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n December 2001, a team led by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) completed a “Preliminary Needs 

Assessment (PNA) for the Recovery and Reconstruction of Afghanistan”, which was soon followed by a 

“Comprehensive Needs Assessment” of Afghanistan’s education sector. As noted in an ADB report on “A 

New Start for Afghanistan’s Education Sector”, these assessments elucidated numerous challenges facing the 

school system. According to the report, education in Afghanistan had been undermined, both institutionally and in 

terms of physical infrastructure, by 23 years of war. The report notes that politicisation was a particular concern; 

various groups, including the Taliban, had attempted to use education as a means of spreading ideology. The PNA 

estimated that, during 2001, the Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) in primary education was 38% for boys and 3% for 

girls. In secondary education, the situation was worse, with an enrolment rate between 5% and 11% for boys and 

1% and 2% for girls. The PNA reportedly found that approximately 80% of the school buildings had been either 

damaged or destroyed; only two teacher training colleges were partially functioning nationwide. Furthermore, the 

curriculum had not been revised in 30 years. Teachers had not been paid for months. Many had fled the country or 

were either working in other sectors or in refugee camps abroad. In this challenging context with a diminished 

system capacity to supply basic items such as buildings, teachers and materials, the ADB estimated that, after 

2001, there was a need to train 43,500 teachers and construct almost 14,000 schools in order to provide primary 

education to Afghan children in Afghanistan as well as to those returning from neighbouring countries.  

According to the US government’s Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), the 

situation changed over the course of the next decade. A SIGAR report indicates that more than 8.1 million 

Afghans have accessed some form of education during the last decade. This improvement is also reflected in the 

World Bank’s World Development Indicators (WDIs) for Afghanistan (see Figure 1, next page).    
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Figure 1. Trends in Afghan Education Indicators, 2002-2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Developed by the author from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators. 

The Afghan Ministry of Education (MoE) defined its main objectives for 2020 in the National Education Strategic 

Plan (NESP). These objectives included the following: (i) to increase GERs for boys and girls to 104% and 

103%
1
, respectively; (ii) to ensure that 95% of teachers have successfully passed the national competency test; 

(iii) to achieve a national literacy rate of 75%; and (iv) to ensure that 12% of students progress from primary 

school to vocational colleges and schools. The following sections help to identify challenges facing the Afghan 

education system in order to help identify entry points, based on experts’ reports, for obtaining goals such as 

these.  

Education Quality 

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) says that the quality of teaching continues to be a challenge for 

Afghanistan. UNICEF asserts that there are continual opportunities to support the MoE in improving teaching 

through field-testing, orientation, developing of teachers’ guides, capacity development programmes for teachers, 

the distribution of supplementary materials to all schools and support to teacher training colleges.  

Likewise, a Norwegian Education Team (NET) report points out that schools operated by non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) often have more resources to attempt innovative approaches and are also less encumbered 

by bureaucracy. The NET report indicates that centralisation within the Afghan state education system has 

hindered innovation and made it more difficult for approaches to be tailored to local contexts. For instance, 

provision of computer-based lessons is not available in state-owned schools, though some NGO-run and private 

schools have started to introduce online classes. Furthermore, the NET report identified a need to develop a new 

academic curriculum and to print new textbooks which are adapted to the local traditions and culture. The report 

                                                                 
1 In many developing countries GER can be larger than 100% as it accounts for the presence of students who are outside of the 

typical age range. Thus, if 100% of school-age students but 3% of older students are in primary schools, the GER will read 103% 

since there are more students than there are school-age children. 
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suggests involving a wide array of stakeholders, including religious leaders, in developing new curricula and 

training materials to ensure that they will be widely accepted.  

Lack of Physical Infrastructure 

Education benefits from the availability of adequate learning spaces and school facilities. However, the NET 

report confirms that 80% of Afghanistan’s schools had been damaged or destroyed during conflict in the 1980s 

and 1990s, in particular. During the last decade, however, many donors have focused their efforts in constructing 

new schools and rehabilitating damaged classrooms. For instance, in 2010, according to the MoE’s 2010 Progress 

Report, 2,659 schools accommodating 554,400 students were built. Many more were renovated and furnished with 

desks and other materials. However, there are still many schools operating outdoors or in tents. As such, it is 

important to highlight that the MoE in consultation with other agencies and organisations developed a set of pre-

planned, cost-effective school designs that take into consideration a wide range of variables, including locally-

available materials, access for disable students, safety and the environment. The MoE has encouraged donors and 

partners to choose the most appropriate of these designs when building additional schools. 

