	
	
	



Global perspectives in education (ECIE6004)
This assignment aims to look at the country of Afghanistan and critically explore the barriers to learning that children in this country may encounter when trying to access education of consistent quality, with a particular focus on gender bias. With the increasing interconnectedness of the world's countries, it is imperative that we can ‘empathize with others, value diverse perspectives and cultures, understand how events around the world are interconnected, and help solve problems that transcend borders’ (Tichnor-Wagner, A. (2016)) As educators we have role and responsibility to help ensure that children are educated in ways to collaborate interculturally and develop the necessary problem-solving skills to create a world where culturally and linguistically diverse societies are successfully integrated into classes and communities and health and environmental crises are solved.

Afghanistan is a land locked, semi-arid and mountainous country in Asia, split into 34 provinces. It is a staunch Islamic country situated between heavily conservative Islamic nations of Iran and Pakistan. The 16th Century was the first time the territory formally became an entity. Modern Afghanistan as it is now known, began after the second British invasion of the territory and subsequent Anglo-Afghan war in 1878. It was the intention of the British to protect their prized overseas territory of India from the Russian Empire. In 1919 Afghanistan became an Emirate under Amanullah Khan then a monarchy in 1926. By 1929 Kahn’s ambitiously progressive reign was over due to the conservative nature of the Afghan people, after years of turmoil Afghanistan came under a Four-decade rule of King Zahir Shah. It is during this period that the Afghan people began a lengthy period of alliance with Russia, strengthened further when the monarchy was overthrown during a military coup led by Prime Minister Daoud Kahn in 1973. Since coming into office in 1953, Kahn had been making sweeping reforms to improve the rights of women in the country. 1978 saw the death of Kahn and the beginning of 23 years of civil war in the country between the new ruling communist leaders backed by the former USSR, and Islamist Mujahadeen backed by Great Britain, the US and China. By 1995, a newly formed Islamic group appealed to the drought stricken and war-ravaged nation. They introduced strict Islamic law to the country, cutting down on crime but also seriously impairing the liberty of women by restricting their access not only to education but also to public life. Following the 2001 attack on the World Trade Center by al-Qaeda led by Osama bin Laden, Anti-Taliban and American allied forces invaded Afghanistan and again sent the country into a period of civil war involving guerrilla tactics by the Taliban. In August 2021 with US forces pulling out of the country the Afghan army capitulated and government collapsed, sending the country back into the current period of Taliban rule. Since then, the Taliban has re-established violent rule and set about vastly restricting the rights of women and girls, banning them from education from year 6 and have banned coeducation (Human rights watch, 2022). 

It has been suggested that Children in Afghanistan may face war, displacement, migration, and natural disasters in trying to access education (UNICEF, 2018) while also encountering more common difficulties such as poverty and lack of access. If a child lives in an environment where poverty prevails, they may fail to have their needs met. Maslow (1943) suggests that individuals must satisfy lower-level deficit needs before progressing on to meet higher level growth needs (Scientific research, 2021) Children that live in poverty may not be having their physiological needs met as there may be issues around obtaining water and food supplies. In 1989, leaders across the world made a commitment to adopting the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Within these rights is article 28 which states that ‘Every child has the right to an education’ (UNICEF, no date). Yet there remain an estimated 3.7 million children out-of-school in Afghanistan – 60% of them are girls (UNICEF, 2016). Afghanistan has been devastated by conflict for over 30 years, this sustained conflict has also had a profound effect on the education system. Although, in recent years there has been an increase in school enrolment, for many children, especially girls, who still face unequal access to education and those living in rural areas, having an education is still an impossible dream. Due to harmful gender norms which continue to exist in Afghanistan a boy's education still takes priority over a girls and child marriage still forces many girls out of education. Although there are laws in place which state that the minimum age for marriage is 16, they are rarely enforced. These forced marriages may affect a girl's sense of self-worth and self-esteem which according to Maslow (1943) means that they are lacking in having another of their basic needs met, the need for ‘esteem’. Childhood marriage results in girls dropping out or being excluded from education. It can also lead to some serious health risks to the girls and their babies because of early pregnancy. There is also a higher incidence of these girls' becoming victims of domestic abuse. Child marriage is a complex issue as it has its roots in gender inequality and the belief that girls are inferior to boys. The issue is exacerbated by poverty, lack of education, harmful social norms and practices, and insecurity (Girls, not brides, 2022).
Afghanistan has a transactional view to marriage. It may be seen as a way to gain financial security and due to their low social, political and economic status women are dependent on men. It is also a way for rival families to settle disputes (known as Baad). Baad is one of the most abusive customary practices in Afghanistan, where girls or women are given to an aggrieved family to "compensate" for a crime (Human rights watch, 2011) Although Baad is a criminal offence under article 517 of the 1976 penal code, it only includes widows and women above 18 and it remains to be difficult to enforce as it is believed that there is a lack of political will to enforce it.

