Samuelson, 2013). However, scholars are of the view that the 
adoption of English could lead to homogeneity, as a result of which 
cultural and linguistic diversity might be lost; even though English 
is promoted as the language for ease of business, modernisation, 
and technology transfer (Samuelson, 2013). In 2008, Bilingual 
Language-in-Education Policy was introduced and French was 
dropped as an official language. The sudden transition to English 
and for generations of teachers trained in French to teach in 
English created a huge disruption. The new policy threatened the 
livelihood and jobs of teachers who were not able to switch and 
cope and improve their language proficiency (Samuelson, 2013).  
 
Linguistic human rights have been violated notes Sibomana (2015) 
if the children do not have the right to access materials in their 
mother tongue. Parents tend to consider English medium 
instruction as superior to mother tongue education (Sibomana, 
2015). English is easily accessed by the elites and the urban and 
this sustains various forms of inequality. The recommendation 
was issued to teachers and students to stop using Kinyarwanda in 
schools by the Director-General of the Rwanda Board of Education 
(Sibomana, 2015). Such policies and discursive views are 
detrimental to vernacular languages, indigenous knowledge, and 
cultural diversity. They also promote the view that mother tongue 
or vernacular languages are not worth knowing and learning and 
are inferior to English. The potential of mother tongue education 
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has been ignored in Rwanda and this has alienated children from 
accessing indigenous forms of knowledge.  
 
Intersecting inequalities and canonical epistemic forms 
 
Since the rise of neoliberalism and the market logic, education 
plays a decisive role in the configuration that associates 
globalisation, internationalisation, and neoliberalism. Three 
elements justify the importance given to education: (i) the rapid 
evolution of technological and scientific progress; (ii) a population 
that aspires to more qualifications and degrees and (iii) the labour 
market which requires increasingly higher qualifications. The 
combination of these three elements creates an operating 
framework based on knowledge, trade, and competition. In this 
perspective, knowledge has turned into a marketable product 
(Imaniriho, 2017). In this context, competition (globalisation), 
cooperation (internationalisation), and liberalisation 
(neoliberalism) influence how school curricula is shaped in the 
new framework, which educational institutions are expected to 
integrate and adapt. In the world of competition, knowledge and 
scientific research have become the subjects of commercial 
exchange governed by the laws of the market, (Imaniriho, 2017), 
culminating into multiple forms of inequalities:  
 
• The tension between mass training projects and those 

concerning elite training became inevitable. 
• Education itself has become intrinsically digital (Czerniewicz, 

2018) and for vulnerable and marginalised people, solutions 
to address inequality promised by the possibilities of 
technology has turned into distant dreams as most cannot 
afford the required devices for remote learning. This situation 
has become more visible amidst the current Covid 19 
pandemic. 

• Female students, in the context of existing gender disparities, 
are unable to compete in a system of ‘academic Darwinism’. 

• In many areas, globalised knowledge transmitted by the 
school does not reflect the real-life experienced by the local 
education stakeholders, sustaining a school-milieu 
disjuncture.  

• The language of instruction alienates students from their 
mother tongue causing epistemic injustice. 

 
The transformation of knowledge into a subject of commercial 
exchange is not a problem by itself. It is the intersection of various 
disadvantages that has intensified the nature of inequality in 
education. Globalisation of knowledge, internationalisation, 
market logic, and the school-milieu disjuncture intersect with 
other forms of exclusion and discrimination based on identity, 
such as race, caste, ethnicity, gender, class and spatial inequality, 
further exacerbating the problem of disproportional distribution 
of education resources. People from underprivileged and 
marginalised groups are at a greater disadvantage when it comes 
to the opportunity of access to education, experience in education 
and the availability of choice and opportunity.  
 

Reimagining educational goals, institutional policy and 
practice to achieve equality  
 
The sociology of education was renewed in the 1960s around the 
question of equal opportunities (Derouet, 2005). It was a 
formulation of the ideal of justice which culminated in a process of 
democratisation of education in many countries: opening studies 
to the widest possible public, at all levels of education (quantitative 
democratisation of education) and make the school trajectory of 
pupils less dependent on their social origin (qualitative 
democratisation of education) (Prost, 1992; Rugendande, 2010). 
Several recent analyses converge on the idea that this model is 
exhausted and that this exhaustion affects the sociological 
problems associated with it (Derouet, 2005). If society is looking for 
new formulations of the ideal of justice, this calls for a renewal of 
education questions. It is no longer a question of equal distribution 
of opportunities of access to education, but rather, to provide 
lifelong learning opportunities in which each individual must 
establish and maintain a portfolio of skills by mobilising various 
resources. This requires a transformation of the administrative 
organisation of institutions, the academic evaluation procedures, 
the processes of constructing and transmitting knowledge, and 
the ways of conducting scientific research. In that framework, the 
educational goals, institutions, policies, and educational practices 
need to be aligned to the needs and aspirations of contemporary 
society. The educational policy strategies in Rwanda such as PPP 
(Public Private Partnership) models, reform-led by international 
development programs, language policy, instrumental human 
capital approach to development, require immediate 
reconsideration and reimagination if education is to address 
inequalities and help achieve the SDGs. The attention needs to 
shift towards ensuring social inclusion and epistemic justice.  
 
Reviving indigenous forms of knowledge and ‘home-grown 
solutions’ that draw from traditional practices, cultural values, and 
the heritage of Rwanda are necessary to reimagine education. 
There are numerous indigenous knowledge and innovations that 
were dismissed (by colonial and post-colonial administrators) as 
fetish, retrogressive, superstitious, and of no scientific validity. 
Recently, a large number of local researchers have been interested 
in those indigenous knowledge and innovations that are neglected 
in the curriculum despite the fact that they are regularly and 
successfully used by the local population. As examples, Ezeanya-
Esiobu et al. (2021) has identified the ethno-veterinary knowledge 
considered as the Indigenous medicinal knowledge used by rural 
Rwandan livestock farmers to treat their cattle but neglected in 
technical and vocational education and training (TVET) instruction 
especially in the curriculum of animal health. Kataregga (2016) has 
identified traditional and dynamic models of literacy that can 
address Rwandan’s language curriculum problems. Bapfakurera 
and Nduwamungu (2020) have identified the Rwandan indigenous 
knowledge systems in soil and water conservation. Tan et al. 
(2021) explored the traditional medicine in Northern of Rwanda 
while Ramathal et al. (2008) identified the medicinal plants used by 
Rwandese traditional healers in refugee camps in Tanzania. 
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Different researchers advocate for drawing on indigenous 
knowledge while elaborating educational curriculum or in other 
areas such as natural disaster response mechanisms. 
 
Future research questions  
 
Education  

• What are the social cultural challenges that affect the girls 
at basic education?  

• What is the impact of low female representation in 
Rwanda Higher education institutions? 

• What are the barriers, access opportunities, experience 
opportunities, and outcome opportunities in the 
education sector? 

• How can formal education be transformed to respond to 
family and community challenges? 

• How can the Government and the private sector work 
together to co-design   

• Considering the issue of education equity, equality, and 
inclusion, what are the responsibilities and obligations of 
education stakeholders at different levels of education?  

• How can education provide a pathway to social justice? 
• How and whether the human capital approach to 

education in Rwanda contributes to quality in education? 
• What is the role of mother tongue education in achieving 

social justice and equality? 
Equity, development, justice, education 

• What is the known relationship between equity, justice, 
inclusiveness, and development? 

• What role does inequality in educational attainment play 
in a nation’s development?  

• How can the developmental strategies provide a pathway 
to justice in education? 

Privatisation, education 
• What is the effect of privatisation and private investments 

in education on social justice and equity? 
 
