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Barriers preventing education in Afghanistan compared with Wales.

Access to quality education is essential for the development and well-being of children and young people. In Afghanistan, numerous barriers hinder this access, impacting the overall educational landscape. Some key barriers include security concerns, infrastructure deficiencies, socio-economics factors, gender disparities and limited access to technology (Frenchi, 2022) (Zirack, 2023). This critical exploration aims to examine the historical context of governance and conflict in Afghanistan and its impact on the education system, while exploring the obstacles encountered by children and youth in accessing high-quality, consistent education in the country. Drawing upon national, regional, and international policies and reports, as well as applying pertinent educational theories, this study will also compare the education system in Afghanistan to that of Wales. 

Afghanistan, a country in South Asia, has a complex history influenced by colonialism. Colonial discursive intervention over roughly a century led to the territorialisation of a new Afghan identity (Hanifi, 2012). The British colonial officials developed ideas about Afghans and executed policies that formatted Afghanistan, resulting in discursive ambiguities and contradictions (Hanifi, 2012). Colonialism in Afghanistan has left a lasting impact on its socio-political landscape, shaping its identity, economy, and relationships with global powers (Lanzillo, 2022). Decolonising knowledge about Afghanistan is crucial to understanding its history and forging an independent future (Hanifi, 2012). In the late 20th century, Afghanistan experienced civil war exacerbated by Soviet military intervention. Following the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan saw the rise of the Taliban in the 1990s further shaped the country's trajectory. Their influence has been profound, marked by significant political, social, and economic implications in Afghanistan (BBC, 2022). The Taliban's rise to power was characterised by strict enforcement of Sharia law, including punishments like amputations for theft and restrictions on women's rights, such as banning girls aged 10 and over from attending school (BBC, 2022). The Taliban lost power in Afghanistan in 2001 when they were removed from power by a US-led military coalition (Maizland, 2023). They regained control of Afghanistan in 2021, two decades after being ousted, following a rapid offensive that saw them seize province after province before taking the capital, Kabul, on August 15 of that year (Centre for preventive action, 2023).

The influence of colonialism and conflict in Afghanistan has significantly impacted its education system. Civil wars and colonial interventions have decimated educational infrastructure, leading to a struggle over education and conflicting trends in the country (Pherali and Sahar, 2018) (Girouard-Frappier, 2013). The relationship between schooling and conflict in Afghanistan has been profound, with schooling historically being a source of conflict, particularly evident in the closure of girls' schools by the Taliban (Qargha, 2022). The misalignment between traditional educational systems and modern schooling, along with globalisation forces, has made schooling a contentious issue in Afghanistan, reflecting broader power struggles and aspirations for global legitimacy (Qargha, 2022). The postcolonial legacy continues to shape education in Afghanistan, with historical facts competing with mythologies for influence (Hanifi, 2022). Efforts to address the impact of colonialism on education in Afghanistan must involve recognising and overcoming the crypto-colonial legacies that perpetuate inequalities and dependencies within the country (Hanifi, 2022). 
Due to prolonged periods of conflict and the current governance by the Taliban, security issues in Afghanistan are prevalent, marked by continuous conflicts and assaults on schools. These challenges pose a substantial security concern to accessing education, especially affecting children and young people (UNICEF, n.d.). The volatile security situation not only endangers students and teachers but also disrupts the learning environment, hindering educational progress (Inayatullah, 2022) (Pherali and Sahar, 2018). The Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS) emphasises education as a fundamental driver of development, aiming to increase enrolment rates, improve teacher quality, and expand access to education for all children regardless of age or gender (Amiri, 2023). Community-Based Education (CBE) programs seek to reach children in remote areas by establishing community-based schools to remove barriers such as distance, cultural norms, and security concerns (Amiri, 2023). Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory can help understand how security concerns in Afghanistan impact children's access to education at different levels of influence, such as the microsystem (individual interactions), mesosystem (connections between settings), and exosystem (external influences) (Shrestha, et al., 2023). Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory emphasises the role of social interactions and cultural contexts in shaping educational experiences. In the context of Afghanistan, this theory can provide insights into how security challenges affect the socio-cultural aspects of education (Hargraves, 2021). The book Vygotsky’s educational theory in cultural context by Kozulin, et a (2012) explores Vygotsky's ideas and their impact on learning processes, shedding light on the importance of sociocultural factors in education, by applying Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory to the educational context in Afghanistan, educators and policymakers can better understand how security challenges impact students' learning experiences within their socio-cultural environment. This understanding can inform strategies to mitigate these challenges and create a more conducive learning environment for children and youth in Afghanistan. Efforts to address security concerns comprehensively in Afghanistan involve enhancing safety measures for schools, improving security protocols, and fostering a conducive learning environment despite challenging circumstances (Pherali and Sahar, 2018). By aligning policies with international support, implementing effective security measures, and applying relevant educational theories, progress can be made towards ensuring that children and youth in Afghanistan have safer access to quality education while also contributing to Goal 16 of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) - promoting peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development (United Nations, n.d.).
