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Education has the power to transform lives and societies, it can bring about systemic change, foster understanding and promote peace through tolerance and respect (United Nations, 2023b).  Education drives economies, creating opportunities that encourage innovation and reduce poverty and inequality (World Bank, 2024).  A UNESCO report (2017) indicates that if all adults completed secondary education, 420 million people could break the cycle of extreme poverty, reducing the number of people living in poverty by more than 50%. Empowering children through education is not only a proven route out of poverty but also improves health and well-being, strengthens gender equality and helps build more peaceful, inclusive, equitable and sustainable societies (United Nations, 2023b). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) guarantees every child the right to education and 196 countries have ratified this legally binding treaty (UNICEF, 1989).  Even though here in the UK, education is often taken for granted, worldwide, there are currently 272 million children not in education (UNESCO, 2024b). Recognising these and other systemic issues, the United Nations established seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to improve global outcomes by 2030. Goal 4 of the SDGs focuses on ensuring quality education and the opportunity for lifelong learning for all (United Nations, 2015). This essay will critically examine the challenges that children in Afghanistan face in accessing high-quality education.  
Afghanistan is a landlocked Central Asian country with a population of approximately 45 million (Geo Factbook, 2026). Located between Iran and Pakistan, bordering Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and China, it has a long history of conflict dating back to the 18th century (BBC 2025). Despite enduring a turbulent past, with repeated invasions by multiple countries, including Great Britain and more recently, the Soviet Union in the 1970’s and 1980’s, it has never been formally colonised (Shvili, 2021).  After the last invasion by the Soviet Union, civil war erupted and the Taliban seized control in 1996, along with Al-Qaeda’s leader, Osama Bin Laden, enforcing strict Islamic rules and restricting education for women and girls. Responding to the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the United States of America launched attacks on Afghanistan to remove the Taliban regime (BBC 2025). In 2002, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) deployed the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) to rebuild the country while continuing to fight the Taliban. Under Taliban rule, most girls had been banned from formal education beyond primary school level. With support from the United Nations and international donors, more than 13,000 schools were established, increasing educational enrolment by over 56% (ICEF Monitor, 2015). This focus on rebuilding schools and expanding access to education was intended to stabilise Afghanistan. These efforts resulted in a sharp rise in education; however, they were seen by some as an attempt at neocolonialism to impose Western values on the country, creating an economic reliance on conditional support (EENET, 2024; Konig, 2024; Reed, 2010; Riphenburg, 2006). 
Despite efforts for peace, the Taliban declared holy war on America and the Western world, seeking to regain control and continue to enforce strict Islamic views across the country. The Taliban escalated the war on education, schools were targeted, teachers attacked, Western reforms rejected (Giustozzi and Franco, 2011).  In 2007, facing opposition from local communities who wanted their children to receive an education, the Taliban reduced attacks on schools, turning to influencing the curriculum with strict Islamic views (Giustozzi and Franco, 2011).  From 2014, NATO began transferring security responsibilities to the Afghan government and in 2020 the USA and the Taliban signed the Doha Agreement confirming the territory would not be used for attacks against the US or allied nations (BBC, 2025). After 20 years of operations, the US finally withdrew from Afghanistan in 2021, at which point the Afghan government collapsed and the Taliban regained control again.  Although no large-scale war affects the country currently, there is still regular conflict and instability due to internal fighting with anti-Taliban resistance and the Islamic State (Human Rights Watch, 2026).  
Although Afghanistan has recognised the value of education and its potential to promote economic growth and stability and reduce poverty, it has faced persistent barriers to accessing high-quality education throughout its history (Rezaei and Shahab, 2025). Decades of conflict, instability, natural disasters, drought, poverty and the Taliban policies have caused systemic disruptions (Ribetti, 2023).  In 1991, prior to the Taliban's initial control, education in Afghanistan was very different from today. There was less gender disparity, with males and females taught in the same classrooms, 230,000 girls were in education and women accounted for 50% of civil servant roles, 70% of teachers and 40% of medical roles (Qazizada, 2025). Although the country and economy were unstable at this time due to civil war, drought and the withdrawal of aid, women remained vital contributors to the economy and education, helping sustain public services, contribute to society and build cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Rubin, 2000). 