Conclusion 
 
Despite progress observed in the last two decades on reducing 
inequalities, large inequalities in health, education, and nutrition 
persist within and across social groups and different regions within 
countries (UNDP, 2013). In that context, the questions remain: Can 
SDGs provide a pathway to social justice? What is the role that 
education can play in facilitating SDGs fulfilling the aspiration of 
“leave no one behind” and in addressing all forms of inequalities?  
 

For years, accessibility and access to education have been one of 
the main criteria for assessing levels of inequality and inclusion in 
a community (Letta, 2020). Many countries and international 
organisations have prioritised education in development 
strategies. They believed that education would help lift the 
marginalised and underprivileged people out of extreme poverty 
and address inequalities. This is a perspective that Ayodele 
Odusola, the UNDP chief economist advocated when he stated 
that, “quality education is essential for social mobility and can 
therefore contribute to reducing poverty, even if it does not 
necessarily reduce [income] inequalities” (Musau, 2018). 
 
Nevertheless, despite the success registered during the last 
decades, the educational sector remains unequal in many ways. 
Significant developments over the past three decades have 
profoundly altered the world of education. Today, there is a global 
education market that is no longer reserved exclusively for a small 
minority, nor a few countries. What was once reserved for only a 
few people is now spreading to the world as never before but not 
equally to all. 
 
Today, the global labour market pushes for more interactions 
between different sectors and disciplines. The need to align the 
knowledge transmitted by schools and higher education 
institutions and the competencies required in contemporary 
society is one of the critical challenges of education. Consequently, 
modern training is moving towards innovations, global 
competition, openness, international collaboration, flexibility, and 
mobility. It is precisely these characteristics that generate an 
impressive and rapid change in the sector of education, resulting 
in a high risk of social exclusion and rising inequalities. 
 
The educational social exclusion and inequalities impact and are 
impacted by the convergence of intersecting inequalities. The 
most ambitious and necessary goal is to tackle the immense 
challenge of breaking this intersection and the co-production of 
inequalities by creating an education system capable of offering 
equal opportunities to all. In that framework, Letta (2020) suggests 
getting rid of the prejudices and inertia that lead to worn-out 
devices? and the same old recipes, which were relevant a long time 
ago, and which have nothing to do with the contemporary 
challenges posed by technological innovation and globalization. It 
is no longer sufficient to enable a mass of students to access the 
most advanced, mobile, and innovative forms of education. There 
is a dire need for multidimensional responses to address 
intersecting inequalities: poverty, gender, ethnicity, economic, 
social exclusion, environmental issues, indigeneity issues – and 
reimagine public policies that can effectively involve the public and 
private sectors in the field of education. 
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India 
 
India’s developmental trajectory is characterised by rising 
economic growth, decline in poverty and increasing inequalities 
until the pandemic struck. The period between 2004-2014 had 
high growth in GDP coupled with concentrated wealth and high 
consumption of a small population; low expenditure on education 
and health; heavy corporate tax exemptions, and appropriation of 
land and natural resources. Even though the policy discourse 
shifted to that of ‘inclusive economic growth’, jobless growth 
continued with the private sector unable to generate jobs. In fact, 
scholars have demonstrated how growth in the private sector led 
to increased informalisation of labour, with a sharp rise of informal 
workers in the organised sector. As a result, large numbers were 
left outside the formal economy. Work participation rates of 
women declined during this period of economic growth, posing 
critical questions about the nature of economic growth and the 
need to examine intersections between state, market, and 
inequalities.  
 
Research indicates that the economy had slowed considerably in 
the pre-pandemic period between 2014 and 2019 because of 
poorly thought through policies. Since the onset of the pandemic, 
large sections of the population have slipped into poverty and 
lower levels of income stability (Oxfam, 2021).  
 
Educational inequality 
 
Educational inequality in India manifests in multiple ways, 
beginning with unequal access to education at the elementary 
level despite a central legislation declaring it a fundamental right 
in 2009. The likelihood of being out of school in India is higher 
among girls and the socially disadvantaged (Beteille et al., 2020).  
 
Region-specific analysis of data around literacy, enrolment, 
completion, and drop-out rates across dimensions of gender, 
caste and community indicates how educational inequalities have 
sustained over long periods of time. For instance, while literacy 
among women saw a steep rise of 15 percent during the period of 
liberalisation between 1991 to 2001, the gender gap remained at 
22 percent and is still hovering around 17 percent. While literacy 
rates for Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST) 
communities is 7 to 14 percent points below those of upper castes, 
gender disparity is prominent among the SCs and urban-rural 
disparity prominent among STs (Census, 2011). 
 
Despite tremendous gains towards universalising elementary 
education, particularly in access and enrolment, issues of 
marginalisation in education, proliferation of unregulated private 
schools and poor-quality public education with differential 

 
5 The mandated pupil-student ratio is 30:1 as per Right to Education 
(RtE) norms. 

learning environments, continue to accentuate educational 
inequalities and social injustice.  
 
Unequal access starts with deep divides in the structural 
provisioning of schooling, such as poorly resourced, mid-range 
and well-endowed state schools as well as various shades of 
private schools ranging from those with cutting edge 
infrastructure and facilities to those that lack qualified teachers 
and budget schools that struggle to survive. Some of the ways in 
which differential access manifests is poor infrastructure, 
inadequate number of teachers, poorly prepared and unqualified 
teachers, and a normalised culture of discrimination along 
dimensions of caste, gender, language, community, and region.  
 
Unequal provisioning of school education has over the years 
institutionalised unequal learning environments with state 
governments creating separate English medium sections and 
‘ability’ sections within schools. Educational inequalities thus 
institutionalised have impacted the most marginalised sections of 
society, namely, SC, ST and ‘Other Backward Classes’ (OBC) 
communities, minorities such as the Muslims and girls in terms of 
educational access, participation, and learning. 
 
Recent research indicates that educational inequality does not 
directly stem from economic inequality but from lack of cultural 
capital and supportive mediating facilities that result in children 
remaining educationally backward (Pappu and Vasanta, 2010); 
and that unequal learning environments create conditions of 
capability deprivation for children from poor and disadvantaged 
families (Batra, 2015). Scholars have highlighted that, factors such 
as household wealth, gender, urban-rural location, geographical 
area, social category, conflict, disability, and child labour 
significantly shape patterns of educational exclusion (Wankhede, 
2001).  
 
The fact that the SCs are at the bottom of educational enrolment 
in higher education despite state policies of positive entitlement 
perhaps indicates that older forms of inequality have been 
replaced by new forms. Studies demonstrate that unequal access 
to economic resources intersects with lower employment 
potential following higher education as well (Scaria, 2014). While 
major reasons for persistent inequalities in higher education 
relate to caste, gender, region and economic status, private sector 
growth in education is also a critical factor that sustains education 
inequalities (Tilak, 2015). 
 
Estimates indicate that India “faces over 1 million teacher 
vacancies - a large proportion of them in rural areas - leading to 
PTRs (pupil-teacher ratios)5 that are even larger than 60:1 in 
certain areas” (GoI, 2019, p.115). As per Right to Education (RtE) 
norms, the Indian school system requires approximately 8.3 
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million teachers to cater to 25 million elementary and secondary 
children in the existing 1.5 million schools in India6. About 1.13 
million of these are contractual teachers. Among the contractual 
teachers recruited from 2014-15 onwards, there were large 
numbers of women, indicating a convergence between treating 
the teaching work force as labour and feminisation of the 
profession. The female-male ratio has been increasing 
consistently from an average of 18 women teachers to 100 men 
teachers in 1950, to about 75 women teachers in 2009 (ESAG, 
2018).  
 
State and regional variations play a role in reducing educational 
inequality. Kerala for instance, is the most equal state in these 
terms (Asadullah and Yalonetzky, 2012). States with high literacy 
rates and relatively high learning outcomes have professionally 
qualified teachers in place and have fewer concerns of the lack of 
teacher preparedness. States with poor institutional capacity to 
prepare teachers are also those with the highest number of school 
mergers and a large number of low fee-paying private schools. 
 
