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Abstract 

This paper explores the global challenges and prospects associated with the implementation of the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), with a focused analysis on Goal 4: Quality Education. 

Drawing on current data, scholarly research, and policy reports, the study identifies disparities in 

educational access and quality across regions, emphasizing how socio-economic, geographical, political, 

and digital divides impede equitable learning opportunities. A comparative analysis of four countries—

Nigeria, India, Finland, and Japan—illustrates how varying governance structures, economic capacities, 

and cultural dynamics shape education outcomes. The study further examines the impact of global 

phenomena such as the COVID-19 pandemic, geopolitical tensions, energy transitions, and economic 

downturns on educational systems. Through this multi-scalar analysis, the paper identifies structural 

barriers and systemic weaknesses that hinder progress toward SDG 4, particularly in low-income and 

conflict-affected regions. The paper concludes by offering actionable recommendations, including 

intersectoral collaboration, inclusive education policy reforms, investment in digital infrastructure, and 

capacity building in under-resourced areas. The findings underscore the need for globally coordinated, 

locally adapted strategies that center equity and resilience to ensure the realization of inclusive and 

quality education for all by 2030. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a global agenda that was adopted by all 

United Nations Member States. The idea was to provide a road map to promote peace, 

prosperity, and growth for people in the present life and for future life. SDGs were born as an 

improvement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), where members agreed to reduce 

extreme poverty by the year 2015 [1]. The United Nations Member States came up with 17 

SDGs and made an urgent call to all countries, whether developed or developing, for adoption 

and partnership. They realized that if all the countries globally came together, they could end 

poverty and other issues affecting us globally and improve health, education, and also inequality 

and promote economic growth and tackle the issues of climate change. The idea was to ensure 

all governments, business and civil society work towards ending poverty, creating a better life 

and creating business opportunities globally. In 2012 during the Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, more 

than 178 countries agreed on the agenda 21 which was a roadmap to build partnerships to 

improve and protect human lives and the environment. The United Nation Conference in Rio 

de Janeiro came with a document “The Future We Want” and agreed to develop a set of SDGs 

to build upon the MDGs and the following SDGs were developed [2]. 

The main objective of SDGs is to enhance the MDGs which were formulated and adopted 

to reduce extreme poverty by more than half by 2015. MDGs were to improve gender parity in 

primary schools across the globe, reduce the rate on to which children were dying before their 

fifth birthday by more than half, reduce maternal mortality, health and improve drinking water 

sources by 2015 [3]. So why SDGs were developed? It was noted that even after having the 

MDGs in place, more than 800 million people were still living in extreme poverty and were 

suffering from hunger. More than 144 million people were displaced from their homes. It was 

observed that 40% water scarcity across the globe was projected. Also over 946 million still 

were on open defecation and gender inequality was on rise in spite of more women 

representation in schools [4].  

So the next question is, why do SDGs matter? The SDGs represent a universal call to 

action to address pressing global challenges and build a more equitable, inclusive, and 

sustainable future. Covering a wide range of interconnected issues—from ending poverty and 

hunger to promoting health, education, gender equality, clean energy, and environmental 

protection—the 17 goals form a comprehensive blueprint for sustainable development. These 

goals emphasize the importance of collective action by governments, businesses, civil society, 

and individuals in achieving lasting progress by 2030. Each goal is not only ambitious but also 

deeply interlinked, recognizing that social well-being, economic growth, and environmental 

stewardship must go hand in hand to ensure long-term prosperity and peace for all [5]. 

The SDGs matter because they offer a practical and visionary framework for driving 

creativity, innovation, and cooperation across all sectors. For governments and businesses, the 

SDGs help identify new opportunities, create meaningful partnerships, and foster trust among 

stakeholders and policymakers. By aligning strategies with these global goals, organizations 

can enhance their sustainability efforts, build resilient communities, and support stable markets. 

Ultimately, the SDGs provide a shared agenda that unites diverse actors in addressing global 

challenges while opening pathways for inclusive economic development and long-term societal 

stability and equity. 
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Figure 1. Publication Trends on Sustainable Development Goals (Source: Author, 2025) 

 

On the side of academic trend, the research landscape on SDGs has witnessed significant 

growth over the past few years, reflecting increasing academic and scientific interest in 

sustainability-related issues. Figure 1 illustrates the trend in the number of scientific documents 

related to SDGs from 2020 to 2025 using the Scopus database. The data shows a steady increase, 

with publications rising annually from 2020 to 2024. The most substantial growth occurred in 

2024, where publications surged to 6,005 documents, demonstrating a peak in academic 

engagement. However, in 2025, there is a sharp decline, which may indicate incomplete data 

collection. Despite this fluctuation, the overall trend suggests that SDG-related research 

continues to expand, reinforcing the role of academia in shaping policies and innovations for 

sustainable development. 

Over the past decade, a growing body of research has examined the implementation, 

monitoring, and outcomes of the SDGs across global, regional, and national levels. Several 

studies have emphasized the interconnectedness of SDGs and the critical role of integrated 

policy frameworks in achieving them [6], [7]. In the context of SDG 4 (Quality Education), 

scholars have also explored key themes such as access to education, teacher training, digital 

learning disparities, and inclusive policies, particularly in low- and middle-income countries 

[8], [9]. Despite the expanding academic interest, existing research often lacks comprehensive 

cross-regional comparisons and in-depth analyses of the systemic barriers that hinder SDG 4 

progress in different sociopolitical and geographical contexts. Furthermore, much of the 

literature either focuses on national case studies or offers broad theoretical discussions without 

providing data-driven insights that could inform localized implementation strategies [10], [11]. 

There is a clear research gap in synthesizing trends, challenges, and comparative performance 

of various regions in advancing educational equity. Limited attention has also been given to 

evidence-based policy decisions in the education sector—an area crucial for ensuring 

accountability and targeted interventions. 