Recognising education as a means of national development, the country ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989) in 1994, aligning with United Nations standards and committing to children's welfare and education.   However, when the Taliban took control in 1996, they marginalised women, closed schools and banned education for women and girls over the age of eight (hel, Ayoubi and Ahmad Shayan, 2025). They imposed severe punishments on women or girls who attempted to attend school, teach, or even carry schoolbooks (Najam-ud-din, 2023). Between 1996 and 2001, the Taliban violated women's human rights by severely restricting their access to education, employment and healthcare, removing their freedom (United Nations 2023a; Qazi Zada and Qazi Zada, 2024). The closure of schools, along with the revocation of women's rights, meant 90% of women and girls were no longer in education, resulting in a steep rise in illiterate women (Cole, 2003; Najam-ud-din, 2023).  In 2001, following an invasion led by the USA, the Taliban regime was ousted and the Afghan Ministry of Education, backed by UNESCO, UNICEF and the international community, launched an initiative to support education recovery, constructing and reinstating schools (BBC World Service, n.d.). 
Acknowledging the critical role of education, the 2004 Constitution of Afghanistan enshrined education as a fundamental right with Articles 43 and 44 mandating “free education for all up to B.A level” and “effective programs to balance and promote education for women” along with the “elimination of illiteracy” (Human Rights Research Center, 2024).  Following these commitments, many women and girls returned to school, advancing gender equality, a process further supported in 2009 by the Elimination of Violence Against Women (EVAW) law (UNHCR, 2009), which reinforced women's rights. In 2015, Afghanistan adopted the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015), including Sustainable Development Goal 4, which aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all”. The country nationalised the SDGs in 2016 as the Afghanistan Sustainable Development Goals (A-SDFs) (Islamic Republic of Afghanistan Ministry of Economy, 2015).  Afghanistan collaborated with the UNCRC & UNESCO to build education systems focused on children’s rights, promoting gender-inclusive schools, providing teacher training and literacy programmes (UNESCO, 2023b).  The successes during this period resulted in the number of children in education rising from approximately 1 million in 2001 to over 10 million in 2021, 40% of whom were girls (Nasir, 2025).  The number of women accessing university reached over 78,000 in 2013 and a UNICEF led “Back to school” campaign supported by the Afghanistan government and a $1.9 billon investment meant that by 2018, 83% of girls were in education (Najam-ud-din, 2023).  
Despite decades of educational progress, following NATO and US withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021, the Taliban once again rapidly regained control, immediately banning all schooling from grade six, at this point including boys (Farr, 2022). Although promoted as a temporary measure to review school curriculum, despite incentives of funding from international sources, the Taliban confirmed a few months later that schools would remain closed to girls until further notice. This contributes to a system of gender apartheid, where Afghanistan remains the only country in the world where women and girls are prohibited from accessing secondary or higher education (Gabija and Rosamund, 2024).  By barring girls from education, the Taliban have directly contravened Articles 28 and 29 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989) ratified by Afghanistan in 1994. Despite also ratifying the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 2003 (OHCHR, 1979), the Taliban have ignored their obligations to eliminate discrimination against women. Similarly, they have also failed to comply with Articles 43 and 44 of their own Afghan Constitution of 2004, mandating universal education for all, including women (Human Rights Research Center, 2024). These restrictions also extend to universities, where the Taliban's minister for higher education has rejected “Modern studies”, those that could build cultural and economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986), prioritising religious studies instead (Najam-ud-din, 2023).   Despite previous progress in education in the country, since the establishment of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (Taliban) in 2021, 1.4 million more girls are forbidden to attend school, which added to previous totals, means that 80% of Afghan girls are not being educated (UNESCO, 2024a).