Schools across several states suffer from teacher shortage, and 
poorly prepared and under qualified teachers. The overwhelming 
presence of the ‘private’ in school education and the proliferation 
of private teacher education institutes have adversely impacted 
the quality of teaching and learning. Despite having achieved near 
universalisation and high rates of completion of primary 
schooling, national level surveys indicate that the bulk of India’s 
children are not learning. Research indicates that several schools 
are potent sites of discrimination in terms of caste (Nambissan, 
2009), and teachers’ lack of faith in children’s abilities, gendered, 
casteist and communal biases create conditions of capability 
deprivation, posing constraints on learning, thus aggravating 
educational inequality (Batra, 2015). According to the ASER Report 
(2020), only 46 percent of Grade 5 students can achieve the 
corresponding learning outcomes in mathematics. In much of 
mainstream policy, these learning gaps are attributed to lack of 
teacher motivation and teacher absenteeism; and in several cases 
the onus of learning is left to individual children and their families.  
 
The issue of marginalisation is central to educational questions of 
in India. Although caste and ethnic identities are prominent axes 
of marginalisation, poverty, gender discrimination, language-
based exclusion and disability add to the multi-layered character 
of educational inequality. There is therefore, the need to explore 
marginalisation through the lens of poverty, disability, gender, 
migrant children, linguistic minorities, working children, and 
conflict.  
 
The unequal educational landscape is further mediated through 
global trends of commercialisation, privatisation, 

 
6 Source: http://udiseplus.gov.in/mainhome# Accessed on 8 January, 
2020. 
7 The number of people living below the poverty line is expressed in 
terms of headcount ratio or poverty ratio i.e., the number of poor 
people to the total population expressed as a percentage. Although 

internationalisation, and technocratic regimes of accountability 
and surveillance through which teaching, and learning are 
understood and managed. Public private partnerships and 
philanthropic initiatives of the past several decades are now 
sought to make legitimate policy (GoI, 2020), strengthening 
collusion at global and national levels. This shift in policy takes the 
attention away from critical issues of equity, quality, and social 
justice in education. Studies show that the neoliberal 
constructions at global and national levels about private schools 
being better than government schools is a myth, and that there is 
little difference in learning outcomes between government and 
private schools (Karopady, 2014).  
  
Despite the National Curriculum Framework (NCF) 2005 located in 
the frame of equitable quality education, curricular practices in a 
variety of Indian schools indicate that there is no “paradigmatic 
shift toward greater equality or democracy” and in contrast, the 
“distance between the rich and the poor, the high and the low in 
terms of social capital, has expanded, and the discourse of “us” 
and “them” within schooling has likewise become more 
entrenched” (Kumar, 2019 p.267).  
 
Poverty, income and wealth inequality 
 
In the early years of economic reforms, approximately 45 percent 
the Indian population was below the poverty line7. Estimates 
indicate that half the population in rural areas were poor as the 
headcount ratio stood at 50 percent. This was much higher in 
comparison to the urban headcount ratio that stood at 32 percent. 
The national headcount ratio steadily decreased over the 
subsequent years - 29.8 percent in 2009-10 and 21.9 percent in 
2011-12. The proportion of poor people for both rural and urban 
areas reduced in 2011-12 and was estimated to be 25.7 percent 
and 13.7 percent respectively (Planning Commission, 2013). 
 
In 1983, the poorest people were among STs and SCs, estimated 
at 63.9 percent and 59 percent respectively. In the same year, 51.2 
percent of Muslims and 30 percent of other minorities were below 
the poverty line. ST and SC populations continued to reflect high 
headcount ratios - at 44.7 and 37.1 percent respectively until 2005.   
 
It is clear that while the pre-reform period indicated trends of 
declining inequality, post-reform period indicated sharp rise in 
income and wealth inequality. Poverty figures also confirm the 
pattern that income and wealth inequality mirrors social inequality 
especially in terms of caste and religion. Even though relatively 
lower levels of income inequality exist in rural areas compared to 
urban areas, caste and religion-based income inequality are 
strong in urban areas. 
 

various experts present different estimates of the poverty line 
(Lakdawala Expert Group, 1993; and Rangarajan Committee, 2014); the 
Tendulkar Expert Group (2009) poverty line data has been released as 
official poverty line figures by the Planning Commission (Gaur and Rao, 
2020). 

http://udiseplus.gov.in/mainhome
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Some of the most critical effects of reforms are a sharp rise in 
wealth over time and extreme concentration of wealth in cities. 
Data on the share of assets and consumption indicates the 
accumulation of household assets in urban areas and a rise in 
inequality amongst the marginalised sections, especially within the 
cities.  
 
Oxfam (2021) reports that while the income of 84 percent 
households declined and 4.6 crore Indians slipped into extreme 
poverty in 2021 as a consequence of the pandemic, the number of 
billionaires in India grew from 104 to 142. India now houses about 
half the world’s poor. 
 
The average income of the top 10 percent in India grew by 394 
percent between 1980 and 2014. The income share of the top 10 
percent grew to 40 percent by 2000 and reached 57 percent in two 
decades. Highly unequal income growth on top drives wealth 
inequality mechanically, which in turn fuels income concentration. 
Currently, India’s top 10 percent earn 20 times more than those at 
the bottom 50 percent. The top 10 percent and top 1 percent hold 
57 percent and 22 percent (respectively) of the total national 
income. The bottom 50 percent own almost nothing with the 
average income down to 5.9 percent (Chancel et al., 2022). 
 
Because income inequality is measured based on consumption 
expenditure in India, it is lower than in most countries in the global 
South. Hence, reducing poverty rather than reducing inequality 
has been the focus across all sectors, including education. Data 
indicates that inequality in urban consumption expenditure has 
been consistently higher than inequality in rural consumption 
expenditure. While consumption expenditure increased in cities 
and towns and urban inequalities increased, the bottom 50 
percent living in rural areas and the peripheries of the cities lost 
purchasing power in a major way.  
 
Scholars report a massive rise in India’s wealth over the period 
2002-2012, characterised by unequal distribution and urban 
concentration (Anand and Thampi 2016); spatial inequality and 
concentrated wealth in big cities (Vakulabharanam and Motiram 
2018). Currently, wealth inequality in India is much higher than 
income inequality. The top 10 percent and top 1 percent own an 
average wealth of 65 percent and 33 percent respectively (Chancel 
et al., 2022). 
 
Data indicates that the rural upper castes have a higher share of 
assets than the urban, visible for marginalised groups as well. 
Muslims have the lowest asset to population share ratios 
compared to any other religious group except Buddhists. For 
Buddhists, the low asset share is a reflection of a large percentage 
of SCs who have converted to Buddhism. While Dalits are over-
represented in the bottom 50 percent, they are completely absent 
from the top 10 percent. Wealth increase in India clearly follows 
hierarchy of castes and occupations (Himanshu, 2018).  
 
Higher inequality results in poor functioning of basic services, 
impacting the lives of the marginalised in multiple ways. They face 

deprivation of basic services such as nutrition, health, safe drinking 
water, appropriate housing, and education. Religious identities 
also impact individual access to basic services. Studies indicate 
how there has been extreme ghettoization of the Muslim 
community in several major cities including Ahmedabad, Baroda 
and Delhi (Gayer and Jaffrelot, 2012). Deprivation of education is 
reflected on multiple dimensions, including literacy, drop-out, 
rural-urban and regional disparities and the informalisation of 
education via alternative learning centres instituted during the 
years of educational reform that led to large scale spread of low 
budget, one teacher schools and contractual teaching staff. 
 