To address these gaps, this study offers a dual-pronged approach combining bibliometric 

analysis and literature synthesis. It not only maps out the academic landscape on SDG 4 but 

also investigates the barriers and facilitators affecting progress in diverse regions. Through this 

approach, the paper contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how data-informed 

strategies can support inclusive and equitable education in alignment with global sustainable 

development goals. 
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In light of the global urgency and shared responsibility outlined above, this paper aims to 

explore the SDGs in greater depth, with a particular focus on their prospects, challenges, and 

regional disparities in implementation. Specifically, the paper will delve into the performance 

and barriers associated with SDG 4: Quality Education, examining how geographical, social, 

and policy-related factors influence the achievement of equitable and inclusive education 

worldwide. By analyzing trends, identifying best and least performing regions, and comparing 

approaches across various contexts, this study seeks to provide actionable recommendations 

and insights for enhancing educational outcomes in alignment with the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development. 

 

THEORETICAL OVERVIEW 

Sustainable Development Goals: Prospects and Challenges 

The SDGs provide a clear and actionable roadmap for addressing global challenges such 

as poverty, inequality, climate change, and economic growth. With increasing global 

awareness and commitment from governments, businesses, and civil society, significant 

progress has been made in multiple areas, particularly in education, health, and clean energy. 

Technological advancements, especially in digital transformation, renewable energy, and 

sustainable agriculture, are playing a crucial role in accelerating progress toward these goals 

[12], [13]. Countries that integrate sustainability into their national policies and development 

plans are more likely to achieve long-term success, setting examples for others to follow. 

International collaboration and financial support from institutions and foreign direct 

investments, grants, and low-interest loans, enabling them to invest in critical sectors such as 

infrastructure, healthcare, and education [14], [15], [16]. Additionally, the rise of green 

finance, including sustainable bonds and impact investing, is directing financial resources 

toward environmentally and socially responsible projects [17], [18]. These funding 

mechanisms are vital for bridging the resource gap and ensuring that no country is left behind 

in the pursuit of the SDGs. 

Another promising aspect is the growing involvement of the private sector in sustainable 

development. Companies are increasingly adopting environmental, social, and governance 

principles, integrating sustainability into their business models [19]. On the other hand, 

corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives play a crucial role in promoting SDGs 

implementation by reducing their carbon footprint, adopting energy-efficient processes, 

minimizing waste, and investing in renewable energy [20]. Corporations also engage in 

responsible sourcing, ensuring ethical labor practices and fair wages across their operations. 

By integrating CSR into their core business strategies, companies not only enhance their brand 

reputation and consumer trust but also drive systemic change toward more sustainable 

production and consumption patterns, fostering long-term economic, social, and environmental 

benefits. Furthermore, public-private partnerships are fostering innovation and efficiency in 

implementing sustainable projects [21], leading to more effective solutions in sectors such as 

clean energy, water management, and waste reduction. 

Despite the promising prospects, several challenges hinder the full realization of the 

SDGs. One of the primary obstacles is the persistent financing gap, particularly in developing 

nations. Many countries lack the necessary financial resources to implement large-scale 

sustainable projects due to high debt burdens, limited access to capital markets, and economic 
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instability. The COVID-19 pandemic further strained global economies, diverting funds 

toward crisis management and slowing progress on critical SDG targets [24]. Without 

substantial increases in international aid, private investment, and domestic revenue 

mobilization, achieving the SDGs by 2030 remains uncertain. 

Another significant challenge is the impact of climate change, which threatens progress 

across multiple SDG goals. Rising global temperatures, extreme weather events, and 

environmental degradation are disproportionately affecting vulnerable communities, leading 

to food insecurity, displacement, and economic losses [25], [26]. Many developing countries 

are struggling to adapt to climate-related risks due to inadequate infrastructure and financial 

constraints [27]. Without stronger climate mitigation and adaptation efforts, climate change 

could reverse decades of progress in poverty reduction, health, and economic development. 

Moreover, geopolitical conflicts and political instability pose serious risks to SDG 

implementation. Wars, civil unrest, and governance challenges disrupt development efforts by 

diverting resources away from social and environmental programs. Conflict-affected regions 

often experience weakened institutions, human rights violations, and economic downturns, 

making it difficult to establish sustainable policies [28]. Additionally, global power struggles 

and trade disputes can hinder international cooperation, slowing down progress on key SDG 

targets such as poverty eradication, gender equality, and global partnerships. 

Lastly, data availability and monitoring remain critical challenges in tracking SDG 

progress. Many low-income countries lack robust data collection and reporting systems, 

leading to gaps in measurement and accountability [29]. Without accurate and timely data, it 

is difficult to assess progress, identify priority areas, and implement evidence-based policies. 

Strengthening data infrastructure, investing in digital tools, and enhancing transparency are 

essential for ensuring that progress toward the SDGs can be effectively monitored and adjusted 

to address emerging challenges. 

 
Figure 2. Summary of Sustainable Development Goals Prospects and Challenges (Source: Author, 2025) 

 

Recent Performances on Sustainable Development Goals Implementations 

To recap, the SDGs serve as a global blueprint for achieving a more equitable, 

sustainable, and prosperous world by 2030. However, progress toward these goals varies 

significantly among countries, with some demonstrating exceptional commitment and 

achievement, while others struggle due to economic, political, and infrastructural challenges 

[30], [31]. Identifying the best and least-performing nations may provide valuable insights 

regarding the current status quo. 



 

17 | 
 

 
Figure 3. The Overall Score of Sustainable Development Goal Performance of United Nations Member States 

(Source: Sustainable Development Report 2024) 

 

Figure 3 highlights Finland as the top-performing country, achieving an impressive score 

of 86.35, followed closely by Sweden (85.70) and Denmark (85.00) (see Appendix 2 for the 

scores). These Nordic countries have consistently led global sustainability efforts due to their 

strong environmental policies, high social welfare standards, and well-structured governance. 

Their success is largely attributed to ambitious climate action, renewable energy initiatives, 

and inclusive social policies that address inequality and promote well-being [32]. Additionally, 

other European nations, such as Germany (83.45) and France (82.76), have also demonstrated 

strong progress toward the SDGs, emphasizing economic stability, technological innovation, 

and comprehensive public health systems. These high-scoring nations serve as benchmarks for 

sustainability, showcasing effective policy frameworks and long-term commitments to 

achieving the SDGs. 

