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ESA Executive Summary 

INTRODUCTION 
The Ministry of Education in Afghanistan, MOE is in the process of developing the next National 
Education Strategic Plan, NESP III 2015 ï 2019. It has joined the Global Partnership for Education 
(GPE) and will seek a three-year Program Implementation Grant from the GPE. A requirement for 
such a grant is the development of a comprehensive Education Sector Analysis and a joint 
appraisal process of the education plan (NESP III) carried out by the local education donor group 
(LEG).  
 
This Education Sector Analysis focuses on basic education grades 1- 12 but seeks to capture the 
vertical articulation between different levels of education from ECCD and Literacy to TVET and 
Higher Education (HE). 
This is done taking into consideration a supply and demand perspective and a relevance and 
quality perspective on the provision of education across the whole sector. The ESA is structured in 
six major chapters on basis of the GPE Guidelines. 
 
The methodology has comprised document review and analysis of datasets from MOE EMIS, 
CSO, NRVA and AMICS as well as from MOF MTEF. In addition, a limited number of interviews 
and consultations with MOE key staff, education sector stakeholders and DPs were administered. 
 
A team coordinated by Pouras Consult Aps developed the ESA during August 2015 ï January 
2016. It comprised Mr. Poul Erik Rasmussen, Education Expert and Lead consultant, Mr. Allan 
Kelly, Economist, and Mr. Sadish Dhakal, Statistician.  

SECTOR CONTEXT 

THE SOCIAL, HUMANITARIAN AND DEMOGRAPHIC CONTEXTS  
 
No population census has been conducted since1979 in Afghanistan due to more than three 
decades of war and conflict. All population data available, therefore, are different projections based 
on the 1979 data sets. 
UN data estimates the population to be 32.024 million in 2015. However, the CSO estimates the 
population to be only 28.6 million in 2015/2016. In our calculations, we have used UN data. 
 
The population of Afghanistan is overwhelmingly rural: the 19.4 million rural residents represent 
71.8 percent of the total population. Only 22.7 percent (6.1 million) live in urban areas, whereas 5.4 
percent (1.5 million) of the population is classified as Kuchi. 
 
Afghanistan has a very young population 48.4 percent (13 million) of the population is under 15 
years of age, whereas the elderly of 65 years and over represent only 2.5 percent of the total 
population. The proportion under 15 would figure the second highest in the world in the 2010 UN 
population estimates. 
 
Poverty is widespread in Afghanistan. With about 36 percent of the population still consuming 
below the poverty line, it has not changed over the last five years. Poverty remains higher in rural 
areas and amongst the Kuchi population. Poverty has also remained unchanged within most 
regions, and significant changes in poverty are observed in only two regions: in the North-East, 
where poverty headcount increased from 36.4 to 50.9 percent, and in the North where it declined 
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from 39.4 to 31.7.One of the explanations for the seeming stagnation of poverty over time is the 
widening inequality; consumption in richer parts of the population is growing faster. 
 
The poorest segment of the population have not benefited from the general improvement in 
economic conditions. In particular, limited human capital endowments (literacy, education 
attainment) in poorer households might have prevented them from reaping the opportunities of 
better employment opportunities in the non-farm and (high-skill) service sector, resulting in 
stagnating poverty rates and widening inequality. 
 
There is wide variation in poverty in Afghanistan with large differences in poverty incidence by 
residence and by region. The variation in poverty between the rural, Kuchi and urban populations 
is significant and of great importance, and gender inequality is one of the highest in the world. 
 
The youngest segments of the population are over-represented amongst the poor. Children below 
15 represent a larger share of the poor then of the total population ï a result in line with the finding 
that larger households and with relatively more dependents are more likely to be vulnerable to the 
risk of poverty.  
 
Low level of education of the head of household is one of the strongest determinants of poverty. 
The headôs literacy status and education level are strongly correlated with the risk of poverty. 
Poverty rates for individuals living in households with an illiterate head are 14 percentage points 
higher than those of individuals living in households with a literate head (41.6 and 27.6 percent 
respectively).  
Labor market characteristics of the household head are another important correlate of poverty. 
Poverty headcount is the highest amongst individuals in households whose head is 
underemployed. 
 