Spatial inequality and urban poverty 
 
Urbanisation in India is the most dominant transformative project 
underway. Due to massive shifts from an agrarian economy to a 
service economy, the unfolding demographic shifts characterised 
by a younger, educated, and skilled population, is visible in Indian 
cities, which are sites of unplanned and rapid urbanisation with 
massive infrastructural and public service deficits.  
 
While the rate of urbanisation has been increasing over the years, 
the proportion of the slum population as a percentage of urban 
population reduced from 42 percent in 2000 to 24 percent in 2014; 
increased again to 35 percent in 2016 and remains at 35 percent 
in 2018 (UN-HABITAT, 2018). The proportion of SC population in 
slums is much higher than the ST population. Three cities - 
Mumbai, Delhi, and Kolkata - together account for more than half 
of the total child population in the slums of the million-plus cities. 
Every eighth urban child in the country in the age group of 0-6 
years is a slum dweller (MoHUPA, 2013).  
 
Poverty, social and economic inequalities remain core challenges 
in Indian cities, as the informal nature of economic activity grows. 
Cities are home to migrant workers who navigate these challenges 
but lack political ‘voice’ within urban spaces. Living on the city’s 
margins they face severe everyday challenges of inadequate 
housing; lack of basic services like water and sanitation; face 
dangers of eviction; low wages, insecure and hazardous work; 
discrimination based on ethnicity, caste, religion, class, and gender 
and are persistently excluded from the economic, cultural, social, 
and political life of the city they inhabit and nurture (Batra et al., 
2021a).  
 
Urban inequality is higher than rural inequality particularly for the 
marginalised. For instance, the average share of consumption 
over share of population for SC and ST is 0.79 and 0.71 
respectively. The lowest share of consumption expenditure over 
share of population for 2004 and 2011, is among urban Muslims, 
with an average of 0.73. The share of consumption over share of 
population is higher in the rural sector compared to the urban 
sector.  
 
Adding to this precarity, the sudden lockdown imposed during the 
pandemic in March 2020 posed an imminent threat to the survival 
of the bulk of informal workers, compelling many to start long 
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walks back to their villages in April and May 2020. In New Delhi, 
while 72 lakh residents had ration cards when the pandemic 
struck, the government received six lakh new applications for 
ration cards and 38 lakh applications for the e-coupon to avail of 
dry rations (Bhan et al., 2020). This suggests that several 
individuals had fallen through the structural gaps of the Public 
Distribution System (PDS) and highlights a weak social protection 
system with regards to food.  
 
The pandemic brought many to a point of slipping into abject 
poverty, deepening the concerns of urban inequality and poverty 
that characterises several cities (Batra et al., 2021a). Estimates 
suggest that 15 million workers were out of work by the end of 
2020 and around an additional 230 million people have fallen 
below the national poverty line (APU, 2021). It is evident that the 
education of their children is heavily impacted, pushing a 
generation of them out of learning opportunities and diminishing 
their life chances.  
 
Social inequality 
 
Examining the relationship between social background and 
different dimensions of well-being in the context of economic 
changes brought about by two decades of reform in India, Desai 
and Kulkarni (2008) find that caste disparities in education, income 
and social networks persist. They argue that the elite has captured 
even the process of social transformation to retain their economic, 
social, cultural, and symbolic power as well as the way in which 
marginalised groups contest this hegemony. Undoubtedly, the 
phenomenon of inequalities among the Scheduled Castes needs 
to be examined at the level of each individual caste, rather than 
treat them as a homogenous category. Specific castes that show a 
poor response in education need greater attention by way of 
incentives and facilities with an individual caste-based approach 
(Wankhede, 2001). 
 
The overall educational backwardness of the Scheduled Castes is 
manifest in poverty, lack of physical and social access to schooling, 
discrimination in schools and inequality of opportunities to learn. 
Even though major progress has been made in school education 
in India, access to quality education continues to be highly 
unequal. Hence, for the bulk of disadvantaged children, education 
remains a disempowering and dispiriting experience. The process 
of schooling is often made a tool in the reproduction of an unequal 
social order.  
 
Arguing that dominant discourses of childhood, education, and 
development in India intersect to promote the neoliberal project 
of the commodification and commercialisation of education, 
Thapliyal (2016) highlights that the language of rights has been co-
opted to legitimise segregated and unequal schooling while 
promoting the privatisation of public education. Not only have 
public resources been used to fund the expansion of the private 
sector in India, but this has also aggravated inequality of access; 
often resulting in the reproduction of class and caste, 

instrumentalisation of knowledge and qualifications via a collusion 
between the state and the market (Kumar, 2014; Batra, 2021). 
 
The implementation of reservation policies based on social and 
cultural segregation has faced complex political challenges. 
Investigating caste inequalities in terms of socioeconomic 
opportunities and poverty in rural Uttar Pradesh, Goli et al. (2015), 
argue that despite more than six decades of welfare policies and 
major political mobilisation movements among lower castes in the 
state, huge inequalities in terms of landholding, higher education 
and wealth distribution, and multi-dimensional poverty across the 
castes persist in the state. Hence, caste continues to be a major 
determinant of socioeconomic status in India. 
 
While the decade between 2001 and 2011 indicates high growth 
rates for literacy among the SC and ST communities and a 
reduction in literacy gender gaps between upper castes and SC, ST 
categories (Salam, 2014); Desai and Kulkarni (2008) found no 
evidence to support the political argument that the creamy layer 
amongst the SC and ST communities tend to continue to reap the 
benefits of reservation.  
 
Research demonstrates that while gaps between Dalits, Adivasis 
and the upper castes are declining in terms of completion of 
primary schooling, this is not so for Muslims (Desai and Kulkarni, 
2008). Based on a case study of Mumbai, Murali (2017) argues that 
as economic and social inequalities widen in the neo-liberal city, 
there is spatial/mental segregation of the Muslims, in particular 
poor Muslims. Using a case study of an educationist in a Mumbai 
ghetto, Murali demonstrates what a different vision of education 
can do for the socially and economically marginalised. Likewise, 
girls’ educational choice is constrained and gendered in terms of 
economic status (Gautam, 2015). Factors that strengthen girls’ 
participation in education include parental (maternal) schooling, 
father’s occupation and income and urban residence (Sengupta 
and Guha, 2002).  
 
Gender inequality  
 
The current gender gap in literacy for India is 17 percent. The gap 
between men and women, however, has not reduced significantly 
for SC and ST communities, with gender disparity being more 
prominent amongst the SCs.  
 
States with low literacy rates: Bihar, Rajasthan and Jharkhand have 
higher gender disparity in rural areas, with a literacy rate of 70-75 
percent for rural men, and 45-49 percent for rural women. Even in 
states with high literacy: Kerala, Maharashtra and Tripura, gender 
differences across rural and urban areas are prominent. Muslims 
in particular show relatively higher gender gaps. However, the 
completion rate for primary education for all girls was 3 percent 
more than that of boys, with the female Gross Enrolment Ratio 
(GER) across all three levels of education (primary, secondary, and 
tertiary) having overtaken male GER (2019). 
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In India the total number of male teachers has been consistently 
higher than the total number of female teachers, the difference is 
highest at the secondary level of school education. A large number 
of female contractual teachers were recruited, post-2015, 
indicating a convergence between feminisation of the profession 
and treating the teaching work force as labour.   
 
While the overall gender wage gap for all occupations has 
improved over the years, women professional workers earned 
about 84 percent of men’s wages in 1993, but only 76 percent a 
decade later (2004-05), reducing to 75 percent in 2011–12. The ILO 
report notes that women are overrepresented in low-skilled 
occupations, where they made up 67 percent of the female 
workforce in 2011–12. Low-skilled occupations, especially those in 
the informal sector, usually have higher wage gaps (ILO, 2018).  
 
