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How to do 'more, faster:
The Current Status of
Afghanistan’s Education

By Jo Ann K. Intili, Ph.D and Ed Kissam’
Aguirre Division, JBS International Inc.

Introduction

sponse’ to the challenge of rebuild-

ing Afghanistan’s education sys-
tem. In 2005, the pace of progress has
slowed; and, as of 2008, while there is
a clear plan and organization capacity-
building efforts have increased, there
is little evidence of enhanced system
effectiveness on the ground, outside
of Kabul. For students and communi-

I n 2002-2003 there was a ‘rapid re-

ties outside of Kabul, very little of the
intense planning has translated into
perceptible changes in the quality of in-
struction students receive day to day in
the country’s more than 9,000 schools.
With limited visible improvements, re-
surgent conservative groups are resum-
ing their attacks on schools, making fur-
ther improvement more difficult.

In this article we discuss the cur-
rent situation of education in Afghani-
stan and argue that decentralizing the

system, moving quickly toward com-
munity-managed schools, with greater
utilization of accelerated learning pro-
gram designs is more likely to succeed
than the current cautious, centralized,
approach.

Afghanistan’s Education System
at the End of Emergency
Reconstruction from 2002-2004
As of 2004 the condition of school
facilities in Afghanistan was challeng-
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ing but dramatic progress had been
made in the previous 3 years. About
4.8 million students were in school and
there were 121,000 teachers. Howev-
er, less than 17% of the communities
had a facility in which secondary level
teaching took place; and there were few
teachers available and able to teach at
that level in any case.? An underlying
strategic question which emerged then
and continues today is whether dra-
matic increases in primary enrollment
will actually sufficiently prepare a new
generation of Afghan children to work
in emerging occupations in a revitalized
economy, and whether the quality of
student outcomes at the end of the con-
stitutionally guaranteed 9 years of free
public school instruction will result in
improved productivity and meaningful
participation in democratic processes.

Status Quo of
Afghanistan’s Education
System as of late 2007

By late 2007, the condition of the
education system in Afghanistan im-
proved somewhat with more school
facilities, more available textbooks, im-
provement in some school conditions,
more students attending school, and
more teachers available to teach. As of
2007, under Minister Hanif Atmar, com-
munity-based schools and their teach-
ers were incorporated as part of the for-
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mal government school system. Many
schools were adding grades to provide
instruction for grades 7-9 where these
were not previously available. However,
in 2007 and 2008, with about 4.9 mil-
lion students actually attending school
(although 5.8 million were officially
enrolled), there had been a very small
increase in the number of teachers
available to teach them - up by 17%
from 2004 to about 142,000 classroom
teachers.? In fact few new teachers were
going into pre-service teacher training
because of the teaching conditions and
financial incentives.*

Teaching and
Learning as of 2008°

Afghanistan’s permanent teachers
are required to have a 12™ grade edu-
cation. However, one cannot assume
that teachers with the requisite educa-
tional attainment necessarily have the
knowledge and skills to teach elemen-
tary school, especially as the subjects
become more difficult from grades 4
through 9. In late 2005 about 15% of
the nation’s teachers attended an ini-
tial pilot program of in-service train-
ing (INSET I). By 2008, a “national”
teacher training initiative was begun,
with about 65 hours of actual workshop
time centering on general instructional
techniques, but without achievement
benchmarks for teachers or reference

Grade-by-grade analysis
of 2007 National School
Survey data suggest
that more and more
parents are deciding
not to enroll their
children in 1st grade.

to expected student learning outcomes
and skills acquisition. Although follow-
up training is planned, interviews with
a subset of teachers in the pilot for the
first training were unclear how it would
help them; or what they would be able
to do with what they already learned.®

This short-term training approach
is clearly inadequate as a means for ad-
dressing chronic shortages of qualified
teachers since there are no provisions
for teachers to continue to build their
skills; nor does it address either teacher
turnover or differences in teachers’ lev-
els of training need. With somewhere
between 15,000 and 30,000 teacher
leaving the teaching labor pool each
year, managing skill development is a
real issue; and with no way to assess
need for training - for there were no
clear outcomes defined or expected
from the training - there is a real op-
portunity for wasting resources with
unneeded training.

With regard to student learning
outcomes it is not possible to say what
has been achieved by education invest-
ments in Afghanistan. In our review of
end-of-yeartests (typically 10 questions
per subject, developed by the teacher,
either individually or as a team), what
was measured was haphazard—some-
times it was the most recently-taught
material, sometimes the most basic ma-
terial taught during the year. There are
plans to change the testing process, but
without attention to what students ac-
tually need to know or how they would
use it or how teacher training will im-
pact learning. Without adequate sup-
plies of paper (or storage for records)
the problem of student assessment is
larger than the operation of test con-
struction.
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The Results of Stalled
Top-Down Education Reform

Grade-by-grade analysis of 2007 Na-
tional School Survey data suggest that
more and more parents are deciding
not to enroll their children in 1% grade.
In 2007, the cohort of students who en-
tered 1% grade in 2004 was 9% larger
(even after 4 years of attrition as they
moved toward 4" grade), than the 2007
cohort of entering 1* graders. While
rates of student dropout vary greatly
from province to province, the national
dropout rate is about 15% per year. Stu-
dents and/or their parents are “voting
with their feet” to pull students out of
school to enter the labor market or to
marry.” Data from the National Rural
Vulnerability Assessment 2005 survey
(MRRD 2007) suggest a rural primary
enrollment rate of only 36% of eligible
children.?