 

Institutional Capacity Development 

The Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU) finds that capacity building is a key issue for 

strengthening the country’s education sector and making it sustainable. AREU points out that capacity building 

will be a “complicated, long-term process because it involves not just changes in individual knowledge and 

abilities, but changes in how organisations operate”. The International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP) 

defines capacity development as “any activity which aims explicitly at strengthening a country so that it can better 

achieve its development objectives by having a positive and sustainable impact on individual officers, 

organizations, public service as well as a motivating, stable and structured context without having negative effects 

on any of these levels”. The IIEP, in a report entitled “On the Road to Resilience: Capacity Development with the 

Ministry of Education in Afghanistan”, suggests that strengthening the education sector should not only involve 

capacity building within the MoE but also within the Ministry of Finance (MoF) and the Ministry of Labour, 

Social Affairs, Martyrs and Disabled (MoLSAMD). While the MoF provides the resources to fund education 

service provision, the MoLSAMD provides education to particularly vulnerable populations. In addition, the “On 

the Road to Resilience” report also suggests a long-term strategy rather than short-term, project-based approach to 

capacity building. 

The IIEP proposes a multi-layered capacity-building model such as the one proposed in Lynn Davies’s paper on 

“Capacity Development for Education Systems in Fragile Contexts” (Figure 2, next page). This model depicts the 

specific needs involved in capacity building and outlines the relationships between the various levels at which 

capacity building should take place (i.e., organisational, institutional and contextual). For instance, Davies points 

out that focusing exclusively on the individual level could result in limited success given that individuals may 

change jobs frequently, thus taking their enhanced capacity with them.  

Box 1. Water and Sanitation in Schools and Impact on Female Enrolment 

Schooling and education often include infrastructure beyond the typical classroom. For example UNICEF has 

developed a Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) programme to deliver water and sanitation facilities and 

information to more than 500 schools. One common reason stopping girls from attending school is the lack of 

sanitation facilities when they reach menstruation. UNICEF program provides not only the latrines, incinerators 

and hand washing stations but also encourage and propagate hygienic practices for girls.   

http://www.lins.no/db/pdf/report200502.pdf
http://moe.gov.af/Content/files/MoE_1389_Yearly_Report_En.pdf
http://moe.gov.af/Content/files/MoE_1389_Yearly_Report_En.pdf
http://moe.gov.af/en/page/2006
http://moe.gov.af/en/page/2006
http://www.areu.org.af/?Lang=en-US
http://www.iiep.unesco.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Cap_Dev_Technical_Assistance/pdf/2010/Afghanistan_National_Ed_Strat_Plan2010.pdf
http://www.iiep.unesco.org/
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001915/191583e.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001915/191583e.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001915/191583e.pdf
http://mof.gov.af/en
http://molsamd.gov.af/en
http://www.etf.europa.eu/pubmgmt.nsf/(getAttachment)/278378C19FEA93D6C1257611002F8192/$File/NOTE7UVHDR.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/files/ACO_WASH_Factsheet_-_November_2011.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/files/ACO_WASH_Factsheet_-_November_2011.pdf
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Figure 2. Interrelations between Organisational, Institutional and Contextual Dimensions 

and Needs for Capacity Development  

 

Source: “Capacity Development for Education Systems in Fragile Contexts”, IIEP, 2009. 

Davies, in the model above, notes the interrelations between the different levels of capacity building and identifies 

entry points for capacity-building. Utilising this framework, the IIEP finds a number specific challenges pertaining 

to capacity development in Afghanistan, which are summarised below. 

 Donors’ budgetary processes often impel them to address gaps in education sector capacities in the short term 

rather than investing in building capacities in the medium or long terms. 

 The lack of capacity, the complex donor procedures and other factors cause allocated resources to go un-spent 

despite the fact that these resources are needed. 

 The low salaries of the civil servants such as teachers severely impact their motivation, thus making it 

difficult for the education sector to retain qualified and skilled staff. 

 The disparities in pay between civil servants and technical advisors hired by the international community keep 

qualified and skilled personal from applying for civil service positions within the education sector. 

http://www.etf.europa.eu/pubmgmt.nsf/(getAttachment)/278378C19FEA93D6C1257611002F8192/$File/NOTE7UVHDR.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001915/191583e.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001915/191583e.pdf
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 Aware of capacity deficits within host-nation institutions, international entities circumvent the national 

education system and funnel education spending to NGOs or private companies. Doing so leads to more rapid 

service provision in the short term but prevents the MoE from building capacity. 