Afghanistan has one of the lowest literacy rates in the world. Age 15 + had a male literacy rate of 
62 and a female of 18 against the median value for low income countries of M 70 and F 57 
respectively.  Literacy rates are marked by large geographical variation and gender disparities. 
While urban areas and regions of relative economic security can expect a literacy rate of over 
30%, the more remote and insecure areas have levels of literacy closer to 15%.  
Equally, stark variations in the gender parity are evident across the country. Only one in five 
women in Afghanistan is literate and womenôs literacy rate in rural areas is three times lower than 
in urban areas. 
 
In Afghanistan, less than one in five children attend pre-school. Only 13% of children who were 
attending the first grade of primary school in the 2010/2011 school year were attending pre-school 
the previous school year. The proportion of children in rural areas (11%) who had attended pre-
school the previous year is almost twice as low as children living in urban areas (20%). 
 
The Infant Mortality Rate (IMR) is 48 deaths per thousand live births. The Under-five Mortality Rate 
(U5MR) is estimated at 91 deaths per thousand live births. For both indicators, a considerable gap 
exists between urban and rural populations. Life expectancy at birth f/m is 62.0/59.5 
 
Afghanistanôs Maternal Mortality Ratio (MMR), was estimated at 1,600 to 1,900 maternal deaths 
per 100,000 live births, and was the second highest in the world.  
 
The majority of children in Afghanistan suffer from malnutrition. Most are underweight but more 
than one in five is overweight. In both cases malnutrition is negatively correlated to the motherôs 
education. Almost one in three children under age five in Afghanistan are moderately or severely 
underweight (31%). More than a half of children (55%) are moderately or severely stunted or too 
short for their age, and 18% are moderately or severely wasted or too thin for their height. 
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The prevalence of HIV/AIDS is relatively low in Afghanistan and its impact on education is 
negligible. It is estimated that between 2,000 to 3,000 people may be living with the deadly virus in 
Afghanistan. 
 
Disability is defined by social and cultural norms, and what is considered ñdisabilityò in a given 
context is not necessarily the case in another. In Afghan culture, disability is perceived differently 
according to gender differences, traditional or ethnic attitudes and religious motives, and even the 
personôs economic status.  The number of people with disabilities is estimated at 800,000 in 
Afghanistan equivalent to 2.7 % of the population. According to AAOD: Accessibility Organizations 
for Afghan Disabled, ninety five percent of children with disabilities in Afghanistan do not attend 
schools due to inaccessible environment.  
 
The Human Development Index  (HDI) is a composite statistic of life expectancy, education, and 
per capita income indicators, which is used to rank countries into four tiers of human development.  
Afghanistan is depicted in the Low human development group. It belongs to the least developed 
countries and was ranked number 169 on the HDI. Its HDI value in 2013 was 0.468 against the 
regional South Asian average of 0.588 
 
There is a diverse range of ethnic groups within the country. Of the 32 million Afghan residents, 
42% are Pashtun, 27% Tajik, 9% Hazara, 9% Uzbek, 4% Aimak, 3% Turkmen, 2% Baloch and 4% 
fall into an unspecified "other" group. 
 
Pashto and Dari are the official languages of Afghanistan. Dari (Afghan Persian) is spoken by 50% 
of the population and serves as the lingua franca in Kabul, Herat, Mazar-i-Sharif and other cities in 
northern and north-western Afghanistan, mostly in Tajik and Hazara areas, while Pashto is spoken 
by 35%, mostly in the South-Eastern Pashtun areas of the country where ethnic Pashtuns are the 
majority. Turkmen and Uzbek are spoken by 11% in the northern regions of the country, while 4% 
speak 30 other languages including Arabic.  Many residents of the country are multilingual1.  
 
The Afghan constitution states that Islam is the "religion of the state". Both Shia and Sunni Islam 
are accorded equal recognition, while followers of other religions are free to exercise their faith and 
perform their religious rites within the limits of the provisions of law.2 
 
Almost the entire Afghan population is Muslim, with less than 1% being non-Muslim. Muslims 
account for 99% of the population of Afghanistan, with between 80% and 89% practicing Sunni 
Islam while 10-19% are Shia. 
 
Afghanistan ranks 160 out of 162 in the 2015 Global Peace Index. It is only surpassed by Iraq and 
Syria. Against the backdrop of the withdrawal of most international forces from Afghanistan during 
recent years, the number of deaths from internal conflict in the country rose last year in tandem 
with an increase in political terror.  Crucially, the uncertainty stemming from the shift in 
responsibility for security from foreign troops to Afghan forces means that the chances of sustained 
internal conflict remain high. 
 