According to data collected by Girls, not brides, 2022, Afghanistan has the 20th highest number of women married or in a union before the age of 18 in the world. On a positive note, in line with target 5.3 of the Sustainable Development goals, 2017, Afghanistan has committed to eliminate child, early and forced marriage by 2030 and has ratified the Convention on the rights of the child in 1994, which sets a minimum age of marriage of 18 (Girls, not brides, 2022). In 2019 and according to UNICEF, Afghanistan launched The Girls’ Education Policy, it includes provisions to reduce child marriage through inter-sectoral collaboration. It remains to be seen whether the Taliban will uphold any of the international commitments or policies of the previous government under Ashraf Ghani.
 
There are numerous barriers to education associated with children that live in areas of conflict. For some it is the simple fact that schools just do not exist in the worst affected parts for the country, while for others it may be that there is difficulty in recruiting sufficient or persuading former teachers to return to teaching (Save the children, 2013). The schools that are in existence face the continued struggle of providing a decent quality education a challenge as they are victims of disrupted attendance, lack of learning materials and poor learning environments. In countries where conflict is an issue there is also the added effect of attacks on education. Unfortunately, in many countries that are affected by conflict; pupils, teachers, and schools are subjected to attacks. Between 2006 and 2008, there were 1,153 reported attacks globally on education, including damage or destruction of schools by arson, grenades, mines, and rockets; threats to teachers and officials; killing of children and staff; and looting (Save the children, 2013). This results in parents becoming fearful of sending their children to school. According to Maslow (1943) this fear that girls and their families may face surrounding going to school may have an impact on how their basic needs are being met as they are lacking the feeling of safety and security, while travelling to school through hostile environments and while they are in school. This lack of feeling safe and secure may have an impact on a child moving onto the next developmental stage and indeed allowing them to reach the highest level of need in the hierarchy, that of self-actualisation as failing to meet the previous needs fully may stop them feeling any kind of self-fulfilment. In most of the conflict affected areas, it is mostly girls that are particularly vulnerable as there is a higher incidence of sexual and gender-based violence toward them. Girls and female teachers face a higher risk of sexual violence, including rape, committed by armed attackers. This risk has proved to be high enough in conflict affected areas to act as a deterrent for females to participate in education. Along with this is the issue that some of the females that are subjected to these attacks may fall pregnant by their attackers and are prevented from attending school due to the stigma surrounding it. Many children in conflict affected countries often resort to or are forcibly recruited into armed groups (Save the children, 2013). Parents also fear sending their children to school as the journey itself may be fraught with danger, especially for girls as adolescents often must travel long distances due to the lack of schools. According to the 2016 Education Sector Analysis, 40 per cent of children require more than half an hour to get to school. This puts them at risk of sexual harassment, and there is a particularly strong correlation between distance to school and lower enrolment for girls (UNICEF, 2019).
Thirty percent of Afghan government schools lack safe drinking water, and 60 percent do not have toilets (Human rights watch, 2017). This poses additional challenges for girls as those that have commenced menstruation are especially affected by the lack of adequate toilet facilities. As many of the toilet facilities are not separated by gender, nor do they have running water, many girls are likely to stay at home during menstruation as being in school provides too many difficulties in managing it. This leads to gaps in their attendance that undermines their academic achievements and increases their risk of dropping out of school.


 It is difficult to obtain exact numbers of children in education in Afghanistan as any statistics are of questionable accuracy, particularly since the creation of the Islamic Emirate by the Taliban. An Afghanistan government report in 2015 stated that more than 8 million children were in school and that 39% of those were female. However, in December 2016, the minister of education stated that it was 6 million. Some of these figures may have been inflated as it is governments practice to include all children as attending unless they have not attended for up to 3 years. Using Data provided by the Afghanistan government from 2010-2011, UNICEF said that 66 percent of Afghan girls of lower secondary school age—12 to 15 years old—are out of school, compared to 40 percent of boys that age (Human rights watch, 2017).
It is important for us to know how many females attend school as any inaccurate number may lead us to believe that there are increasing high numbers of female attendance at school while the fact is that in some parts of the country this simply is not true, and numbers are in fact decreasing. Girls from rural areas are more likely to be out of school. Evidence shows that girls, teachers, and girls’ schools come under attack when ideologies held by armed groups seek to undermine the status of girls and women (Save the children, 2013) Threats from the Taliban in 2010, regarding girls’ education resulted in an estimated 900 Pakistani Government and private schools being closed. The consequence of this was that more than 120,000 girls had their access to school restricted. There have also been incidences of the Taliban and other associated armed groups throwing acid in the faces of school going girls and poisoning the food and water they have as a way for them to try and prevent them from attending school. Government statistics suggest that in some provinces the percentage of girls attending may be as low as 15%. Literacy statistics obtained by the world bank suggests that in Afghanistan, 37% of girls are literate compared to 66% of boys. If we look at the adult literacy rate, it tells us that 19% of women are literate whilst that number increases to 49% for men (Human Rights watch, 2017).