In contrast, the countries at the bottom of the SDG Index face significant socio-economic 

and political challenges that hinder their progress. South Sudan, with the lowest score of 40.14, 

struggles with ongoing conflict, political instability, and a lack of basic infrastructure, making 

it difficult to advance in areas such as education, healthcare, and economic development. 

Similarly, the Central African Republic (44.21), Chad (45.07), and Somalia (45.42) suffer from 

extreme poverty, weak governance, and limited access to essential services, which severely 

impact their ability to implement sustainable development policies. Many of these least-

performing nations are burdened by food insecurity, inadequate healthcare systems, and 

environmental degradation [33], underscoring the urgent need for international cooperation, 

targeted investments, and policy interventions to accelerate their progress toward the SDGs 

 

METHODS 

This research employs a qualitative literature review methodology to explore the multifaceted 

challenges and global disparities in the implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 4: 

Quality Education. The literature review approach allows for the synthesis of a wide range of 

scholarly articles, institutional reports, and statistical data published between 2015 and 2025, 

with a particular emphasis on peer-reviewed journal articles, reports from international 

organizations (e.g., United Nations, UNESCO, OECD), and national policy documents. 
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Through critical analysis and thematic categorization, the study identifies common barriers, 

regional differences, and emerging opportunities in advancing quality education. This method 

provides a comprehensive understanding of the socio-economic, political, and cultural 

dynamics that influence educational access and equity across different contexts. 

The review also includes a comparative case analysis of four countries—Nigeria, India, 

Finland, and Japan—selected to represent diverse geographic regions, economic development 

levels, and education governance models. These case studies were analyzed using secondary 

sources that reflect each country’s educational policy, performance metrics (e.g., literacy rates, 

enrollment ratios, PISA scores), and contextual challenges. Thematic patterns were drawn to 

highlight contrasts and convergences in educational progress and policy implementation. The 

literature review method, in this context, facilitates an interdisciplinary and globally informed 

exploration of SDG 4, offering both diagnostic insights and strategic recommendations rooted 

in existing academic and policy frameworks. 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSIONS 

Challenges and Barriers to Sustainable Development Goal 4: Quality Education 

Education plays a crucial role in achieving the SDGs. As it is also one of the goals for 

SDGs, providing a quality education is not only about the process of teaching and learning to 

obtain knowledge and skills to find jobs. The specific goal for Quality Education is aiming that 

by 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote 

sustainable development, including, among others, through education for sustainable 

development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture 

of peace and nonviolence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and culture’s 

contribution to sustainable development [34]. 

That is why the concept of teaching and learning must be transformed to enable 

individuals to lead sustainable development as agents of change. There is one key approach to 

implementing education for achieving the SDGs, which requires the whole 4 elements to 

provide a quality education. As illustrated in Figure 4, it is required the integration and 

cooperation of four critical elements which are government, community, curriculum, and 

education infrastructure. These elements must work in synergy to create a supportive, 

inclusive, and adaptive learning environment. The UNESCO Education for Sustainable 

Development framework emphasizes that education systems should be holistic, learner-

centered, and rooted in real-world challenges to foster the knowledge, skills, values, and 

attitudes needed for a sustainable future [35]. 

 



 

19 | 
 

 
Figure 4. The Whole-Institution Approach (Source: UNESCO, 2015) 

Challenges 

Achieving SDG 4, which seeks to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 

promote lifelong learning opportunities for all, remains a significant global challenge. While 

there has been notable progress in expanding access to education, deep-seated inequalities 

persist across multiple dimensions. Children and youth from marginalized backgrounds, 

particularly those affected by poverty, gender bias, ethnicity, disability, or remote geographic 

location, often face systemic barriers to accessing quality education [36]. These disparities are 

especially pronounced in low- and middle-income countries where socioeconomic 

stratification and historical inequities continue to influence educational outcomes. 

Financial constraints further compound these inequalities. In many countries, education 

systems suffer from inadequate or inequitable budget allocations that fail to prioritize 

underserved populations. Limited financial resources restrict the expansion of infrastructure, 

the procurement of learning materials, and the hiring and training of qualified teachers [37]. 

Geographic disparities amplify these challenges, as governments often struggle to deliver 

consistent, high-quality educational services to rural, remote, or conflict-affected areas. The 

lack of trained educators, poor infrastructure, and weak transportation systems create 

significant obstacles to achieving universal access. 

Beyond the logistical and financial difficulties, social and cultural norms continue to 

undermine educational equity. In several regions, entrenched gender roles and discriminatory 

cultural practices still inhibit girls and women from attending or completing school [38]. These 

norms can also marginalize other vulnerable groups, including ethnic minorities and children 

with disabilities, by discouraging their participation in formal education. Furthermore, conflict 

and forced displacement due to war, violence, or natural disasters severely disrupt educational 

continuity. Displaced populations often face limited access to safe learning environments and 

essential resources, which significantly reduces their long-term educational prospects. 

A lack of inclusive education policies and practices exacerbates these challenges. Many 

national education frameworks do not fully accommodate the diverse needs of learners, 

particularly those with disabilities or from minority communities [39]. Without inclusive 

curricula, teacher training, and learning materials, these students are left behind. Inclusive 
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education requires a commitment to equity in policy design, implementation, and monitoring—

yet, this commitment is frequently absent or insufficient. 

Barriers 

Systemic barriers within the education sector also hinder progress toward SDG 4. Weak 

governance structures, corruption, and insufficient accountability mechanisms lead to 

inefficient service delivery and misallocation of resources [40]. Even when national policies 

are well-designed, gaps in implementation are common due to limited administrative capacity, 

lack of inter-agency coordination, or a deficiency in political will. Teacher shortages and 

unequal teacher distribution, particularly in disadvantaged areas, continue to negatively impact 

both access and learning outcomes, widening the equity gap [41]. 