The International Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) states that every child has the right 
to a name and a nationality, and the right to protection from being deprived of his or her identity. 
The births of only 37% of children under five years of age in Afghanistan have been registered. 
There are no significant variations in birth registration between boys (38%) and girls (37%).  
 

                                                
1
 Ibid. 

2
 www.state.gov/documents/organization/171751.pdf 



 

 8 

In Afghanistan, 27% of children aged 5-11 years were involved in child labour activities, while the 
figure is 22% for children aged 12-14 years. The prevalence of total child labour (aged 5-14 years) 
is 25%. There is a variance of total child labour between girls (23%) and boys (28%). Major 
variances are observed across residence, the motherôs education level, household socio-economic 
status, and region. Almost twice as many children in rural areas (28%) are involved in child labour 
than their counterparts in urban areas (15%).  
 
Of the 42% of children aged 5-14 attending school, more than half of them (51%) are also involved 
in child labour activities. Of the 25% of children involved in child labour, less than one third of them 
are also attending school (31%). Of children involved in child labour who are attending school, 
there are significant differentials by gender, residence, region, motherôs education level and 
household socio-economic status. 

THE MACROECONOMIC AND PUBLIC FINANCE CONTEXTS  
 
Afghanistan had a decade of high growth rates from 2003, and the economy is now in transition. 
Economic growth rates have declined in Afghanistan since 1392 (2013), with this slowdown 
becoming more marked in 1393 (2014), and it has continued in 1394 (2015). The growth rates 
were adversely affected by the impact from the long political transfer process during 2014, the 
transition with international forces, ongoing security issues, and lower business confidence and 
investment. This has resulted in lower economic growth of 1.3 percent in 2014, and slower 
recovery in 2015, with a forecast rate of 2.0 percent3. These growth rates are lower than those 
over the previous decade, and lower than originally forecast.  
 
GDP growth is projected to rise over the period 2016 to 2020 from 3 to 6 percent, and in the long-
term to average 4.5 percent4.  The growth is expected to come from agriculture, and from a 
recovery in confidence, increased mining and energy sector activity, and from the gains achieved 
under the National Unity Governmentôs reform agenda. Delays with the planned major mining 
projects, in terms of implementation and the effects from low commodity prices will lead to slippage 
in investment and income streams to 2018.  The economic growth will be dependent on domestic 
and regional security conditions not deteriorating, a recovery in economic confidence, and effective 
implementation of the Governmentôs reform policies. The international development partners have 
committed to continuing to support Afghanistan through the transition period. This support is based 
on the government delivering on its commitments under the Mutual Accountability Framework.  
 
Public Resources.  Domestic revenues declined by 3 percent of GDP over the period 1390, from 
11.5 % to 8.5% in 1393. Given the domestic revenue constraints, the government is heavily reliant 
on donor aid to fund the development budget and part of the operating budget. In the education 
sector, donor ODA is used to fund the development budget and part of the operating budget, and 
off-budget project interventions. Afghanistan is one of the most highly aid dependent economies. It 
currently receives approximately $US6 billion of civilian official development assistance (ODA) per 
year.  
 
Public Expenditures.  Government budget expenditures (operating and development 
expenditures) in total have remained relatively consistent in recent years, rising from 23% of GDP 
in 1390, and from 1391 to 1393 remaining at around 25 percent of GDP. Operating expenditure in 
1393 accounted for 19.4 percent of GDP, and development expenditure 6.2 percent of GDP. 
 

                                                
3
 IMF Staff Report (November 13, 2015), 2015 Article Consultation and First Review under the Staff 

Monitored Program 
4
 MOF Medium Term fiscal Framework (2015), and IMF Staff Report (November 13, 2015), 2015 Article 

Consultation and First Review under the Staff Monitored Program 
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Future Prospects.  The Government medium term fiscal framework (MTFF) provides the 
Governmentôs projection on future revenue and expenditure. It is based key assumptions on 
revenue and expenditures, and includes the security expenditure projection which is estimated will 
rise to 17 percent of GDP in 1399, before declining as a % of GDP in the longer term. The future 
projections are based on economic growth, reform progress, security improvement, and ongoing 
development partner grant support. While revenue is forecast to increase, expenditure is also 
expected to rise, meaning that the government total budget deficit (excluding grants) and resulting 
financing requirement will remain large. As noted by the IMF and MOF should grants decline there 
is would be a need to rapidly increase domestic revenue collections, and to a limited extent this 
shortfall could be financed by external loans. 
 