Many of Afghanistan's children simply do not have access to education. The previous Afghan government did not have the capacity to fulfil the requirement for all children to go to school, nor did they have a system in place which enabled them to ensure children attend. For those children that education was accessible for, it was at the parents' discretion whether they let their child attend or not. This failure by the government to make education compulsory violated Afghanistan’s obligations to international law and was contrary to its international development commitments under the UN Sustainable Development Goals (Human Rights watch, 2017). Again, it remains to be seen whether the Taliban will endeavour to provide education for all children including girls. Their previous record suggests this will not be the case.

The Primary and Secondary education system in Afghanistan consist of 4 main types of school. These are Government schools (operated and staffed by the Government), community-based education (it is this model that has been used to successfully reach many Afghan girls who would otherwise be denied education; it remains entirely outside the government education system and is dependent on donor funding) (Human rights watch, 2017), Madrasas (that teach religious instruction and often exclude core subjects from the governments curriculum) and private schools. Whilst there is no charge to send children to school, there are inevitably costs which come with attending school. For those children that attend a government school, they are expected to pay for some supplies like pens and books and some textbooks. Although it is the government's responsibility to provide these textbooks, they may not always arrive. This may be due to theft, shortages, or corruption. These indirect costs have an impact on the children that come from poor families and is enough to keep them out of school especially girls, as families that can afford to send only some of their children often give preference to boys (Human rights watch, 2017).

Goal 5 of the sustainable development agenda is aimed at achieving gender equality and to empower all women and girls (United nations, 2019). However, since the Taliban took power, they have banned girls over the age of 7 from attending. International human rights laws tell us that everyone has the right to free, compulsory primary education which is free from discrimination. It is the responsibility of the government to guarantee equality for all in accessing education and ensuring that this education is free from discrimination whilst also attempting to remedy any abuses that emanate from social and cultural practices (Human rights watch, 2017). A strong education system is key to getting more children in school, keeping them there, and helping them to become healthy and responsible citizens (UNICEF, no date). It is believed that for each year a child attends school their future potential wages increase by 3.9% on average. Some policies that Afghanistan have in place may undermine the effort to get girls into school. To attend a government school, there are numerous pieces of documentation required such as government issued identification and transfer letters for pupils moving school. There are restrictions on when children can register for school and policies which exclude children who are late starting school (Human rights watch, 2017). Due to the discriminatory gender roles, girls are more likely to lack any kind of identification which leads to them facing difficulty when trying to enrol in school and parents may be less likely to seek to secure the required documentation for girls than for boys. The Education for All 2000 Assessment suggests a wide range of ways in which schools can respond to the needs of their pupils, including affirmative action programmes for girls that seek to remove the obstacles to their enrolment (UNESCO, 2000).


UNICEF is one organisation that is fighting for a girl’s right to an education. They believe that investing in girls’ education transforms communities, countries, and the entire world (UNICEF, no date). It reduces inequality, strengthens economies, and contributes to society. Investing in a girl’s secondary education can lead to a rise in national growth rates, a decline in child marriage rates, a decline in child mortality rates, a decline in maternal mortality rates and stops child stunting. Through their work with communities and governments, they aim to remove barriers to girl’s education and promote gender equality in education. 
Community-based education programs are often the only chance at education for Afghan girls (Human rights watch, 2017). These community-based education programmes have proved to be an effective strategy in tackling some barriers to girls education such as the often-long distance they may need to travel to get to school and the lack of security on the way to school as they are set up in a nearby place. They have also demonstrated their effectiveness through increased enrolment figures and test scores for girls in particular.
A cornerstone of Afghanistan's initiative to eliminate all forms of abuse, aggression, and violence against girls and women came in, in 2009. The Elimination of violence against women criminalises Baad and child and forced marriage and 19 other acts of violence against women (UNICEF, 2017). However, this has been subject to opposition from some members of parliament, it has suffered delays and challenges in its implementation. The ability to promote change when it comes to child marriage requires high level political commitment and community mobilisation. Through expansion of the school infrastructure, girls living in rural areas would benefit from a reduced distance to travel to school. A larger number of female teachers that act as significant role models are also needed, along with learning facilities that meet basic security and health standards. A UN report in 2018 sadly found that violence against women and girls is still largely ignored by the Afghan criminal justice system (Girls not brides, 2022). 
As education of primary aged children in Afghanistan was made compulsory in 2008, under Education law (article 4), through raising awareness that it is a legal obligation and putting consequences in place for those who do not follow the law it is hoped that the cultural traditions that prevent girls from attending school will be mitigated, as the decision effectively been taken out of their parent's hands. 
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