The Taliban have significantly undermined Afghanistan's commitments across multiple Sustainable Development Goals, particularly Goal 5 – Gender Equality and Goal 4 – Quality Education (The Global Goals, 2025). Afghanistan remains the only country in the world to exclude women and girls beyond primary education, making meeting targets such as 4.5:
 “By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in vulnerable situations” 
unachievable (UNESCO, 2023a).  In 2021, when the Taliban declared Afghanistan the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, despite not being officially recognised by the global community, the de facto Taliban government replaced the judicial system, imposing a strict directive guided by their interpretation of Sharia law (EUAA, 2024). Since the takeover, Afghanistan is facing one of the world's largest humanitarian crises, exacerbated by years of conflict, economic collapse, extreme poverty, food insecurities, climate disasters, the COVID-19 pandemic and gender apartheid (OCHA, 2026).  Political, social and economic factors have intensified the country's needs and the de facto government, with its extreme Islamic views and revocation of women's rights, has hindered response efforts due to a reduction in aid from international sources (United Nations, 2025). Recurrent natural disasters and widespread poverty have exacerbated economic instability and limited access to education. Flooding has caused widespread devastation, destroying homes and crops, damaging infrastructure and affecting schools, further compounding the country's vulnerabilities (UNESCO, 2025a).
Education in Afghanistan is in crisis and has reached its most severe point since the Taliban’s takeover over 4 years ago, with 2.13 million primary school aged children not attending school and 2.2 million girls being denied access to an education (UNESCO, 2025c). Adding to the crisis, the UNICEF (2025) report states that more than 1,000 schools are closed and that 50% of the remaining schools lack essential services, including clean water, heating and sanitation. Changes to the curriculum, the dismissal of female teachers and fear stemming from the return of corporal punishment are also contributing to a reduction in school enrolment (Relief Web, 2023; UNICEF, 2025).  Children attending school are struggling to attain basic literacy and numeracy levels, with UNICEF (2025) reporting that 90% of 10-year-olds are unable to read basic text. (Relief Web, 2023).  The effects of the gender apartheid also extends beyond females, boys are facing a lack of qualified teachers, a reduced curriculum and repressive school environments where they are beaten for having mobile phones or wearing certain clothes amid broader Taliban ideology that is prioritising conformity over education (Relief Web, 2023).  Despite education being free, economic pressures and poverty are driving school dropouts, families are unable to afford clothing, books, or transport and are instead prioritising income over education, pushing children into child labour (UNESCO, 2025a).  Although secondary education for boys has remained unchanged, the standard of education in some areas has plummeted and university enrolments have faced a 40% reduction (Relief Web, 2023). 

To monitor the situation, the 2025 UNESCO Scorecard (UNESCO, 2024b) compares progress on SDG 4 against national benchmark indicators. The scorecard indicates that Afghanistan has made little or no progress on all indicators relative to the benchmark.  Despite data gaps, given the county's turbulent state and the current gender apartheid situation, it would be difficult to assume that conditions have improved, especially for girls.  UNOCHA (2024) reports that due to the current situation, nearly half of the population will need humanitarian assistance in 2025 as economic fragility, unemployment, food insecurities, poor healthcare, gender disparities and climate disasters exacerbate the situation and fuel education disruptions and socioeconomic vulnerabilities.  In an attempt to address this crisis, UNESCO (2025a) has shifted priorities toward emergency-based non-formal education (United Nations Afghanistan, n.d.).  In line with the United Nations Strategic Framework for Afghanistan (United Nations Afghanistan, 2023) and the Afghanistan Education Sector Transitional Framework (Relief Web, 2022), UNESCO (2023b) have developed the Afghanistan Education Sector Support Plan (AESSP).  This plan prioritises education for all citizens, especially women and girls, through community-based literacy, vocational and skills development programmes to build resilience and empower communities (UNESCO, 2023a).  By providing alternative learning opportunities, such as online and distance learning, radio and TV, WhatsApp lessons, community-based education and awareness campaigns, UNESCO (2025b) has reached an estimated 17 million people and provided literacy courses to 57,000 young people, many of whom are female (UNESCO, 2023a). These measures aim to address gender disparities in education and to raise literacy rates, which currently remain among the lowest worldwide (UNESCO, 2025a).  