Significant problems regarding
overall humbers of trained teachers are
exacerbated in the rural areas by exac-
erbated by lack of funding for student
supplies (paper to write on, pencils and
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pens), instructional materials (maps,
wall charts, library books to provide
reading opportunities beyond the skel-
etal material in textbooks). Addition-
ally, use of multiple shifts to accommo-
date schooling demand (in one-third of
the schools), teachers absenteeism (due
to salary lapses of up to 6 months, and
the need to hold second jobs), cancel-
lation of classes for local celebrations;
and bad weather (due to some classes’
lack of heating, cooling, or proper shel-
ter) constrain teaching and learning ef-
fectiveness.

What we are seeing here, in part,
is that the problems of infrastructure
taint pursuit of quality in education
experience. Parents and community
members, as well as community and
educational leaders don’t know exactly
what to look for as high-quality student
learning. They don't know if it's worth
waiting for or how long they will have
to wait. What they do see is the uneven
operation of a struggling education sys-
tem—schools which do not always op-
erate every day of the week, or on a set

daily schedule, and teachers struggling
to master the subjects they teach. Un-
derstandably, they are uncertain as to
what the process might be for moving
toward quality education and how the
education system and others are lead-
ing them toward it.°

Prospects for Education Reform

The National Strategic Plan for Edu-
cation in Afghanistan (December 2006)
addressed a range of relevant issues,
but the plan for action has a long lead
time before it can reach local schools.'®
The question that looms when looking
at strategic planning for education is
how much can be done from the top?
How long will it take? How can the com-
munities themselves be brought into
the process; how can the local teachers
and administrators be brought into the
process? Which parts of the process
can be sped up, and which parts require
external control? None of these have
been addressed.

Right now a large cohort of students
is moving from elementary into mid-



dle and high school. Something must
be done to actively involve them in an
ongoing education process, or they will
be left behind, turned off perhaps, and
cut short in their personal, social and
vocational development. This is not
an idle concern. What is at stake is the
possible loss of a generation of people
who could help foster the well-being of
their families, and position Afghanistan
for forward movement into the 21% cen-
tury. This is also, a political goal since a
population which has gotten little from
school attendance beyond a certificate
cannot be expected to truly appreci-
ate education, support investments in
education, and engage fully in dialogue
about policy options. The growing
numbers of dissatisfied and disappoint-
ed students and parents erode support
for education as a national priority.
Uneven access and inequitable alloca-
tion of scarce resources underscore the
populace’s worst fears about govern-
ment institutions.

The process of responding to wide-
spread demand for quality education
must urgently be accelerated before
Afghanistan reaches a “tipping point”
where commitment to education (for
girls or boys) crumbles.

Lessons Learned-Accelerated
Learning and Relevant Student
Learning Outcomes

Accelerated learning (AL), as it has
been implemented in Afghanistan to
date, would essentially double the ca-
pacity of the national education system
because, by covering two grades in one
year, each cohort of students would
finish school in half the usual span of
time. Accelerated learning (AL) pro-
grams have worked for Afghanistan to
increase both student enrollment and

Parents and community
members, as well
as community and
educational leaders
don’t know exactly
what to look for as high-
quality student learning.

regularity of attendance, with better
than adequate outcomes!' Starting at
the lower primary levels, this would
free up some teachers to work at higher
primary levels; and would involve com-
munities in visualizing and reviewing
the outcomes - in becoming engaged
and committed.

Generally the opposition to acceler-
ated learning has been that it cheapens
education preparation. Arguably stu-

Afghan girl students sit as they listen during an opening ceremony at a school in Kabul
on March.22, 2008. More than 5.4 million children are enrolled in Afghan schools
35 percent of whom are girls, compared to a little more than a million five yearse

dents don’t get a rich educational expe-
rience from it; it seems like a shortcut.
12 However, in tests of the outcomes
from accelerated learning educational
formats in the USAID-funded AL pro-
gram for Afghanistan (APEP), as well
as in other settings outside of Kabul,
learners have gained at least as much in
AL programs as standard programs.'
Moreover, in APEP evaluation data
showed that AL improved local appre-
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ciation of schools and what they can do
for a community. These also improved
student performance through commu-
nity involvement; and cumulative drop-
out for AL Grades 1-6 was about 12%
- less than a third of the drop-out rate in
the formal schoals.