Educational Infrastructure deficiencies in Afghanistan, characterised by a lack of adequate schools and basic amenities, pose significant challenges to the delivery of quality education for children and youth (UNICEF, n.d.). These deficiencies hinder access to education and impact the overall educational landscape in the country. Efforts to overcome infrastructure deficiencies in Afghanistan require strategic interventions such as building more schools, improving transportation systems, and ensuring access to basic amenities like clean water and sanitation facilities. By investing in educational infrastructure, policymakers can create an environment that supports quality education delivery, enhances learning outcomes, and promotes sustainable development in line with the SDGs and UNCRC principles (Jones and Howarth, 2012). Alongside infrastructure deficiencies Socio-economic factors, particularly poverty, significantly impact education in Afghanistan, contributing to high dropout rates as families struggle to afford school fees, uniforms, and supplies. Additionally, the prevalence of child labour diverts children from attending school, further exacerbating educational challenges in the country. A report by UNICEF highlights the impact of poverty on education in Afghanistan, noting that many families cannot afford to send their children to school due to financial constraints (UNICEF, n.d.). The Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) highlights the impact of poverty on education, emphasising that economic hardships force many children to work instead of attending school , perpetuating a cycle of poverty and limited educational opportunities (Zoy, 2009, p.32). Reports from international NGOs working in Afghanistan shed light on the widespread issue of child labour in the country, with many children forced to work instead of attending school to support their families financially (Kayen, 2023, p.333). Undertaking socio-economic factors requires a multi-faceted approach that includes targeted interventions such as providing financial assistance to vulnerable families, implementing social protection programs, and raising awareness about the importance of education. By addressing poverty and child labour issues, policymakers can create a more inclusive educational environment that ensures all children have equal opportunities to access quality education in Afghanistan (Human Rights Watch, 2016). 
Increasing schools, transportation, and funding to facilitate children's attendance is futile if there is a lack of teachers available to educate them. The shortage of qualified teachers in Afghanistan significantly impacts the quality of education provided in the country. Factors such as inadequate training, low salaries, and challenging working conditions further exacerbate this issue, hindering the delivery of quality education to children and youth. A report by Afghanistan Analysts Network highlights the teacher crisis in Afghanistan, where teachers face challenges such as low pay and lack of motivation, impacting the quality of education provided to students (Suroush and Roehrs, 2015). The Education International organisation sheds light on the struggles and challenges faced by Afghan teachers, especially in the context of recent political changes and restrictions imposed by the Taliban, which have further exacerbated difficulties for teachers in their work (Ahmad, 2023). The World Bank's analysis of the education system in Afghanistan reveals significant deficiencies in key school-level determinants of learning, including skilled and motivated teachers, effective school management, and adequate school inputs that affect teaching and learning outcomes (Trako and Molina, 2019).To tackle the scarcity of qualified teachers in Afghanistan, it is imperative to implement holistic measures like enhancing teacher training programs, this can be done by establishing in-service teacher training programs, the Afghan government planned to implement a basic rapid in-service teacher training program to address the shortage of qualified teachers. This initiative aimed to recruit and train new teachers annually to meet the increasing demand for education (Wardak, 2022). Funding is always going to be an issue for teacher training, improving working conditions and offering competitive salaries to attract and retain proficient educators, donor funding plays a crucial role in ensuring access to education for children in Afghanistan (Human Rights Watch, 2022). Before the Taliban takeover, a significant portion of education expenditure came from international donors (Human Rights Watch, 2022). Continued donor support is essential to sustain educational programs and ensure teachers receive salaries promptly. By prioritising sustainable funding mechanisms, enhancing international cooperation, addressing economic barriers, and providing ongoing support for teacher training programs, policymakers can work towards making teacher training programs more accessible to all teachers in Afghanistan, thereby improving the quality of education delivery across the country.