Adopted by most countries worldwide, the SDGs are a widely recognised framework for systemic change. By supporting countries to break cycles of conflict, reduce poverty, foster gender equality and improve education, they can play an important role in helping countries overcome challenges to provide economic, political and social security (UNDP, 2025).  However, this globalisation presents challenges, critics argue that the SDGs reflect Western norms and enable neo-colonialism, imposing aid conditions that enforce Westernised educational standards and targets, marginalising cultural values and norms (Konig, 2024).  Imposing these westernised targets and values risks reinforcing white saviourism, where Western nations claim an ethical duty to intervene, systematically ignoring local cultures, morals and priorities (Cole, 2012; Green, 2023).  Despite billions in aid and successful improvements made in education, for example, the UNICEF-led “Back to school” campaign, which resulted in approximately 60% of girls enrolled in education (Najam-ud-din, 2023; World Bank, 2025), the results in Afghanistan were short-lived.  The University of Auckland (2025) highlights how such international aid, particularly in education, can be used to advance agendas that dictate priorities and the distribution of funds, only to be later rejected by the countries it is intended to benefit.  This is evident in Afghanistan, where two decades of progress has been wiped out after the Taliban seized control in 2021.  80% of school aged girls are now excluded from education and 1.4 million have lost access to secondary education since 2021 (Najam-ud-din, 2023; UNESCO, 2024a).  This shows how marginalisation perpetuates the white saviourism cycle, where Western-dominated agendas like SDGs impose external values, fostering dependency without local buy-in.  Sustainable solutions need to come from within, without community ownership and direction, the SDGs are not sustainable, perpetuating the cycle.  
Despite substantial efforts by UNESCO and international agencies to support education in Afghanistan through the SDGs and UNCRC Rights of the child (UNICEF, 1989), one may question how achievable universal high-quality education is in Afghanistan, given the current situation.  Substantial international aid investments previously boosted educational enrolment, particularly for girls, however, Taliban restrictions since 2021 have reversed these gains, leaving an estimated 3.7 million children out of school (UNICEF, n.d.).  This not only contravenes Article 43 of Afghanistan's own constitution (Human Rights Research Center, 2024) but also highlights how efforts to uniformly globalise education can be interpreted as neo-colonialism. The global commitment to education, particularly Sustainable Development Goal 4, quality education and Article 28 of the UNCRC right to education (UNICEF, 1989), is admirable. However, it risks imposing Western values from the top down, reflecting Freire’s (1970) banking model of education. Depositing Western ideology into Afghan children, intended to liberate, but disregarding cultural perspectives and prioritising global targets, which the Taliban has heavily rejected (Konig, 2024). Instead of perpetuating this oppressive banking model, interventions should facilitate negotiation, drawing on Freire’s critical pedagogy to foster liberation through systemic change from within, rather than imposing Western ideology. Through genuine collaboration and open negotiation with both the Taliban and Afghan people, issues of white saviourism (Cole, 2012) and neo-colonialism can be avoided, merging global standards with Islamic values and beliefs to create sustainable solutions.  Despite the international community's and UNESCO's efforts to shape the future of education in Afghanistan through community-based programmes, teacher training and the promotion of inclusive education (UNESCO, 2023a), these efforts remain superficial without internal reform.  Systemic change will have to come from within Afghanistan to prevent a lost generation of children left without education or hope for the future.
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