The gender-related wage gap is directly related to the educational 
qualification of women. An urban woman who has completed 
either below primary, primary, or secondary education, gets paid 
a little over half of her male counterpart. But an urban woman who 
has completed a higher degree earns 73 percent of her male 
counterpart’s salary. An improvement in women’s wages with 
increase in education level is also visible in the rural sector. Among 
men and women, upper castes earn better than the others. 
Women of OBC, SC and ST communities earned only 40 percent of 
what upper caste men earned.  
 
In 2011, the male Labour Force Participation Rate (LFPR) was more 
than double than that of female LFPR in rural areas. In urban 
areas, it was more than 3.5 times. Amongst all women, Muslims 
have a relatively low LFPR and more Muslim women than men are 
self-employed in both rural and urban areas (ILO, 2018). 
 
There has been a consistent decline in women’s LFPR from 49 
percent in 1994 to 20 percent in 2018 for rural women; and from 
24 in 1994 to 20 in 2021 for urban women. This pattern 
characterises South Asian countries where LFPRs declined, despite 
improvement in female enrolment in secondary education. A 
global survey reveals that the gap between personal gendered 
beliefs and social expectations amongst South Asian women is 
very narrow. The study concludes that social norms and attitudes 
towards gender are strongly connected to women’s poor 
participation in economic activities (World Bank, 2022).  
 
The Gender Social Norms Index (GSNI) captures how social beliefs 
obstruct gender equality along political, educational, economic, 
and physical integrity dimensions. In 2005-09, around 91 percent 
of the Indian population had at least one     bias against gender 
equality. In 2010-14, this number increased to 98 percent.  
 
Gender bias is reflected in the decreasing sex ratio since the first 
census of independent India. Since 1951, the sex ratio has been 
decreasing until the 1970s. Between 1991 and 2011, the rural sex 
ratio increased by 10 points from 939 to 949. It shows a sharp 
increasing trend in both urban and rural areas, but urban area 
shows a higher increase. The sex ratio at birth for the country is 

929 females per males - an improvement from 919 in 2015-16, but 
still lower than the natural standard (MoHFA, 2021). The Gender 
Inequality Index (GII) - a composite measure along dimensions of 
reproductive health, empowerment, and the labour market, 
however, indicates a gradual decrease in Gender Inequality from 
a GII score of 0.62 in 2005 to 0.53 in 2019.  
 
Gender inequality is multi-dimensional, visible across rural and 
urban areas and several sectors across income, wealth, 
occupation, wages, and educational achievement. In several of 
these areas gender disparity has increased over the years.  
 
Environmental inequality and climate change 
 
There is a steady increase in the number of deaths due to climate 
related cold exposure and heat strokes in India (MoSPI, 2015). 
Poverty, gender inequality, insecure land rights, heavy reliance on 
agriculture, less access to education and information are among 
the principal reasons for people’s vulnerability to climate change. 
The vulnerability is also confounded by the meagre asset base, 
social marginalisation, lack of mobility and exclusion from the 
decision-making processes in response to a disaster. 
 
Approximately 8 percent of urbanisation between 2005 and 2012 
can be attributed to weather conditions. Adverse weather shocks 
typically limit rural-rural and international migration and push 
people into cities in different, presumably more prosperous 
states. A series of positive weather shocks, however, facilitates 
international migration and migration to cities within the same 
state (Sedova and Kalkuhl, 2020). While climatic factors modify and 
exacerbate migration, the ways environmental drivers interact 
with existing social vulnerability remain poorly understood (Goli et 
al., 2015. Climate migrants are likely to be from the lower end of 
the skill spectrum and from households strongly dependent on 
agricultural production. 
 
Weather variability and climate change create major health impact 
on the marginalised and vulnerable. Hot days lead to substantial 
increases in mortality in rural India. The rural death effects are 
driven by hot days in the growing season which reduce 
productivity and wages in agriculture. Despite widespread 
extreme poverty, urban populations in India are better protected 
from the mortality impacts of hot weather. (Burgess et al., 2017).  
 
Heat impacts are found to affect women (especially older women 
and pregnant women) more than men. Poor air quality also 
adversely affects women’s health more given that some rural 
women are also exposed to indoor air pollution caused by 
conventional cooking methods. In the aftermath of climate driven 
disasters, women and girls, especially the elderly or those living in 
deprived conditions are at higher risk of physical, sexual, and 
domestic violence (UNDAW, 2001). Significant social, geographic, 
political, and environmental realities make all citizens, but 
especially women, vulnerable to climate change (Sorensen et al., 
2018).  
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It is estimated that during the dry season in India, in water stressed 
areas, over 30 percent of a woman's daily energy expenditure is 
spent harvesting water (WHO, 2014). Travelling long distances for 
water also increases exposure to heat stress and threatens 
women's personal safety by increasing risk of violent crimes. Kher 
et al., (2015) show that there is very high vulnerability of slum 
women to climate-linked water stresses. Effects of climate 
variability on psychological well-being in India have also been 
documented (Paillerand Tsaneva,2018).  
 
Existing social and economic inequalities affect the level of 
adaptive capacity among different social groups. For instance, lack 
of awareness about potential impacts, given low levels of 
education and poor access to information. Not only are household 
assets lower in rural areas and households of minority 
communities, but those also living in vulnerable regions, such as 
low-lying regions, wetlands, and other flood-prone areas face high 
exposure and do not have enough adaptive capacity to cope or 
relocate.  
 
Agricultural households as the primary source of income are 
clearly more vulnerable since agriculture is impacted by climate 
change. A little over 50 percent of ST households have agriculture 
as their main source of income. The upper castes have the lowest 
(32 percent) share of households that rely on agriculture.  
 
Small and marginal farmers may not be able to adapt to the 
impacts of climate change, due to poor access to irrigation or 
seeds which are drought-resistant. Agricultural diversification, 
which is an adaptation response to weather variability might also 
not be viable to small farmers since their cultivable land is much 
less; and diversifying outside of crop cultivation, to animal rearing, 
fisheries, mixed farming would require additional capital. These 
factors often perpetuate existing inequalities in agriculture, even 
driving small and medium farmers out of agriculture in the event 
of consistent crop and revenue losses (Bhatta and Aggarwal, 
2016).  
 
Rise in cross-sectional inequality becomes a serious concern 
especially when it is a result of inequality of opportunity, i.e., the 
inability of children born in poorer families and disadvantaged 
social groups such as low castes to move beyond their parents’ 
position in the economic ladder by their own effort and choices” 
(Emran and Shilpi, 2015). 
 
Knowledge and epistemic justice  
 
In India, modern systems of education have helped reproduce 
existing inequalities via curricula that is often skewed towards 
dominant interests including those of former colonisers, and 
indigenous elites. The education system has also failed to provide 
opportunities to develop the skills, knowledge and attitudes 
required to support sustainable livelihoods and living. 
 
Histories of coloniality indicate how indigenous cultures and 
languages have been marginalised over generations. Anti-colonial 

struggles include a sharp critique of the valorisation of Western 
forms of knowledge and the systematic undermining of 
indigenous knowledge systems, languages, and cultural values 
(Batra, 2020).  
 
Nevertheless, the inseparable link between colonisation and 
modernity (Escobar, 2004; Mignolo, 2007) meant that the ‘modern 
system of education’ adopted by independent India was 
embedded within a discourse of hierarchy and power. The colonial 
epistemic frame that favoured Brahmanical hegemony, was left 
uncontested despite initial post-colonial attempts to link quality 
education with ideas of social equity and justice and to decolonise 
knowledge practices via institutes of higher education (Batra, 
2020). 
 