Earlier, it was discussed how poverty and child labour prevent children from attending school. However, there are various other reasons why children are unable to access, participate in or withdraw from education. According to UNICEF (2022) 4.2 million children out of school in Afghanistan 60% of girls. Primary school age children in Afghanistan, 44% of children of official primary school ages are out of school. This percentage represents the proportion of children not currently participating in school, missing out on the benefits of education. Notably, approximately 36% of boys and 53% of girls of primary school age are out of school (EPDC, 2018). Secondary school age youth in Afghanistan, nearly 72% of female youth and 47% of male youth are out of school. The disparity between the poorest and richest youth is significant in this age group as well (EPDC, 2018). Despite efforts to educate girls, significant challenges persist, hindering girls' access to education. One significant challenge was the Taliban's prohibition of girls from receiving education before 2001, which was addressed through the US-led coalition. At the time it was estimated that only 3% of Afghan girls attended primary level education, subsequently, over the following twenty years, Afghanistan experienced a surge in enrolment figures, with female literacy rates notably climbing from 17% to 30% (Ahmadzai, 2023). Nevertheless, following the resurgence of Taliban control, these advancements are regrettably on the decline once more. The Taliban has imposed restrictions on girls' education, with a specific ban beyond the sixth grade, citing compliance issues with their interpretation of Islamic law or Sharia (Butt, 2023). This ban has been a significant point of contention internationally and within Muslim-majority countries (Butt, 2023). The ban on female education has had severe consequences, contributing to economic challenges, affecting public health, child protection, and increasing risks of child labour and early marriage among girls. The lack of women's education is seen as a major driver of deprivation in Afghan society (Butt, 2023). Despite international condemnation and efforts to sway the Taliban's stance on female education, including pleas from individual countries and organisations like the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, the Taliban has maintained its position on restricting girls' access to education (Barakzai, 2023). Under the Taliban rule in Afghanistan, boys' education has also been significantly impacted, reflecting the broader restrictive educational policies enforced by the Taliban (Human Rights Watch, 2023 a). The Taliban's approach to education includes regressive curriculum changes that promote their extremist views. They aim to replace previous teachings with content that emphasises violence and jihad, focusing on past wars' benefits rather than losses (Butt, 2023). Reports indicate that the Taliban has eliminated subjects like art, sports, English language classes, and civics education from schools. This shift towards a more religious and ideological curriculum has raised concerns about the quality of education and its impact on students' future prospects (Gryboski, 2023). The Taliban's prohibition of women teaching boys has led to a shortage of qualified teachers, which has led to a notable increase in corporal punishment within schools under Taliban rule (Human Rights Watch, 2023 b). Boys have reported instances of officials beating them for infractions related to haircut or clothing, as well as for possessing a mobile phone. This harsh disciplinary approach has instilled fear among students and parents (Faiez, 2023). Human Rights Watch highlighted the irreversible damage caused by the Taliban's educational policies on both boys and girls in Afghanistan. The organisation emphasised the urgent need for international intervention to address the crisis and ensure that children receive a quality education free from discrimination and violence (Faiez, 2023). Recommendations for improvement in education for both boys and girls, include increasing funding for education in Afghanistan, supporting community-based schools with sustainable funding and quality controls, ensuring protection for schools and students, and meeting international obligations for universal free and compulsory primary education. It is crucial to address the systemic challenges hindering both boys' and girls' access to quality education in Afghanistan (Ahmadzai, 2023).  