
Millennium Development Goal 2 – To achieve universal primary
education

Target – Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full
course of primary schooling.

Education is vital for combating poverty and disease. It creates more opportunities for people and
gives them a stronger voice in society. Without education there can be no development – personal,
economic or social.

In 1990, many countries pledged to achieve primary education for all children by the year 2000.
However, the target was missed. There are still 103 million children not in school. Most of these are
in developing countries, and 57 per cent of them are girls. 

In order to achieve this target by 2015, governments must ensure that all children are not only
enrolling in primary school but completing their primary education as well. Currently, only 37 out of
155 developing countries have achieved universal primary completion. 

For more information about the current campaign to achieve universal primary education, see
www.campaignforeducation.org. 

Pedro’s story – Guatemala

This is me, Pedro. I live in a refugee camp called El Triunfo in Guatemala. I was
born here. Until a few years ago people were fighting a very long, very bloody
war in my country. At that time, life where my parents used to live was very
dangerous and my parents had to leave their village and come here to the camp
to find safety. They tell me that after they left the village, their house, the school
and the whole village were destroyed.

Although the camp is not like a village, we are doing our best to make it a good place to live in. In
the mornings, I help my mother to make the tortilla* and then go with my father to look after the
animals. The best thing is that in the afternoons I go to school. For a long time there was no school
here, but now I go every day. This is very important to me because I want to be a doctor when I grow
up, so that I can look after people where we live.

*A flat bread made of ground maize. Many Mexicans eat tortilla for breakfast.

Note: This is a true story, but these are not Pedro’s actual words.
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Poster activity (ages 7–11)

You will need
● Post-it® note

thought bubbles

1. Ask pupils to look carefully at the poster, and tell them only that this boy’s name is
Pedro.

2. Ask them to guess where Pedro is. Do they think he is happy there? What do they
think he is thinking? 

3. Brainstorm some thoughts for Pedro, write them on Post-it® notes, and stick them
around the photograph. Read Pedro’s story and discuss his situation.

4. Ask pupils to think again about the thought bubbles that are around the photo. Are
there any that they would change? What new thought bubbles would they add?

In groups pupils should discuss the quotation on the poster and decide whether they
agree with it or not. They should support their opinions with reasons.
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Quotation activity (ages 9–14)

Aim
● To explore attitudes

towards school and
education.

You will need
● Some space to do this

activity. You could
clear a space in the
classroom, or use the
games hall or a space
outside.

Activity 3.1 Thinking about school (ages 7–14)
1. Mark one side of the room as ‘Agree’ and the opposite side as ‘Disagree’.

2. Read out the statements from below (or use your own statements) and ask pupils to
place themselves along an imaginary line between the two sides of the room,
depending on how much they agree or disagree with each statement. 

3. Encourage pupils to talk to each other about why they chose their particular position.

4. Encourage pupils to suggest other statements to use.

Aims
● To explore attitudes to

school and the benefits
that we get from it.

● To explore the
consequences of not
going to school.

You will need
● This poster, displayed
● A copy of Pedro’s story

– Guatemala to refer to 

Activity 3.2  Why is school important? (ages 7–14)
1. Read Pedro’s story to the class, and ask them to think about why education is so

important to him. 

2. Ask pupils to buzz in pairs the reasons why education is important to them, then to
exchange their ideas in groups of four. Ask the groups to feed their ideas back to the
whole class.

3. Get the whole class to choose the nine most important reasons why education is
important. List them on the board.

4. Ask pupils to work in groups of four and to diamond-rank the nine agreed reasons in
order of importance. (Younger pupils can use normal ranking.) Ask the groups to
explain why they made their decisions. Discuss some of the issues that arose.

● Finally, ask pupils to consider what the consequences of not having an education
would be.

Agree / Disagree statements
● Everyone should be able to go to school.
● Teachers should not raise their voices.
● Pupils should not have to go to lessons on

time.

● Everyone should be able to talk in class
whenever they like.

● Pupils should be allowed to wear whatever
they like at school.
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Activity 3.3 Why can’t some children go to school? (ages 9–14)

Aims
● To explore reasons

why children can’t go
to school.

You will need
● A photocopy of ‘Why

I can’t go to school’
for each group of
pupils

1. Ask the class what they understand as a ‘right’.

2. Explain to them that free education is a right under the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child (see www.unicef.org/crc/crc.htm). Explain that this means
that everyone should be entitled to education, no matter where they live, and no
matter who they are. Why do they think everyone should have this as a right?