Since colonial times, modern education systems around the world 
and in the global south, have been complicit in unsustainable 
development (Tikly 2020). The dominance of Western knowledge 
and its link to the marketisation of education and the 
commodification of knowledge detracts from the role of the 
university in promoting critical, independent thought (Santos, 
2017; Mbembe, 2016). Decolonising the curriculum entails 
bringing disciplinary knowledge to speak to various forms of 
knowledge rooted in grass roots movements and indigenous 
knowledge practices. The aim of anti-colonial thinking is to develop 
a ‘pluriversity’ based on a recognition of multiple ways of ‘knowing’ 
the world that can benefit social and environmental justice 
(Santos, 2017). Connell (2012) links ideas of decolonising the 
curriculum to the wider concept of a ‘just curriculum’. In her view, 
a “socially just curriculum” draws upon extensively on “indigenous 
knowledge, working-class experience, women’s experience, 
immigrant cultures, multiple languages, aiming for richness rather 
than testability (p. 682).  
 
Incorporating indigenous knowledge into the curriculum and 
seeking to include indigenous voices and perspectives in 
educational practice and research can help envision how 
education can address the several inequalities that exist in society 
and that education systems have so far been unable to address in 
any meaningful way. Scholars have argued that reconstructions of 
knowledge in curriculum and teaching, legitimise established 
patterns of socio-economic relationships. Critical analysis of 
textbook content and pedagogical communication highlight how 
tribal children coming from marginal backgrounds accept 
ignorance about their own ‘informal’ culture taught in the class; 
their silence represents and legitimises the validity and hegemony 
of the ‘formal’ milieu rooted knowledge that is officially imparted 
(Kumar, 1989). 
 
A growing body of research on language and education of ethnic 
minorities highlights the crucial role played by home languages in 
early learning. However, concerted efforts to demand the use of 
mother togue for the education of tribal children have not been 
made within and outside the education system. Critiquing official 
language policies, Rao (2008) argues that advocacy and support 
for a particular language may have solved some problems in the 
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past in a nation fraught with linguistic politics; but the long-term 
effects of such proposals are profound for the multilingual 
character of the Indian society, as they challenge the very survival 
of minority tongues in the country. This is because the dominant 
elite at different times advanced arguments in favour of one 
language or the other.  
 
Sundar (2002) argues that "indigenous knowledge" is often used 
as a “political and contextual category rather than one with 
substantive content” (2002:381).  She illustrates how Vedic 
astrology finds a place in the Indian university curriculum because 
the groups backing it have been successful in claiming indigeneity, 
and they have the political power to transmute their beliefs into 
certified "knowledge". Indigenous peoples on the other hand, have 
not been able to assert themselves politically, and therefore their 
languages and systems of knowledge remain marginal.  
 
In another context Sundar (2010) cautions advocates of 
indigenous knowledge and concerned educators who have made 
efforts to combine formal schooling with a concern for the 
preservation of indigenous knowledge, such as the curriculum 
developed by the Maori in New Zealand and the Inuit in Canada, 
which draw on culture, and use specific learning expectations and 
local languages. She argues that in India too there have been 
attempts, such as the Dhumkuria school in Bihar, based on the 
indigenous dormitory system among Oraons in which children 
were taught both local crafts and prepared for state board exams. 
Such efforts need to be made part of a political agenda that is led 
by indigenous people, without which the transmission of their 
knowledges through schools, could only reinforce a colonial model 
of schooling wherein crafts, agriculture and applied sciences are 
seen as the most suitable subjects for ‘native’ children.  
 
Xaxa (2005) observes that the opening up of opportunities in the 
form of modern education and occupations in cities, has led many 
tribal communities to fall into the trap of an imposed model of 
development; creating ruptures between the way tribal 
consciousness is represented by the tribal people themselves and 
the way it is portrayed by mainstream scholars, administrators 
and the growing middle class.   
 
Often, diverse ‘epistemological communities’ have been 
structurally perceived and confined to the category ‘tribe’ by 
hegemonic forces; and knowledge production and knowledges in 
India have played an insidious role in ‘defining, labelling and 
producing social realities that has churned out unequal and 
extremely dehumanising socio-structural landscapes’ (Bodhi and 
Bipin, 2019).  
 
Intersecting inequalities  
 
Evidence from the 71st NSSO Round (National Sample Survey 
Office) indicates high spatial disparity in school attainment. While 
the gender gap in literacy is consistent across social groups, it is 
highest among ST communities and far more severe in rural areas. 
Girls are more unequal in terms of educational attainment. 

Studies that examine the impact of economic inequality and 
poverty demonstrate that household assets are associated with 
advances in reading amongst girls (White et al; 2016).  
 
Despite decades of rapid economic growth, rising education and 
declining fertility Indian women continue to face disadvantages in 
accessing economic opportunities. Labour Force Participation 
Rate rates in India and all of South Asia are well below the World 
average. Velaskar (2010) emphasises the need to examine the 
interplay between state efforts at educational restructuring and 
the prevalent structures of social stratification that aggravate 
inequalities of gender, caste, class and ethnic groups.  
 
Caste-related educational inequality is higher in rural areas (Dutta, 
2017). Examining rural communities of Oraon Christians and 
Hindus, living in Central India, scholars have argued that 
educational provisioning and arrangements may in effect be 
creating social inequality, by creating social divisions between 
those who are educated and those who are not (Froerer, 2011). 
 
Reimagining educational goals, institutional policy and 
practice to achieve equality  
 
The TESF India country paper (Batra et al., 2021) foregrounded key 
issues and concerns that need to be addressed in the redesign of 
education systems to enable social, economic, and 
environmentally sustainable futures. This section highlights how 
economic, social, gender, spatial, environmental, and epistemic 
inequalities are sustained and perpetuated; and how educational 
inequality impedes the realisation of the full potential of 
education, as various forms of inequalities intersect to create and 
sustain disadvantage and exclusion. 
 
Contemporary education in India takes limited cognisance of 
socioeconomic context, inequalities and vulnerabilities, and their 
interlinkages. For instance, the pandemic and climate change have 
exacerbated poverty impacting the health, food and water 
security, housing and infrastructural services for millions of 
Indians living on the margins. Developing a vision and strategy for 
sustainable futures, including an equitable quality education for all 
and a socially and environmentally just society requires 
addressing intersecting inequalities, that are often particular to 
regions and communities.  
 
India’s revised National Education Policy (NEP) mentions climate 
change and environmental issues as critical “to empower learners 
to become aware of and understand global issues and to become 
active promoters of more peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, secure, and 
sustainable societies” (NEP, 2020 p. 37). However, there are no 
formal educational policy initiatives to leverage indigenous 
knowledge systems that can interface with formal education 
systems around issues of climate action, sustainable cities, equity 
and social justice.  
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In climate change practice and research, there is a small but 
growing movement to co-produce solutions that draw on multiple 
knowledge systems. This needs to be realised across all levels of 
education in India – school, higher education, teacher education 
and continuing education.  Initiatives to revive traditional practices 
of water management such as Pragya rebuilding kuhls or water 
channels in Lahaul, Himachal Pradesh and the Tarun Bhagat 
Sangh rejuvenating traditional water harvesting infrastructure 
(johads) in Alwar, Rajasthan demonstrate that drawing on multiple 
knowledge systems can widen the suite of climate solutions. 
 
In order to enable education to play a more substantive role in 
creating environmentally, economically and socially just societies, 
it is critical to examine the systemic nature of intersecting 
inequality, and the complex relationship between inclusion and 
exclusion that result from limited current institutional capacities 
and established local practices.  
 
Current Indian school and higher education programmes, and the 
knowledges they reproduce contribute to unsustainable 
development. Given the emerging policy emphasis on 
sustainability, environment and inclusivity there is space to 
explore the potential for education to facilitate a progression to 
more sustainable futures. To enable this, it is critical to strengthen 
the public system of education, reform underperforming 
government schools, appropriately regulate and incentivise 
private providers, engage with concerns of teacher-education, and 
explore and deepen the knowledge(s) required to address 
complex and intersecting inequality, questions of diversity and 
social justice within local, regional and national contexts.   
 