Lastly, the absence of a holistic, multi-sectoral approach to education significantly limits 

progress. Education cannot be viewed in isolation; its success depends on the integration of 

complementary services such as healthcare, nutrition, social protection, and child welfare [42]. 

When these sectors operate in silos, efforts to improve learning outcomes are undermined. 

Moreover, global crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic and economic downturns have 

affected vulnerable populations and reversed many of the gains previously achieved in 

education access and equity. To overcome these multifaceted obstacles, it is essential to 

strengthen international cooperation, increase targeted investments, improve data systems for 

monitoring, and embed inclusivity and resilience into education policy and planning. 

 
Figure 5. Summary of Sustainable Development Goal 4 Challenges and Barriers (Source: Author, 2025) 

 

Geographical and Global Considerations on the Challenge in Achieving Sustainable 

Development Goal 4: Quality Education 

When we are talking about SDG 4 challenges, it is important to see global factors in the 

world, such as social and political issues, economy, and energy security, as well, because it is 

critically needed by people. All series of human behaviours in recent history emerged in the 

world and have recently piled up the challenges. Some issues that have to be considered are: 

a. COVID-19 

The COVID-19 pandemic has been influencing the world starting in China, and 

has been spreading to all the world. Because of this pandemic, the world economy has 

also been affected. However, some of the sectors, such as the digital market related to 

online marketing, had the opportunity to rise since real physical meetings were not 

allowed for many months. It was creating some other opportunities as well in IT or the 

digital industry, while some other sectors were still on hold to wait and see, and some 

sectors were on slow progress, and many companies were closed down. They couldn’t 
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maintain the revenue because nobody bought their products during the lockdown. Most 

of them were industries that need physical presence, such as industrial labourers, utilities, 

manufacturing, constructions, etc. Many people live in poverty and COVID-19 pandemic 

has triggered slow economic growth [43]. 

Moreover, the economic downturn caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 

significantly affected people’s ability to access and afford good-quality education, 

particularly in lower-income and developing regions. As families faced unemployment 

and financial instability, education was deprioritized, leading to increased dropout rates 

and reduced learning outcomes [44]. However, the pandemic also accelerated the 

development and adoption of digital classrooms and online learning platforms. This shift 

offered a new form of educational access that could reach remote areas and under-

resourced communities, providing an alternative means of learning despite physical 

school closures. Although the digital divide remains a challenge—especially in areas 

with limited internet access or technological infrastructure—the rapid integration of 

technology into education brought hope for a more inclusive, flexible, and resilient 

educational future [45]. 

b. War between Israel and Palestine and Trade War between US and China 

Another world issue between Israel and Palestine was creating high tension 

amongst many countries and the alliances of both countries. It caused the oil price to 

escalate, some oil production in Israel and several other countries was shut down due to 

the rising instability, leading to limited supplies from those regions. This situation 

disrupted the global supply chain at a time when demand from many countries continued 

to increase. As a result, fuel and transportation costs soared, which in turn drove up food 

prices and living expenses. The impacts were most heavily felt by middle- and lower-

income communities, particularly in countries that rely heavily on oil imports and are 

vulnerable to inflationary pressures caused by global conflicts. 

In parallel, the trade war between the United States and China, which escalated 

from the Trump administration and continued through the Biden era, added another layer 

of strain on the global economy. Initiated primarily through the imposition of tariffs on 

Chinese goods, this trade war resulted in retaliatory tariffs by China, affecting multiple 

sectors, including technology, agriculture, and energy. One of the most significant points 

of tension involved the control and export of rare earth minerals—critical components 

for manufacturing renewable energy technologies and electronics. The US government 

responded with stricter regulations on fossil fuel supply and increased investment in 

renewable energy through policies such as the Inflation Reduction Act. However, the 

redirection of resources, increasing tax burdens, and higher production costs triggered 

economic instability, rising national debt, and frequent blackouts due to underdeveloped 

renewable infrastructure. These effects not only disrupted economic systems but also 

limited international collaboration and support—especially for nations dependent on 

foreign trade, investments, and aid from both global powers. 

The compounded impacts of global conflict and economic rivalry pose serious 

challenges to achieving SDG 4 on Quality Education. Inflation, energy shortages, and 

economic recessions often lead to education budget cuts, both at the household and 

governmental levels. Families struggling with basic needs deprioritize education, and 
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governments may redirect funding away from education to stabilize other sectors. Trade 

wars also disrupt access to educational technologies, such as laptops or digital 

infrastructure components, which are often produced or sourced internationally. While 

digital learning showed promise during the pandemic, unequal access to technology and 

economic instability continues to exacerbate educational inequalities between and within 

countries [46]. Furthermore, children in conflict zones or economically unstable regions 

are more likely to face school dropouts, limited access to learning materials, and lower 

educational attainment, making the global vision of inclusive and equitable quality 

education increasingly difficult to achieve. 

c. Digital Rise 

Since the rise of digital technology in COVID-19 pandemic, mostly comes from 

Gen Z or younger ages, it’s been growing rapidly, adding the new economic contribution, 

however the poverty is still becoming a big issue, and hasn’t lowered down significantly, 

particularly after COVID-19. There were also issues of cyber-attack by hackers in many 

countries in 2022 against transportation sectors, fuel supply, and major utilities in US 

aviation infrastructures and many countries as well including Malaysia and Asia. In 

Indonesia, there was a cyber-attack penetrating government’s data, and it has been 

investigated that some hackers have apparently wanted to be hired by a government 

agency. The emerging AI such as Deepseek from China has appeared to attack the US 

economy, exacerbated by the climate change that has been spoken across many countries. 