3. Refer back to Pedro’s story and remind them why he couldn’t go to school for a time.
Explain that currently over 100 million children worldwide can’t go to school. Can
they think of any reasons why children are not able to go to school? You may also
want to get pupils to consider reasons that stop children in the UK from attending
school.

4. In groups, ask pupils to use the sheet ‘Why I can’t go to school’ (above) to note
down a list of reasons why so many children miss out on their education. 

5. As a class, think about what could help to make a difference and who has the power
to change things.

Further work (age 11–14)
1. Pupils could be asked to do research into the reasons why children can’t go to school

and the issues behind them (e.g. poverty, conflict, illness). How is the lack of an
education linked to, say, conflict? Can they find any stories of young people who have
missed their education through conflict?

2. Use the WHY- WHY- WHY chain (illustrated below) to explore and extend their
thinking on the root causes of lack of education.
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Aim
● To help pupils to

understand how conflict
stops others from going
to school.

You will need
● A copy of James’ story to

refer to
● Materials to make a

display
● Old newspapers for pupils

to cut up. Alternatively,
pupils can look through
newspapers at home in
the preceding week and
bring in relevant articles.
They could also search
for suitable articles on
the websites of
newspapers and on the
BBC news website
(http://news.bbc.co.uk).

Activity 3.4 Education and conflict (age 11–14)

1. Explain that in many countries children miss out on their education because of
conflict. Give some examples such as Israel and Palestine, Sierra Leone (where many
children became child soldiers) and the conflict in Darfur.*

2. Read James’ story (above) to the class.

3. Ask pupils to look through newspapers and identify situations around the world
where young people are being prevented from receiving an education because of war
and conflict.

4. Pupils can use these articles to produce a display. They could mark up the countries
affected on a map of the world.

James’ story
‘It first happened in 1991,’ says James. ‘That’s when the rebels came to our village in Lofa
County in Liberia. They beat my father and put him in jail. Then, they asked me if I would join
them. … I said yes, because I wanted to protect my father because I was sure they were going
to kill him. I was six years old. Then, they sent us to fight at the front lines. I did that for the
next five years … There is nothing more bad than war.’ 
James quit being a soldier after five years of fighting in the bush … He is now 18 years old.
He’s been going to school since he left the front lines. ‘I’ve been asked to fight again, but I’ve
refused. My education is too important to me and I still have a lot to learn in life. If I am
educated, I will have a better future, much better than my past.’
Interview conducted on 20 May 2003, Monrovia, Liberia

I CAN’T GO 
TO SCHOOL

IT’S TOO
EXPENSIVE

MY PARENTS DON’T
EARN ENOUGH MONEY

I HAVE TO
HELP AT HOME

WHY? WHY?

* For more information on these countries see: www.oxfam.org.uk/what_we_do/where_we_work/ 
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WHY?

WHY?

Why I can’t go to school

I’m not sure that I will be going
back to school next term. There was
no rain, and my father’s crops have
failed. I might have to go out to work
to earn money for my family.

There is no school in my
village. The next village has a
school, but it is five miles away.
That is too far to walk each day.

I have four brothers and sisters.
My parents can only afford to send
two of us to school. My two brothers
go. My sisters and I stay at home.

My father died when I was
seven years old. He owned a small
farm, which brought in all our
money. When my father died, I had
to leave school to help in the house
and look after my brother and
sisters so my mother could work on
the farm.

There are 60 children in the class that I
teach. There just aren’t enough teachers.

My parents didn’t go to school.
They can’t read or write. They want
me to go to school so I can get a
good job. But they can’t afford the
school fees that we have to pay.

I am a coffee grower. I was
getting hardly any money for my
crop, so I couldn’t send my children
to school. Now I sell my coffee to a
Fair Trade company and am
guaranteed a good price. At last I
can afford to send at least two of
my children to school now.

I have to go to the hand pump to
collect water twice a day for my family.
The water pump is two km away, and
often I have to wait in a queue before it
is my turn. I do this before I go to school
in the morning, so I am often late and
miss a lot of my lessons. It is hard work
having to collect water after school and
still trying to find time for homework.

We need money for school
uniforms, shoes, books, pens and
school bags. I don’t think my father
will be able to pay for all these things!
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