Future research questions  
 
Education, economic, social, environment 

• In what manner is educational inequality impacted by 
poverty, income, and wealth inequality? How do poverty 
and income inequality sustain and exacerbate 
educational inequality?  

• In what ways does educational inequality impact and is 
impacted by inequalities of gender, caste, and minority 
status? How can the co-production of educational 
inequality and social, gender, ethnicity exclusion be 
broken? 

• What is the relationship between economic and social 
equality, environmental justice and epistemic justice? 

Education  
• How effectively are the dimensions of educational 

inequality reflected in the SDG framework? 
• How do epistemic injustices embedded in educational 

systems sustain and exacerbate educational inequality?  
• How do diverse languages and traditional and 

indigenous knowledges contribute to greater equality 
and epistemic justice? 

• While access to perceived quality has been at the centre 
of educational policy discourse, how and why does 

unequal access to quality continue in the practice of 
education? 

Wealth, spatial, poverty, urban 
• What have been the impact of concentration of wealth in 

cities in terms of creating spatial inequalities, distressed, 
and forced migration, and in accentuating poverty 
especially amongst the marginalised in urban areas? 

• What perpetuates urban inequalities in terms of 
declining work participation amongst women, increasing 
gender-based differentials in wages, and in accentuating 
contractualisation of the workforce? 

Gender, Wage, education 
• How has a changing teaching workforce, skewed towards 

using women as labour, perpetuated and sustained 
educational inequalities? 

Rural, urban, sustainability 
• In what ways has the neglect of rural economy and 

development led to unsustainable urbanisation and 
unsustainable cities? 

State, neoliberal, market, education 
• In what major ways has the role of the State changed 

during neoliberal reforms and post-reforms? When and 
how did the state become an instrument of exclusion?  

• In what way have neoliberal reforms impacted the 
patterns of economic flows and public funds on 
education, health, and inclusive policies? 

Climate, cities, education 
• How can climate action, environmental justice and 

sustainable cities contribute to addressing educational 
inequality?  

Economic, education, social 
• What is the impact of growing educational inequalities on 

the most marginalized in terms of social and economic 
disadvantage? 

• In what ways is caste-based differentiation in literacy 
rates during the post-liberalisation period related to 
economic inequality that characterizes these 
communities?  

• How do we understand notions of equality, equity, and 
justice in educational, social, and economic systems? 

 
Conclusion 
 
Despite empirical evidence to the contrary, the focus of education 
across the globe remains on reducing poverty and not inequality. 
Policy environments that are built on testing regimes linked to 
responding to a ‘learning crisis’, are reluctant to link children’s poor 
learning levels, to systemic, social and economic determinants of 
inequality.   
 
Weisskopf (2011) argues that India should aim both to eradicate 
poverty and reduce economic inequality, without reducing 
economic growth. More equal access to education and well-paying 
livelihoods is key to addressing the stagnant and sluggish income 
growth of the poorest half of the population.  
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The gap between public discourse about equal opportunity and 
the reality of unequal access to education has widened (Alvaredo 
et al., 2018), despite strong pleas for public investment in 
education, health, and environmental protection. As a third of 
India’s 1.5 billion lives in urban areas, education needs to explore 
relevant knowledge, capacities and the necessary agency to 
support the largest prospective urbanisation in history.  
 
There is need to address intersecting inequality and urban 
vulnerability, along with the linkage between spatial, social, gender 
and environmental justice. Critical interdisciplinary education 
within India’s professional and higher education systems is 
needed to address questions of societal transitions and to build an 
epistemic and practice-based bridge to address the questions of 
environmental, social and economic justice. There is need to 
explore how education on sustainable cities and communities can 
be integrated into higher education and teacher education 
programmes in India. Appropriate strategies and mechanisms to 
map and close gaps in capacity and knowledge of professional 
educators, practitioners, mentors and students will need to build 
on practice-based repositories of knowledge, curricular framing 
and pedagogic strategies.
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Conclusion 
 
Table 2 below provides an overview of the policy priorities which would potentially enable multi-dimensional equality in each of the 
four TESF countries.   
 

Inequality 
Dimension 

South Africa Somalia/Somaliland Rwanda India 

Education Universal access to quality 
school education 
irrespective of income, 
race, gender, and location 
Improved access to 
quality higher education 
irrespective of income, 
race, gender and location 
 

Redesign educational 
provisioning to reach all 
communities equitably 
Redesign curriculum and 
pedagogic approaches to 
include decolonised and 
indigenous knowledge  

Redesign education to 
align with local and 
national aspirations and 
needs 
Decolonise curricular and 
pedagogic approaches on 
school and higher 
education  

Redesign educational 
provisioning and learning 
environments towards 
equitable quality 
education 
Investing in state-led 
institutional provisioning 
in school, teacher, and 
higher education 

Economic State-led measures to 
reduce income, wealth 
gaps and reduce poverty 
State-led measures to 
uplift women-headed 
households 
 

Align education to social 
and economic needs 
Enhance economic 
opportunities for rural 
populations 

Institute measures for 
equitable quality 
educational access  
Enhance educational 
provisioning for 
economically weaker 
sections of society 
 

State-led measures to 
reduce income, wealth 
gaps and reduce poverty 
Instituting adequate social 
protection measures for 
marginalised urban 
populations 

Social Structural responses to 
historical inequality (race, 
gender, location) in 
curricula 
Universal access to digital 
learning irrespective of 
income, race, gender and 
location  
 

Institute measures to 
make education relevant 
and accessible for rural, 
pastoral, and nomadic 
communities 
Develop educational 
materials to address 
cultural, religious, social 
biases through public and 
formal education systems 

Make provisions for the 
disadvantaged to access 
and continue formal 
education 
Make investment in 
quality educational 
provisioning for all 

Sustain affirmative action 
measures for the socially 
disadvantaged 
Reorient curricular and 
pedagogic approaches to 
teach for diversity and 
interrogating inequalities 

Gender Addressing gender-based 
violence through 
education and community 
engagement 
Instituting specific 
measures for women-
headed households to 
address economic 
inequality and addressing 
patriarchal norms 
through curricular and 
pedagogy 

Institute policy measures 
that ensure educational 
access and learning 
amongst girls and women 
Institute measures 
through formal and public 
education systems to 
counter gender-based 
violence 

Institute measures to 
reduce gender gaps in 
TVET, science and other 
higher education courses 
Institute time-bound 
measures to for 
affirmative action to 
achieve gender parity 

Include gender 
perspectives in curricular 
and pedagogic 
approaches at all levels 
State-led measures to 
close gender gaps in 
education, health, 
employment and wages. 