These are only a small selection of the factors that experts indicate have negatively affected capacities within the 

education system. For the full list, see the IIEP report and refer to the additional resources specified in Annex A. 

Corruption 

As discussed in the CFC report on “Corruption and Afghanistan’s Education Sector”, corruption is perceived as a 

key obstacle to education sector development in Afghanistan. Similarly, the IIEP research paper on “Education 

and Fragility in Afghanistan” calls corruption “entrenched in the education system”. It identifies two types of 

corrupt practices common to Afghan education: (i) teachers having to pay bribes to their superiors to receive 

salaries and (ii) the phenomenon of “ghost teachers”. Ghost teachers are those who do not come to work but who 

nonetheless receive a salary; they also include teachers who are double-registered and thus receive two salaries for 

a single day’s work. According to IIEP, the existence of “ghost teachers” results in large classroom sizes given 

that a school has far fewer teachers than policymakers and high-level civil servants may perceive based on payroll 

records.  

In addition, a USAID “Assessment of Corruption in Afghanistan” lists several ways in which corruption affects 

education. For instance, some students are reportedly required to pay bribes in exchange for good grades. 

Furthermore, the assessment found the higher the level of education (e.g., secondary and tertiary) the worse 

corruption tends to be. For instance, students can, according to USAID, buy both entrance into and graduation 

from many universities in Afghanistan. With regard to teacher salaries, the report notes that payments were, until 

recently, made in cash, a practice which led to money being “siphoned off” at each step of the distribution process 

between the Ministry of Education (MoE), provincial offices, district offices and individual schools. This linkage 

between decentralisation and corruption in the Afghan education system was forewarned in a 2004 report from the 

Afghan MoE. The MoE report noted that decentralisation could lead to greater misappropriation of resources if 

adequate systems were not in place to monitor provincial, district and community-level education institutions. 

The Afghan government has publicly recognised the problem of corruption in education and acknowledged the 

need to make institutional reforms to reduce and prevent its occurrence. The government has created a number of 

programmes involving multiple ministries. Most notably, the MoE has developed an Education Management 

Information System (EMIS) which monitors education indicators and planning. This system also registers 

employees by position, profession and duty station in order to address the previously discussed challenge of 

“ghost teachers”. The MoE is working to expand EMIS capabilities to the local schoolhouse level to cover student 

enrolment, exam scores and student as well as teacher attendance. The MoE has also incorporated the Afghanistan 

Financial Management Information System (AFMIS) created and implemented by the MoF, “to track expenditure 

on education programs at national and sub-national level”. 

Security Concerns 

The international NGO CARE produced a comprehensive review of education and security in a report entitled 

“Knowledge on Fire: Attacks on Education in Afghanistan”. According to CARE, there were 241, 242 and 670 

attacks in 2006, 2007 and 2008, respectively, thus demonstrating a growing trend. These attacks came in the form 

of grenades, “night letters”, verbal threats against teachers and killings of students and education personnel. The 

attacks were perpetrated countrywide, being particularly severe in the southern, western and eastern provinces 

(Table 1, next page). The most immediate consequence of these attacks was the closure of 481 schools either 

because they were threatened or because they had been destroyed, thus preventing approximately 336,000 students 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001915/191583e.pdf
https://www.cimicweb.org/Documents/CFC%20AFG%20Social%20Well-being%20Archive/CFC_Afghanistan_Corruption_and_Education_Nov11.pdf
http://www.iiep.unesco.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Info_Services_Publications/pdf/2009/Afghanistan.pdf
http://www.iiep.unesco.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Info_Services_Publications/pdf/2009/Afghanistan.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADO248.pdf
http://english.moe.gov.af/
http://www.ibe.unesco.org/International/ICE47/English/Natreps/reports/afghanistan.pdf
http://afghanistan.usaid.gov/en/USAID/Article/1066/Ministry_of_Education_Drafts_Anticorruption_Policy
http://english.moe.gov.af/attachments/077_GMR_ResponseV,%20English.pdf
http://emis.af/
http://www.care.org/
http://www.care.org/newsroom/articles/2009/11/Knowledge_on_Fire_Report.pdf
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from accessing educational opportunities. CARE finds that 40% of the attacks were directed against girls’ schools, 

whereas the boy’s schools and mixed schools were targeted by 28% and 32% of the attacks, respectively.  