The rapid growth of digital technology during and after the COVID-19 pandemic 

has brought significant transformations in various sectors, including education. While 

digital platforms have created new opportunities for online learning and global access to 

knowledge, they have also revealed stark inequalities. In regions with poor digital 

infrastructure or limited internet access, students face significant barriers to participating 

in virtual classrooms [47]. Moreover, the rise in cyberattacks targeting critical 

infrastructure—including education systems—has heightened concerns over data 

security and digital safety, which are essential for maintaining trust in online education 

platforms. Additionally, poverty remains a persistent barrier to accessing digital tools 

such as laptops, stable internet, and electricity, further marginalizing low-income 

communities. Although digital innovation has the potential to support SDG 4 by 

expanding educational reach, these challenges risk widening the digital divide, thereby 

limiting the inclusivity and equity that SDG 4 seeks to promote. 

d. Renewable Energy 

Many countries have developed renewable energy soon after China has launched 

the green energy or renewable energy industry, that is the fact it created exploration of 

rare earth minerals to discover in locations that its resources have been produced by only 

some of countries such as China, India, Indonesia, Germany. Since then, some business 

in US and some businesses such as Amazon involved in investing green technology and 

capitals that the fact the new technology is costly especially deals with the rare earth 

minerals which the locations are only in some areas in Asia. It will take a lot of 

investment to provide the transportation and the infrastructure. When renewables have 

been implemented, especially in the EU, climate change policy has been introduced to 

mitigate the climate crisis. Unfortunately, some policies have been implemented to move 
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away from fossil fuel according to the Paris Agreement. It is resulting in some policies 

to decline the oil or gas sector in some countries. It has caused the continuous electricity 

blackout, heater for homes and the electrical appliances can’t be sufficient to empower 

the electricity during winter season in many locations even though the initial payment of 

the solar panel and storage have been installed. 

The transition to renewable energy as a response to climate change, while vital for 

environmental sustainability, also presents economic and infrastructural challenges that 

may indirectly affect progress toward SDG 4. The high cost of implementing green 

technologies—especially in regions lacking rare earth mineral resources—can lead 

governments to divert funding from sectors like education to energy infrastructure and 

environmental initiatives. In areas where electricity remains unstable due to the phase-

out of fossil fuels, students may experience disruptions in accessing digital learning tools, 

particularly during crucial seasons such as winter [48]. Furthermore, communities 

already vulnerable to climate-induced poverty may struggle even more as job losses 

occur in traditional energy sectors, affecting household income and thereby limiting 

children's access to consistent and quality education. While the climate agenda is 

essential for a sustainable future, equitable energy transitions must be carefully managed 

to avoid exacerbating existing inequalities, including those related to educational access 

and resources. 

e. Economic Focus 

Economic stability plays a crucial role in achieving SDG 4, as financial capacity 

directly influences a country's ability to provide equitable, inclusive, and high-quality 

education for all. The lingering effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, combined with 

global energy transitions and inflation, have placed immense pressure on national 

budgets—especially in developing countries. When governments face economic 

downturns, budget allocations for education are often among the first to be reduced. This 

compromises school infrastructure, teacher salaries, access to digital learning tools, and 

scholarship programs—ultimately widening the education gap between socio-economic 

groups [49]. 

In times of economic hardship, the focus of many countries shifts from long-term 

sustainability goals to immediate survival and economic recovery. Households affected 

by poverty may withdraw children from school to contribute to family income, especially 

in regions where education is not free or comes with associated costs like transportation, 

uniforms, or digital access. Inflation and unemployment limit both public and private 

investment in education, stalling progress toward SDG 4. Economic insecurity also 

weakens support for international education aid, as donor countries redirect funds to 

domestic priorities, further affecting global education equity. 

Therefore, discussions around sustainability must prioritize economic resilience to 

ensure that education remains accessible and high-quality regardless of external shocks. 

Energy security, trade stability, and job creation are interlinked with educational 

outcomes. Without a solid economic foundation, efforts to improve education become 

increasingly difficult. It is vital that governments, industries, and global institutions 

collaborate to protect education funding, even during economic crises, as the long-term 

development of any nation depends heavily on the education of its people. 
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Achieving SDG 4, which aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education 

for all, is significantly influenced by geographical disparities. Across the globe, 

children’s access to education is often determined by where they are born and raised. 

Developed and developing countries, as well as urban and rural communities, display 

striking differences in educational opportunities and outcomes. These geographical 

divisions are deeply tied to broader issues such as poverty, infrastructure, political 

stability, and digital inclusion. 

To meet SDG 4 by 2030, policymakers and global stakeholders must prioritize 

geographical inclusivity in education strategies. Investments in rural infrastructure, 

digital connectivity, teacher recruitment, and culturally relevant curricula are essential. 

Moreover, national education plans must be guided by localized data and participatory 

planning to ensure that interventions address the unique challenges faced by learners in 

different contexts. Only by tackling geographical disparities head-on can the global 

community ensure that no child is left behind in the pursuit of quality education for all. 

 
Figure 6. Global and Geographical Considerations for a Successful Quality Education 

Source: Author (2025) 

 

Achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4: A Comparative & Regional Analysis of Quality 

Education Across Diverse Contexts 

SDG 4 seeks to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 

learning opportunities for all. The goal encompasses access, equity, quality, and learning 

outcomes as essential components of development. However, achieving this goal remains 

elusive in many regions due to diverse socio-economic, political, and cultural constraints. This 

section provides a comparative analysis of four countries: Nigeria, India, Finland, and Japan, 

representing varying levels of development across Africa, South Asia, Europe, and Asia-

Pacific. By analyzing challenges, policies, and structural contexts, this paper identifies lessons 

and strategic approaches to accelerate progress toward SDG 4. 

a. Nigeria: Structural Constraints in an Unstable Policy Environment 
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Nigeria presents a multifaceted and deeply challenging context for achieving SDG 

4. As Africa’s most populous country, with over 200 million inhabitants, the education 

system faces significant strain in both access and quality. Over 10.5 million Nigerian 

children are out of school, exacerbated by poverty, insecurity, and gender discrimination 

[50]. The Universal Basic Education (UBE) programme launched in 1999 and formalized 

by the UBE Act of 2004 seeks to provide free and compulsory basic education for 

children aged 6–15. However, implementation is marred by insufficient funding, 

corruption, and weak coordination among federal, state, and local authorities [51]. States 

are required to provide matching grants to access federal education funds, yet many lack 

the fiscal capacity or political will to comply, delaying the release of critical resources. 