Spatial Environmental health 
education and 
interventions based on 
local water, sanitation and 
waste conditions 
Universal access to quality 
school education 
irrespective of location  

Reduce rural-urban 
disparities in accessing 
quality education 
Institute measures to 
address educational 
inequalities and poverty 

Enhance higher 
educational provisioning 
in rural areas  
Bring rural centres of 
education in line with 
urban centres 

Institute social protection 
measures and livelihood 
stability amongst the 
urban poor 
Institute employment 
opportunities and self-
reliant measures for the 



TESF: Addressing Inequalities  

34 
 

Inequality 
Dimension 

South Africa Somalia/Somaliland Rwanda India 

Linkage between 
livelihoods, mobility, 
educational access and 
land restitution? 

rural poor and agricultural 
communities 

Environmental 
& Climate 

Enabling climate resilient 
livelihoods, services and 
locations 
Climate resilient and low-
carbon educational 
systems (including 
mobility) 
ESD (SDG4.7) 

Institute robust research 
to examine social impact 
of climate change 
Institute measures to 
mitigate impact of climate 
change on educational 
access, retention and 
learning 

Mainstream climate 
change education at lower 
Primary through upper 
levels of education. 
Establish user-friendly 
manuals  
Conduct research to 
develop user-friendly 
manuals that are 
language inclusive.  
Embrace experiential 
learning opportunities, 
such as home gardens 
 

Institute measures to 
mitigate climate impact on 
agricultural communities, 
for the rural and urban 
poor 
Enable climate resilient 
livelihoods with gender 
focus 

Epistemic Revision of colonial and 
apartheid-era curricula 
and practices in school 
and higher education 
Integration of indigenous 
knowledges into school, 
teacher education, higher 
education and ESD 
 

Institute research to 
generate decolonized 
knowledge 
Redesign curriculum 
materials to include 
regionally, socially, and 
culturally relevant 
knowledges for school 
and higher education 

Institute measures to 
make the vernacular and 
socially relevant 
knowledges central to 
school education 
Develop curriculum using 
indigenous and 
decolonised knowledge 
system  

Include decolonised and 
indigenous knowledge in 
general and professional 
programmes and in 
school education 
Enable states to institute 
contextualised linguistic 
policies for education 

Table 1 - Potential Policy Priorities to Enable multi-dimensional Equality in TESF Countries 
 
Inequalities characterise all countries and societies across the 
globe. In 2015, the World Economic Forum declared inequality to 
be the key challenge of our times. In the same year, the UN 
General Assembly adopted the SDGs with the aim to challenge 
inequalities and the commitment to ‘leave no one behind’. 
Inequality is not only about widening gaps between the rich and 
the poor in terms of income and wealth. It has multiple 
intersecting dimensions that impact individuals and societies.  
 
This paper establishes that the SDGs as a system of normative 
development goals, cannot be addressed comprehensively 
without addressing multiple forms of inequalities. These 
intersecting inequalities also need to be addressed as a system. 
Research within each of the TESF countries indicates that we may 
be able to address some dimensions of inter-generational 
inequality by addressing intra-generational inequality through 
education. These efforts will however, depend on the historical 
and contemporary context of each country. 
 
It is also evident that all inequalities cannot be addressed by 
focusing on education alone. There are barriers to addressing 
educational inequality posed by other forms of inequality. For 
instance, improving educational access does not ensure quality 
education in many contexts. Race, caste, ethnicity, and communal 

bias can also not be addressed through improved education 
access alone.  
 
Research indicates that the education systems in TESF countries 
are highly unequal; and have appropriated outside inequalities in 
curriculum, textbooks and institutional structures and 
arrangements (Kumar, 2021). As a consequence, equal access has 
not resolved the problem of inequality in social progression and 
entry into higher education that is constrained by class, race, caste 
and gender inequality. For instance, Dalits in India are likely to take 
more than seven decades to come near the levels of higher 
education of the general population (Teltumbde, 2021).  
 
School systems often preserve social and economic inequalities 
and cement unequal power equations. This has been 
strengthened by neoliberal policies that focus on the instrumental 
and utilitarian aims of education. All TESF countries provide 
evidence that neoliberal policies have fragmented education 
systems, downscaled, and helped dismantle them. An education 
that is focused only on economic development, job creation and 
income inequality, may not be able to address deep seated social 
and gender inequalities. 
 
‘Intrinsic’ social inequality combined with merit-based education in 
many contexts, helps select the most ‘fit’ from the perspective of 
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division of labour. This is based on a deep assumption that a 
meritocracy is neutral to economic, social and gender injustices. 
The public examination system, as the primary instrument of this 
form of meritocracy, is assumed to be fair and therefore neutral. 
New forms of paper and digital qualifications that dominate the 
discourse of contemporary educational reforms, derive from such 
a view of the public examination system.  
 
In this frame, education systems are primarily seen to be the 
means of transferring skills to all without having to overturn the 
existing social order (Gestrich, 2021). It is evident that income, 
employment, and social inequalities are being sustained by an 
educational apparatus that is based on the core principles of 
meritocracy (Sandel, 2021).  
 
Enabling social justice through education is not part of such an 
educational apparatus – an idea supported by several neoliberal 
economists around the world. In their view, neoliberalism is “a 
theory of political economic practices that proposes that human 
well-being can be best enhanced by liberating entrepreneurial 
freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 
characterised by strong private property rights, free markets and 
free trade” (Harvey, 2007: 2). It is no surprise that the neoliberal 
state has for decades encouraged education to become a market-
based service rather than a public good. This has accelerated 
multiple dimensions of inequality, with the state often abdicating 
its responsibility of regulating the ‘educational market’, along with 
creating unequal learning environments and opportunities for its 
citizens.  
 
Modern inequality is argued to be just because the free market 
provides access and choice. As argued by Piketty (2020), property 
ownership, entrepreneurship, and meritocracy are dominant 
narratives that justify economic inequality. Allied with this is the 
view that social inequality is compatible with a modern, 
democratic state with its focus on individual choice and freedoms 
(Jones, 2012). 
 
Economic inequality therefore, lies at the nexus between the 
market, state, and the individual. Recognising this, several scholars 
have highlighted the social costs of increasing inequality that 
threaten both contemporary liberal democracy as well as the 
market economy (Sen, 1999; Stiglitz, 2012). 
 
The critical linked question therefore is: can education enable 
social and economic mobility? Evidence suggests that addressing 
access and quality in the neoliberal framework is not adequate to 
enable employment and equitable and sustainable economic 

development.  This is because neoliberal conceptions of quality 
education are very narrow; and educational access and quality are 
constrained by other dimensions of inequality such as social 
(caste, race) and gender disadvantage, which are firmly held in 
place by neocolonial epistemic frames.  
 
Some of the key policy priorities identified in the paper that could 
enable multi-dimensional equality within each of the TESF 
countries are outlined in Table 2. To address inequality in 
educational provisioning, it is critical that universal access to 
quality school and higher education is available to all irrespective 
of income, caste, race, gender, and location. Structural responses 
are required to address historical inequality in terms of caste, race, 
gender, and location. Existing affirmative action measures need to 
be sustained and new ones created for the socially disadvantaged.  
 
Curriculum and pedagogy need to be redesigned to include 
decolonised and indigenous knowledge that can help align 
education purposes with local and national aspirations and needs 
of socially and linguistically diverse societies. Targeted state-led 
measures are required to close gender gaps in educational access 
and learning, and to arrest the perpetuation of gender norms, 
stereotypes, and gender-based violence. This requires revision of 
colonial, caste-based and apartheid-era curricula and practices in 
school and higher education and the integration of indigenous 
knowledges into school, teacher, and higher education. This is 
possible when vernacular languages and linguistic diversity are 
allowed to flourish and socially and economically relevant 
knowledges become central to school and higher education, 
including teacher education. 
 
State-led measures need to be targeted to reduce income and 
wealth gaps in the long run while adequate social protection 
measures need to be put in place for those living on the margins 
of mega cities. Specific measures need to be instituted to mitigate 
climate impact on agricultural communities, for the rural and 
urban poor. Linkages need to be established between livelihoods, 
mobility, educational access, and land restitution, enabling climate 
resilient livelihoods, services, and locations of work.  
 
To address multi-dimensional and intersecting inequality as a 
system, we therefore need to view educational access, quality of 
education, and developing capabilities and agency as a 
continuum. The agency of learners, teachers, community, and civil 
society – taken together will enable collective and individual action 
to address questions of social, epistemic, gender, spatial, 
environmental and educational inequalities. 
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This TESF working paper builds on the TESF 
Background Paper Series which set out some of our foundational 
concepts for the work of the Network Plus and informed our 
original call for proposals. This work collectively informs future 
outputs to help us trace learning throughout the TESF 
lifecycle. You can follow this trajectory by visiting our Resources 
page for additional Background Papers and other writing from 
Network Plus. 
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