The Right to Education

From Theory to Practice

When a state tries to implement the human right to education asit is
formulated in international instruments, certain problemsarise ... The
following are examples of obstacles that need to be overcomein order to

move from rights to action

(Second article on the Right to
Education series By Katrien Beeckman,
Associate Expert a UNESCO-Dakar
The opinions expressed in this article
are those of its author and do not neces-
sarily reflect those of the Organisation).

Interpreting the Conventions

The first problem is that the vague
and general articles of the Conventions
do not enable us to precisely define the
contents of the right to education or the
concrete obligations incumbent upon
member states. An exampleis free pri-
mary education. While the incompatibi-
lity of direct school fees with this right
is obvious, the same cannot be said of
indirect fees, such as purchase of school
uniforms or textbooks. Indeed, a case-
by-case analysis is required. When
those fees are mandatory and out of pro-
portion with parents’ incomes, the
Committee monitoring the implementa-
tion of the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
will most likely conclude that the right
to education has been infringed.

The Price to Pay
Another problem is the financial
burden to be borne by states when
implementing the right to education. It
is obvious that setting up an education
system, as defined by international law,
is impossible to do overnight.
Therefore, every state should, to the
maximum of its available resources,
progressively ensure the full enjoyment
of the right to education. Thus, itis
impossible to apply the same yardstick
to industrialised and developing coun-
tries.The stringent context of Structural
Adjustment Policies (SAPs) has often
been acknowledged by Human Rights
Committees as an obstacle to the full
realisation of the right to education.
The serious social and economic
consequences of education budget cuts,
such as high dropout rates and teacher
layoffs, have often been expressed as
subjects of serious concern. However,
the Committees have pointed out that
SAPs do not absolve states from provi-
ding social protection to the most vulne-
rable groups of society.

What Course of Action?

Finally, when we talk about the
human right to education, we raise the
issue of itsviolation. Here again, the
implementation of the right, which is
essentially social in nature, is problema
tical. Anindividual whose civil and
political rights have been infringed, take
for instance the right to privacy, can
seek justice from acourt. The chances
of anilliterate child, forced to toil in the
fields, to successfully claim her right to
education are more theoretical than real.

The only supervision of the imple-
mentation of the right to education is
carried out by the Treaty monitoring
committees, to whom the states are obli-
ged to report on aregular basis on the
progress achieved and the difficulties
encountered.

Thisis not an easy task. For, while
the indicators developed by certain
international development agencies may
to some extent be useful for assessing
the achievement and application of the
right to education, they do not embody
the fundamental human rights values,
such as human dignity and the principle
of non-discrimination.
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Education: Bridging

A few schools in countries as far
afield as Brazil and Ghana have been
getting a taste of information that exist
beyond classroom walls. They areinvol-
ved in a programme that seeks to
connect them with the internet revolu-
tion sweeping through the world.

Run by the Alliance for Global
Learning (AGL), an organisation sup-
ported by the International Education
and Resources Network, World Links
for Development and Schools Online,
this initiative was launched last year to
enable students in the developing world
to have access to the plethora of
resources in cyberspace.

By June this year, AGL expects to
have connected 300 schools in nine
countries  through its programme.
Besides Brazil and Ghana, they include
school from South Africa, Zimbabwe,
Uganda, Peru, Paraguay, Egypt and the
Palestinian territory.

And over the next five years, AGL
plansto spread itsweb further “to direct-
ly impact over 3,000,000 students in
developing countries’.

The Alliance hopes to link the stu-
dents and teachers around the world
using new technologies to “improve
education, provide collaboration oppor-
tunities and build global awareness.”

It is one way, the Alliance says, to
address the “shocking reality of digital-
divide”, the disparity between countries
where people have easy access to infor-

mation technology and countries where
people have been largely cut from this
revolution.

And during it first year to bridge this
gap, what this organisation has pursued
in the selected schools is to provide
computer |abs and internet connectivity.
Furthermore, it also works with teachers
and students to foster “peer-to-peer col-
laboration projects’ and to guide the
school-based computer |abs in becoming
“resource centres for the surrounding
community.”

Such initiatives to use the internet
to guarantee quality education have been
welcomed by a broad spectrum of edu-
cators.

Globalisation and the impact of
information technology are leading to a
new “knowledge economy where ser-
vices and information are crucia”,
observes Stephen Marquard, the techni-
cal director of SchoolNet, South Africa,
an organisation which promotes and
implements information and communi-
cation technologies.

In his view, students need to be
familiar with information tools from an
early age to be competitive in this new
economy when they leave school.

A report published by the United
Nation Education Scientific and Cultural
Organisation (UNESCO) echoes similar
views. “Information and communication
technologies can be used to support the
interactive sharing of ideas and informa-

the Digital Divide

tion . Such dialogueis critical not only
to the support and motivation of the
learners, but, moreimportantly, to their
overal growth and development,”
states the report, titled “ Towards Open
Learning Communities’.

According to Tom March, a United
States educator, an internet-based course
of study offers both teacher and student
content that, on the one hand, appears
familiar. It looks “alot like what tradi-
tionally growsin classrooms.”

But in other ways, he remarks, "the
fruit borne of these trees taste unlike
anything educators have chanced to
sample before. In other words, educa
tors will recognise old friends like
references, resources and lessons, but
the breadth, depth immediacy, passion
and interactivity available in the Web-
based brethren open up an entirely new
way to educate.”

Such possibilities, in fact, were
recognised by the 155 governments
when they met 10 years ago in
Jomtien, Thailand, for the World
Conference on Education for All.

The promises that stemmed from
that conference included a pledge sta-
ting a need for an “expanded vision,”
which would surpass “ present resource
levels, institutional structures, curricu-
la, and conventional delivery systems.”

According to the British-based
Centre for Global Education, over 75
million Westerners have access to the
Web compared to 700,000
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Africans. Furthermore, 48,000
of the 50,000 African internet
hosts (computers with perma-
nent internet connections) are
in South Africa

Aslast year's UN Human
-.| Development Report pointed
out, moreover, South Asia, home
to 23 percent of the world's
‘| population, has less than one
percent of internet users.

Regards working tele-
phones (a prerequisite to access
the internet) the report revealed
that 40 percent of peopleliving
in developing countries “have
never made a phone call.”

| These facts are not the only

realities that advocates of inter-
net-based education need to
= contend with during their push
to enable students from the developing
world to access information in cybers-
pace.

There are also the criticisms raised
by national education |eaders about the
content available on internet. “ Technol-
ogy is a double-edged sword. Wein
Africacan’t accept it whole heartedly
without calling into question many of its
pitfalls” says AichaBah Diallo, former
minister of education in Ghana.

As she sees it, the internet offers
educational messages, help-lines, vital
information but also “racist and social-
ly unacceptable matter.”

For her, such technology needs to
have a sense of purposeif it isto bene-
fit people in the developing world.
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