One of the major impediments is the prevailing insecurity in the northeast and 

northwest regions, where insurgent groups such as Boko Haram have explicitly targeted 

education infrastructure. Attacks on schools, abduction of students, and the displacement 

of entire communities have severely disrupted learning [52]. Gender disparities remain 

acute, particularly in rural areas. Socio-cultural norms often prioritize domestic 

responsibilities and early marriage over education for girls. It was highlighted that girls 

often have incomplete primary education. In contrast, boys often leave school to support 

family income through labor, highlighting poverty as a cross-cutting constraint [53]. 

Moreover, the quality of education remains low. Many classrooms are overcrowded, and 

teaching is undermined by poorly trained staff and irregular teacher attendance [54]. 

Rural-urban disparities are also stark; rural schools frequently lack basic amenities such 

as electricity, toilets, and learning materials [55]. 

Despite these challenges, there have been pockets of innovation. Programs such as 

the Girls' Education Project, implemented by UNICEF and funded by the UK Foreign, 

Commonwealth & Development Office, have shown positive impacts in increasing 

female enrollment and retention [56]. Furthermore, civil society organizations have 

stepped in to provide non-formal education for internally displaced children and out-of-

school youth. Addressing Nigeria’s education challenges requires sustained investment, 

robust institutional frameworks, and inclusive policies that prioritize marginalized 

groups. Leveraging technology, community participation, and inter-sectoral 

collaboration can also help in closing the gaps in education equity and access. 

b. India: A Complex Federal Education Landscape in Transition 

India, home to over 1.4 billion people, operates one of the largest and most 

complex education systems globally. The country’s commitment to universal education 

is enshrined in Article 21A of the Indian Constitution and operationalized through the 

Right to Education (RTE) Act, 2009. The RTE mandates free and compulsory education 

for children aged 6–14, and its implementation has led to near-universal primary 

enrollment. However, enrollment figures mask substantial disparities in learning 

outcomes and quality. 

India’s federal structure results in considerable heterogeneity in education 

governance and delivery. States like Kerala and Tamil Nadu report high literacy and 

better education indicators, while others such as Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Jharkhand 

struggle with chronic underinvestment and governance bottlenecks [57]. Socio-

economic and identity-based exclusions persist. The gender gap, although narrowing, 
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continues to affect adolescent girls, particularly in conservative and economically 

backward regions. A significant number drop out due to early marriage, household 

responsibilities, and inadequate sanitation facilities in schools [58]. 

India's education system is also deeply stratified, with a parallel growth of low-

cost private schools, particularly in urban and peri-urban areas. These schools often 

operate without regulatory oversight and employ untrained teachers, yet parents prefer 

them due to perceived better discipline and English-medium instruction. However, 

research suggests that these schools often deliver marginally better learning outcomes 

than public schools, raising concerns about privatization and inequality [59]. The 

COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these inequalities. The National Sample Survey in 

2021 noted that over 60% of rural households lacked access to internet and digital 

devices, severely curtailing access to online learning. Government initiatives like 

DIKSHA and PM eVidya provided content, but usage was uneven across states and 

socio-economic strata [60]. 

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 represents a transformative vision for 

the sector. It emphasizes holistic, multidisciplinary learning, foundational literacy, 

vocational education, and teacher training [61]. Yet, translating policy into practice 

remains a daunting task. With limited fiscal resources and vast inter-state capacity 

differentials, success will depend on political will, institutional capacity, and public 

accountability. India’s journey toward SDG 4 requires not only expanding access but 

also ensuring meaningful learning, inclusive curricula, and robust assessment systems 

that prioritize equity, flexibility, and digital inclusion. 

c. Finland: A Model of Trust, Equity, and Educational Coherence 

Finland is frequently cited as a paragon of educational excellence and equity, 

consistently ranking among the top-performing nations in the OECD’s Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA). The Finnish education model is characterized 

by its student-centric approach, high levels of teacher autonomy, a strong emphasis on 

formative assessment, and universal access to high-quality public education [62]. One of 

the most distinguishing features of Finland’s system is the status and training of teachers. 

All teachers are required to hold a master’s degree, and teacher education programs are 

highly selective, emphasizing both subject expertise and pedagogical research. The trust-

based culture allows teachers considerable autonomy in curricular and instructional 

decisions, supported by school-level innovation and collaboration [63]. 

Finland’s commitment to equity manifests in comprehensive support systems, 

including early intervention, individualized student services, and a lack of high-stakes 

testing until the end of secondary education. This inclusive approach has led to minimal 

performance variation between schools, with rural and urban areas showing comparable 

results—a rare achievement globally [64]. Despite its achievements, Finland faces 

emerging challenges. Declining PISA scores since 2012 and concerns about student 

motivation and mental health have prompted national reflection. The COVID-19 

pandemic also exposed digital readiness gaps, particularly in socioeconomically 

disadvantaged households. Nevertheless, strong institutional coordination and robust 

digital infrastructure allowed a relatively smooth transition to remote learning compared 

to many other countries. 
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The Finnish model demonstrates the transformative potential of policy coherence, 

equitable resource allocation, and professionalized teaching. Its experience offers key 

lessons for nations seeking sustainable, inclusive education reform: prioritize equity 

alongside excellence, empower educators, and cultivate trust in public institutions. 

d. Japan: High Achievement with Emerging Equity Concerns 

Japan’s education system is known for its rigor, efficiency, and high academic 

achievement. With near-universal enrollment and a robust public education 

infrastructure, Japan has long been regarded as a leader in primary and secondary 

education in Asia. Its students regularly score above the OECD average in science, 

reading, and mathematics [64]. The system is marked by centralized curriculum 

development, uniform school standards, and a culture of discipline and perseverance. 

Teachers are respected professionals who undergo rigorous training and are supported 

through mentorship and continuous professional development. The “Lesson Study” 

approach, which involves collaborative planning and peer observation, has contributed 

to pedagogical improvements and reflective teaching practices. 