Table 1. Attacks on Education Targets, 2006-2008, by Province 

Province 2006 2007 2008 TOTAL Province 2006 2007 2008 TOTAL 

Badakhshan 5 1 3 9 Kunar 12 20 63 85 

Badghis 4 9 18 32 Kunduz 6 6 37 49 

Baghlan 1 6 19 26 Laghman 12 4 10 26 

Balkh 14 11 14 39 Logar 10 13 35 58 

Bamian 1 0 1 2 Nangarhar 9 9 56 74 

Dai Kundi 3 1 2 6 Nimroz 0 4 18 22 

Farah 7 7 17 31 Nuristan 1 2 8 11 

Faryab 3 3 16 22 Paktika 11 11 32 54 

Ghazni 16 4 24 44 Paktiya 4 15 21 40 

Ghor 3 3 2 8 Panjshir 1 1 0 2 

Helmand 26 9 37 72 Parwan 2 6 19 27 

Herat 10 17 15 42 Samangan 1 2 6 9 

Jowzjan 3 3 14 20 Sar-e Pul 4 5 5 14 

Kabul 5 10 57 72 Takhar 1 2 8 11 

Kandahar 19 9 34 61 Uruzgan 2 5 1 8 

Kapisa 7 3 13 23 Wardak 8 16 17 41 

Khost 22 22 47 91 Zabul 8 3 1 12 

Source: “Knowledge on Fire: Attacks on Education in Afghanistan”, CARE, 2009. 

In the CARE survey, 85% of respondents see the school protection as a responsibility of the community, school 

guards and the school administration rather than the Afghan National Army (ANA) or foreign troops. CARE 

explains that the MoE aims to link Parent-Teacher Associations (PTAs) and School Management Committees 

(SMCs) in “School Management shuras”, which are meant to involve the community in local education. In 

addition, the MoE established “school security shuras” in 7,195 schools in areas prone to attack. The shuras use 

negotiation with insurgents or those opposing education to prevent attacks. In some cases the MoE provides one or 

two guards to patrol the schools and their vicinity, in particular during the night. Additionally, the government has 

deployed 85 Provincial Protection Officers who are charged with building capacity for school protection. Despite 

these efforts, the CARE survey concludes that there is not yet evidence that the shura approach has been 

successful in reducing threats and attacks. Furthermore, the IIEP claims that such approaches to school safety may 

prevent attacks but may also lead schools to change their curricula – making education less effective – in line with 

extremists’ demands.  

Education for Disabled, Returnees and Other Minorities  

According to a report developed by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO), the Afghan education sector has been quite successful in expanding education during the last decade. 

However, UNESCO finds that education for the disabled, returnees and other minorities has been somewhat 

overlooked by the formal education system. In addition to the groups noted above, a range of others, including the 

following, also have specialised educational requirements: children affected by drugs, children from ethnic and 

religious minorities, children living in isolated areas, nomadic children, over-aged children, street and working 

children as well as neglected, abandoned and abused children. 

  

http://www.care.org/newsroom/articles/2009/11/Knowledge_on_Fire_Report.pdf
http://www.care.org/newsroom/articles/2009/11/Knowledge_on_Fire_Report.pdf
http://mod.gov.af/en
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001915/191583e.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001915/191528e.pdf
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Conclusion 

Since 2001, the Afghan government and the international community have strengthened Afghanistan’s education 

system. Enrolment rates have doubled, girls and women have improved access to educational opportunities and 

thousands of new schools have been constructed and rehabilitated. However, as this document has indicated, 

Afghanistan’s education system still has many challenges to overcome.  
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Annex A. Additional Reading on Afghanistan’s Education Sector 

The following documents provide further information concerning Afghanistan’s education sector and contain 

specific recommendations for how it may be strengthened. 

 “Capacity Development for Education Systems in Fragile Contexts”, European Union, 2009.  

 “Knowledge on Fire: Attacks on Education in Afghanistan. Risks and Measures for Successful Mitigation”, 

CARE International, 2009.  

 “Afghanistan Education Sector”, Norwegian Education Team, 2005.  

 “Capacity-Building through Policymaking: developing Afghanistan’s national Education Strategic Plan”, 

Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, 2010.  

 “On the road to resilience. Capacity development with the Ministry of Education in Afghanistan”, UNESCO, 

2011. 

 “Education and Fragility in Afghanistan”, UNESCO, 2009.  

 “Inclusive & Child-Friendly Education in Afghanistan. Success Stories”, Afghan Ministry of Education and 

UNESCO, 2009. 
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