The promise of AL has been closely
linked to reconsideration of curriculum
content. An alliance of educators, busi-
ness people, and others, brought togeth-

Afghan ye‘ﬂﬂi;wg:{_men packidid packagesof |
school material from ONICEF at the Ministry / }

er in The Partnership for 21* Century
Skills', notes that the focus of learning
for students today needs to respond not
only to the basic skills of yore but also
to include 21* century interdisciplinary
themes - global awareness, economic
and entrepreneurial literacy, civic liter-
acy and health literacy. More emphasis
on thinking, learning, problem-solving,
creativity, innovation, communication,
and collaboration skills will be required
in Afghanistan’s education system, as
well as focus on information and com-
munication technology and provision
of a solid foundation for lifelong self-di-
rected learning (especially since access
to and quality of the formal education
system is so compromised).'®

The vision of accelerated learning,
as an adaptive approach to fostering
student learning can and should be
integrally linked to reforming curricu-
lum to address pressing societal needs,
and a rapid movement toward decen-
tralization to the local school level. As
Pearlman points out, effective school
design is not just a matter of the mo-
ment. Rather it is the result of review-
ing curricula, activities and learning
activities in terms of how they foster
desired outcomes. It requires making
use of assessments and school manage-
ment strategies that foster this sort of
learning and constructing or modifying
schools so the physical plant and learn-
ing environments are appropriate for
this. What is needed is a cansideration
of what a ‘learning community’ means
in the context of the country and what
it takes to get there.'®

Interestingly, rural schools in Af-
ghanistan, faced with ineffective sup-
port from Ministry of Education “sys-
tems”, have out of desperation when
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# Nition Childrens Fund (UNICEE), nearly six
million children E;.l-rﬁos} half of themrgirls,
enrolied in schools after the fallof.the Taliban
regime who banned education for girls undep

shown themselves to be willing to
identify and recruit teachers who have
only the basic communication and in-
terpersonal skills to effectively teach
children; for example, many have iden-
tified the most promising and academi-
cally outstanding secondary students
as appropriate “temporary” teachers
for local primary schools. Community
leaders have personally donated school
supplies, provided space in a mosque
for instruction, or contributed to pur-
chasing a Kkerosene heater so classes
could continue in cold weather. There
is substantial local willingness to sup-
port education in schools——but a
first step toward moving forward will
be encouragement and “permission”
from what currently continues to be a
bureaucratic and intensely hierarchical
education system to go ahead with local
problem-solving,

Feasibility of Accelerated
Learning as a Strategy

What the Afghan people want—and
this can be seen in reports monitoring
public attitudes regarding the Karzai
government—is for public investments
to result in relevant, concrete improve-
ments to individual, family, community,
regional, and national well-being (CSIS
2007;ACBAR 2008).

The current approach to building a
sustainable education system has been

their strict Islamic Shariat laws./"
‘FP :_{H-OTQ_.-"MASSDUD HOSSAINI

Moreover, in APEP,
evaluation data showed
that AL improved local
appreciation of schools
and what they can do
for a community.

to engage in multiple rounds of “strate-
gic planning”. We see an ever-growing
mountain of paper documents as the
end products; not significant changes
to the system. Over the past 5 years of
“rebuilding the education system” it has
rarely and unevenly reached into the
provinces, and especially the remote
rural areas, and provided little succor
to actual classrooms in which students
learn and to the teachers who instruct
them. Our observations are that com-
munity members don't know what to
expect from ‘educational reform’ or
how it serves them.

While a shift toward an educa-
tion reform strategy based on acceler-
ated learning program design entails a
number of risks itself, the risks associ-
ated with the status quo are even more
extreme. AL does not have to proceed
without strategic planning and with-
out benchmarks. The current course
is risky because it is investing millions
of dollars more in teacher training pro-
grams with few benchmarks for learn-




ing on which one can build, no track-
ing of those benchmarks, and which,
over the course of 4 years, have trained
fewer than one-quarter of the nation’s
teachers.

After the beautiful national strategic
plan and the ANDS (Afghanistan’s Na-
tional Development Strategy) is done, it
is still unclear whether 6™ graders can
use simple fractions as part of quan-
titative reasoning in their day-to-day
activities - or how long it will take to
train teachers in this if this is desired.
Continued “business as usual” - that
is, investment in an endless series of
“technical” activities, working groups,
and draft reports - is infeasible. Mov-
ing faster to do more is crucial. The
Ministry clearly understands this, but
is unclear on how to decentralize and
maintain control It is pushing donors
and contractors to ‘dance faster, But
the way to move faster is not to “dance
faster” and form more committees to
continue the elaborate processes of ne-
gotiating institutional coordination; it
is to engage people at the local levels in
the process and make progress.

To move faster, it will be necessary
to accelerate progress toward doing less
in Kabul and more “out in the world”.
Hope and aspirations toward progress
are difficult-to-measure as real as-
sets. In many communities, the entire
population of the village is collectively
involved in rebuilding -- in some cases,
physically (e.g. in post-war reconstruc-
tion of rebuilding houses, developing
wells) but, also, socially and institution-
ally. Thus, community engagement in
accelerated learning is essentially what
has made APEP successful and is why
other community schools initiatives
have that potential as well. Such initia-
tives invite children and their families
into the education process as mean-
ingful participants in the discussion of
educational outcomes and priorities.
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