However, Japan’s system is not without its challenges. One notable concern is the 

intense academic pressure placed on students, especially in the context of the highly 

competitive university entrance examinations. This has given rise to a shadow education 

industry—known as “juku” or cram schools—which further entrenches socio-economic 

disparities. Wealthier families are more likely to afford private tutoring, thereby 

exacerbating educational inequality [65]. Japan also grapples with demographic decline 

and a growing population of immigrant and multicultural students, which places new 

demands on schools unaccustomed to linguistic and cultural diversity. Inclusive 

education practices are evolving, but progress remains incremental. Furthermore, while 

Japan responded swiftly to the COVID-19 crisis by launching the GIGA School Program 

to provide devices and high-speed internet to all students, digital literacy and pedagogical 

adaptation continue to vary by region and school [66]. To sustain its educational 

strengths while addressing equity concerns, Japan must balance traditional academic 

rigor with well-being, diversity, and inclusive innovation. Policy shifts toward holistic 

development and greater digital integration signal a move in this direction. 

 

Discussion 

The achievement of SDG 4 (Quality Education) remains hindered by a complex web of 

systemic, financial, social, and geographic challenges. Marginalized populations, particularly 

those in low- and middle-income countries, continue to face unequal access due to poverty, 

gender norms, ethnic discrimination, and geographic isolation. These inequalities are 

exacerbated by underfunded education systems, weak infrastructure, and shortages of trained 

educators, especially in rural and conflict-affected areas. Moreover, cultural barriers and 

displacement caused by war and natural disasters disrupt educational continuity. The lack of 

inclusive policies further alienates learners with disabilities and minority backgrounds, 

revealing the urgent need for equity-centered educational reform and comprehensive policy 

implementation. 

Global crises and economic instability have added further complexity to these 

challenges. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted traditional education, while also exposing and 
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widening the digital divide. Trade tensions, geopolitical conflict, rising energy costs, and 

inflation have strained household and government budgets, often deprioritizing education. The 

global shift toward renewable energy and digitalization, although promising, has not been 

evenly beneficial, with infrastructure gaps and cybersecurity risks creating new inequalities. 

Geographical disparities also play a significant role; access and quality of education vary 

widely between urban and rural regions and across countries with differing economic 

resilience. Addressing these intersecting issues requires integrated, multisectoral strategies that 

prioritize inclusive policies, sustained investment, and geographically targeted interventions to 

ensure equitable access to quality education for all by 2030. 

The development of national education systems is heavily influenced by each country's 

unique socio-political and historical contexts. In Nigeria, the colonial education legacy 

entrenched regional inequalities, with missionary schools proliferating in the south while the 

north received limited educational investment. Post-independence, the government sought to 

expand access through national policies such as the UBE programme, yet systemic corruption, 

civil unrest, and weak decentralization continue to hamper progress. 

India’s education system similarly reflects a colonial and caste-based legacy. British 

colonial policies created a dual system emphasizing elite education for administrative purposes 

while neglecting mass literacy. Post-1947, the Indian state made significant constitutional and 

legal strides, particularly with the Right to Education Act (2009), yet systemic barriers such as 

caste, patriarchy, and rural underdevelopment persist. Moreover, the policy-to-practice divide 

remains stark across states due to disparities in governance capacity. 

In contrast, Finland’s transformation into a global education leader was deliberate and 

policy-driven. In the 1970s, Finland overhauled its system with the introduction of a 

comprehensive school model (Peruskoulu), aimed at equity and inclusiveness. The reform 

abolished parallel tracks and ensured that all students, regardless of background, received the 

same curriculum through Grade 9. This structure enabled equitable learning environments and 

eliminated socioeconomic disparities in achievement [62].  

Japan’s education history mirrors its rapid modernization during the Meiji Restoration, 

when compulsory education was introduced in the late 19th century. Post-WWII reforms under 

American occupation brought about a democratic and egalitarian education structure. 

However, academic rigor and cultural emphasis on conformity have persisted, shaping both 

the strengths and limitations of Japan’s education system today. Japan's focus on moral 

education, collective responsibility, and standardized quality has produced consistently high 

outcomes but also concerns over student well-being. 

In the global education landscape, international organizations and bilateral donors play 

a crucial role in supporting developing countries in achieving SDG 4. For Nigeria, agencies 

like UNICEF and the Global Partnership for Education provide technical assistance, funding, 

and capacity-building initiatives. UNICEF’s Girls’ Education Project, supported by the UK's 

Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, has significantly improved enrollment rates 

for girls in northern Nigeria [56]. India, while less aid-dependent, benefits from the World 

Bank, UNICEF, and UNESCO partnerships that support targeted initiatives such as digital 

education, inclusive curriculum reform, and foundational literacy programs. The National 

Initiative for Proficiency in Reading with Understanding and Numeracy, aligned with NEP 

2020, draws on technical frameworks from global best practices [67]. 
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Developed countries like Finland and Japan are not recipients of aid but rather serve as 

donors and knowledge-sharing hubs. Finland contributes through development cooperation 

programs with Sub-Saharan Africa and Asia, promoting inclusive pedagogy, teacher training, 

and curriculum innovation [68]. Japan’s Official Development Assistance, managed by JICA, 

supports infrastructure development and capacity building, especially in Asia-Pacific 

countries. Japan also hosts UNESCO’s Asia-Pacific Regional Bureau for Education, 

facilitating policy dialogue and best practice dissemination [69]. These collaborative platforms 

not only provide financial resources but also foster cross-country learning, allowing 

policymakers to adapt global innovations to local contexts. The effectiveness of aid, however, 

hinges on domestic ownership, transparent governance, and political will in recipient countries. 