Despite the obstacles posed by the Taliban's educational policies, there are ongoing efforts at local and international levels to safeguard the rights of both boys and girls in Afghanistan and ensure their access to quality education. The National Education Strategic Plan goals are to guarantee fair access to high-quality education for every Afghan citizen. It centres on enhancing infrastructure, training teachers, developing curricula, and managing education effectively. This strategy is vital in tackling the distinct educational requirements and obstacles in Afghanistan (Amiri, 2023). Community-Based Education initiatives aim to access children in remote and underprivileged regions through the establishment of local schools. These efforts target overcoming obstacles to education like geographical distance, cultural traditions, and safety issues. By offering accessible educational alternatives, CBE programs work towards guaranteeing that every child can access quality education opportunities (USAID, n.d.). Unfortunately, children in Afghanistan are unlikely to experience a positive transformation in the education system under Taliban governance without support from around the world. Several organisations are actively working to enhance education opportunities for children and young people  in Afghanistan despite the challenges posed by Taliban rule. One of them are the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) has been actively involved in protecting education in Afghanistan, particularly highlighting the impact of Taliban policies on women's access to education, they have collaborated closely with various education partners to develop the Multi-Country Preparedness and Response Plan (MCPRP), which aims to safeguard and promote the educational rights of all children in Afghanistan and neighbouring nations (UNESCO, 2023).
Children in Wales may struggle to comprehend the challenges faced by children in Afghanistan to access education, especially under Taliban rule. The Taliban's educational policies have negatively impacted both boys and girls, leading to a decline in attendance, fears about schooling, and a loss of hope for the future. Children in Wales are also encountering various challenges that impact their education, well-being, and overall development. Along the same lines as Afghan children, many children in Wales are experiencing poverty. Children from deprived backgrounds are disproportionately affected, experiencing issues like poverty-related bullying and poor emotional health (Senedd, 2023). The cost of living crisis has made it harder for families to afford basic necessities like food and heating, impacting children's health, well-being, and educational outcomes (Senedd, 2023). The Covid-19 pandemic has also had a significant impact on children in Wales, leading to disruptions in education, particularly affecting numeracy, and literacy skills. Practical activities like music and physical education have suffered, and there has been an increase in persistent absence among pupils. Additionally, the pandemic resulted in a decline in the use of spoken Welsh, affecting fluency and inclination to speak Welsh among secondary school students (Estyn, n.d.). Education is provided free of charge for all individuals under the age of 16 in Wales, irrespective of gender, ethnic background, or religious affiliation. Despite this inclusive policy, there remains a significant proportion of children and young individuals who are absent from school with Welsh government data showing 3% of children missing 100 days or more (Wightwick, 2023). These parallels highlight the complex educational landscapes in both regions, emphasising the need for continued support and intervention to ensure all children have access to quality education and opportunities for growth. 
The educational landscapes in Afghanistan and Wales present unique challenges that impact children's access to quality education. In Afghanistan, the influence of historical conflicts, colonial legacies, and the current governance by the Taliban has significantly hindered educational progress. Barriers such as security concerns, infrastructure deficiencies, socio-economic factors, and gender disparities have impeded children's access to education, particularly under Taliban rule. Efforts by organisations like UNESCO and UNICEF aim to address these challenges through initiatives like the Multi-Country Preparedness and Response Plan (MCPRP) to safeguard educational rights in Afghanistan. On the other hand, children in Wales face their own set of obstacles, including poverty-related issues, disruptions due to the Covid-19 pandemic, and disparities in educational outcomes. To improve education in both regions, strategic interventions are crucial. In Afghanistan, addressing infrastructure deficiencies, socio-economic factors, teacher shortages, and security concerns are paramount. Initiatives like Community-Based Education programs can help reach children in remote areas and overcome barriers to education access. In Wales, efforts to support children from deprived backgrounds, mitigate the impact of the pandemic on education, and address persistent absence rates are essential for ensuring inclusive and quality education for all children.
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