To advance progress toward SDG 4, tailored and evidence-based policy strategies are 

essential for each of the country: 

a. Nigeria must address foundational deficiencies by prioritizing early-grade literacy, 

reforming teacher training institutes, and enhancing school governance. Greater fiscal 

decentralization and real-time monitoring mechanisms are required to curb inefficiencies 

and promote equitable spending. Collaboration between federal and sub-national 

governments is vital for localized implementation of national policies. 

b. India should focus on implementing NEP 2020 effectively, particularly in 

underperforming states. Bridging digital divides through affordable technology, 

enhancing multilingual education, and strengthening community-based school 

management committees can improve learning equity. India must also address structural 

exclusion by targeting social protection schemes at out-of-school children and first-

generation learners. 

c. Japan should mitigate excessive academic pressure by encouraging formative assessment 

and student well-being. Embracing multicultural inclusion through language support 

programs and teacher sensitization will help address its evolving demographic profile. 

The government should also regulate the private tutoring industry to ensure that 

educational inequality is not exacerbated. 

d. Finland should address emerging challenges of declining student motivation and digital 

engagement post-COVID. Strengthening teacher mentorship and student support 

services will sustain its education excellence. Policymakers must also ensure that 

innovations in educational technology do not lead to new forms of digital inequality. 

Cross-cutting strategies include fostering inter-ministerial coordination between 

education, health, and social services, scaling up early childhood education, and embedding 

gender-responsive and inclusive curricula. Robust teacher professional development, 

community engagement, and real-time data systems are foundational to sustained progress. 

The pursuit of SDG 4 requires not only increased investments but also equity-driven, context-

sensitive policies. Countries must adopt holistic approaches that integrate education with 

broader social protection and governance reforms. Comparative insights underline that while 

challenges differ by context, a commitment to inclusion, quality, and accountability is 

universal to all education systems. Learning from both developing and developed contexts 

provides valuable direction for countries striving to transform their education systems. By 

leveraging global cooperation, technology, and community engagement, nations can move 

closer to fulfilling the promise of quality education for all by 2030. 
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Implications 

In light of the insights gleaned from the analysis of the SDGs, it is imperative that 

governments and policymakers formulate comprehensive strategies to enhance their 

implementation. A key recommendation is the integration of sustainability into national and 

local policies, ensuring that developmental initiatives align with the SDGs. This is particularly 

critical for SDG 4, which emphasizes Quality Education. By embedding the principles of 

quality and inclusivity in educational policies, governments can create systems that not only 

foster knowledge but also promote skills relevant to sustainable development. 

Fostering collaboration among diverse sectors is crucial, especially in advancing Quality 

Education. Policymakers should initiate partnerships between educational institutions, 

businesses, and civil society organizations to create synergies that support effective learning. 

For example, businesses can offer internships and practical training, while Non-Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs) can assist in reaching marginalized communities. Such collaborations 

can harness the strengths of each sector, facilitating shared goals while promoting a 

comprehensive educational approach that empowers students across socioeconomic 

backgrounds. 

Capacity building is equally essential for enhancing educational outcomes related to 

SDG 4. Many countries, particularly low-income nations, struggle to provide quality education 

due to inadequate infrastructure and resources. Policymakers must prioritize investments in 

teacher training, educational materials, and school facilities to ensure all students receive the 

necessary support for learning. Additionally, investing in technology can enhance educational 

access and quality, particularly in remote areas where traditional schooling may be less 

accessible. International organizations and developed countries should provide financial and 

technical support to boost educational capacity in these vulnerable regions. 

Robust data collection and monitoring systems enable effective tracking of educational 

progress, especially concerning SDG 4. Policymakers are encouraged to invest in technology 

and digital tools that improve accountability in measuring outcomes in quality education. By 

establishing consistent frameworks for data reporting on educational progress, such as student 

performance and school equity, stakeholders can gain insights necessary for implementing 

effective policies. Improved data availability will enable evidence-based decision-making and 

adjustments to educational strategies, ensuring their alignment with the needs of diverse 

populations. 

The implications for businesses are significant in the context of quality education. 

Companies should integrate SDG 4 objectives into their corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

initiatives and overall business strategies. By investing in educational programs, such as 

scholarships for underserved populations or partnerships with local schools for resource 

development, businesses not only give back to communities but also cultivate a skilled future 

workforce. Such initiatives will enhance stakeholder trust and encourage consumer loyalty—

ultimately benefiting their bottom line. 

Finally, strong advocacy and public awareness campaigns are necessary to galvanize 

support for SDG 4 and quality education. Civil society plays a pivotal role in raising awareness 

and mobilizing grassroots movements to promote educational access and equity. Policymakers 

should support efforts led by NGOs and community groups to educate the public on the 

importance of quality education in driving sustainable development. By engaging the public in 
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these discussions, stakeholders can create an inclusive environment where everyone feels 

empowered to contribute to achieving these ambitious goals. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper has explored the critical landscape of the SDGs, with a particular focus on 

Quality Education (SDG 4). We examined the prospects and challenges surrounding the 

implementation of the SDGs, highlighting the disparities in progress between high-income and 

low-income countries, the role of technological advancements, and the socio-economic factors 

that influence educational outcomes. Through an analysis of global trends, we identified 

significant barriers such as economic downturns, infrastructural deficiencies, and the impact 

of global crises like the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, we unveiled the importance of 

collaboration among governments, businesses, and civil society in creating comprehensive 

strategies that ensure equitable access to quality education for all. 

In response to these challenges, several recommendations were put forward to enhance 

the achievement of SDG 4. Firstly, it is crucial to integrate sustainability principles within 

national and local educational policies, fostering an inclusive and quality-driven educational 

environment. Collaboration among various sectors should be prioritized, creating partnerships 

that leverage resources and expertise. Capacity building in education, especially in low-income 

regions, is essential, along with investments in monitoring and data systems to track progress 

effectively. Businesses are encouraged to engage with educational initiatives aligned with SDG 

4, enhancing their commitment to social responsibility while nurturing the next generation of 

skilled workers. Strong advocacy and public awareness campaigns will also support 

community engagement, empowering individuals to contribute to educational advancements. 

Collectively, these recommendations emphasize the need for a holistic approach to education 

that addresses both quality and accessibility in the pursuit of sustainable development. 
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