The MTFF forward projections on education sector expenditure indicate a relatively unchanged 
total allocation for the forecast period to 1398, ranging between 57.1 to 59.5 billion AFs over the 
period 1395 to 1399 (2016 to 2020). 
 
An initial options analysis has been undertaken to assess the future funding requirements for the 
MOE and MOHE. This analysis will be updated in the final report. While the MTFF provides the 
medium term fiscal resource bound that the government considers is currently feasible. It is 
essential to assess the demand  requirement and determine the level of financial resources 
required to maintain or improve the existing service delivery. 
 
Based on these assumptions, and the MTFF fiscal resource projection for the education sector are 
able to estimate the unit costs per student, these projections are summarized below and indicate 
that the unit cost per student would decline significantly (MOHE from 24,000 to 16,000 Afs unit 
recurrent cost per student, general education (from 3470 to 2850 AFs) and TVET from 17,600 to 
14,300 AFs)  over the period 2016 to 2020.  
 
The initial analysis indicates that current level of the MTFF education sector resource projection, 
both MOE and MOHE would have to operate with lower quality service, with larger pupil teacher 
ratios, and limited material, operations and maintenance and other non-salary services, given 
increasing student numbers.  The development budget is assumed to continue providing the 
needed infrastructure. With the two options analysed, option 1 (equivalent to existing) and option 2 
(initial quality improvement) the resource requirements greatly exceed the MTFF fiscal allocation.  
 
The options for financing the identified shortfalls, should involve further review with MOF to seek 
increased funding resources, with the donors to seek both increased commitments to education 
and more on-budget allocations to improve aid effectiveness, and within the ministries very 
thorough impact assessments and cost reviews to improve internal efficiency and outcomes. Also, 
if alternate options are available to implement means tested cost sharing for service users. In the 
medium term, given the resource constraints it will be a challenge to maintain and improve quality.  
 
 

ACCESS 
Afghanistan has made steady progress in reconstituting the education sector over the past 
decade: 
From approximately 800,000 students, and very few girls, in 2001 to more than 8.5 million students 
in 1393 (2014) of whom 5,213,426 are boys and 3,370,280 or 39 % are girls5.  
Most students who begin primary school complete primary school. The challenge lies in raising 
primary attendance rates beyond the rate of 55%, and in ensuring a far greater proportion of 

                                                
5
  MOE EMIS Enrolment by programme 1393 
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primary graduates go on to start and complete a secondary level education. In particular, there is a 
sharp drop in girlsô school attendance after primary school. 

 
Enrollment in GE schools increased to 8.6 million in 2012. Out of these, about 1 million were 
permanently absent. They were kept enrolled in the school registers to encourage their return. 
 

 
 
The graph above shows enrolment rates at pre-primary, primary, lower secondary, and upper 
secondary levels between 2001 and 20136. We can see above that enrolment at the primary level 
has been historically higher. The growth in enrolment is primary education accelerated between 
2001 and 2005, and then slowed down. 

 

 
GER is high for males at all grade levels. We can also see that GER increases till the end of 
primary school, and then suddenly drops. We cannot tell, however, whether the surge in 5th grade 
is due to repetition.  

 

                                                
6
 Afghanistan National Education for All (EFA) Review Report 2015, Ministry of Education, Islamic Republic 

of Afghanistan, June 2014 
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Repetition is an important indicator of the performance of a schooling system. We used the EMIS 
dataset to estimate the average repetition rate in GE for 2013 and 2014. 

 
School life Expectancy is the average number of schooling years the children of a given country 
may hope to complete (repeated years are not included) given the prevailing conditions offered by 
an education system. SLE has increased about 6 months between 2011 and 2014, though it still 
remains low. 
 

Year 
Total Enrolment 

Population of school-going 
age AER 

SLE 

2012 7,779,101 10,252,571 0.76 9.12 

2013 8,203,724 10,500,035 0.78 9.36 

2014 8,583,706 10,750,936 0.80 9.6 

 
For each ten students, who start in grade one, less than six make it to the end of grade six and 
only two make it to the end of grade 12.  
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In 2012, 618 new schools were built. This exceeded MoEôs target of 600 schools. As a result, the 
number of GE schools increased from 14,071 (in 2011) to 14,693 (in 2012), 6,376 of which are 
primary schools. Out of the total GE schools, 16% are girlsô schools, 30% are boys, and the 
remaining 54% are co-educational schools7. There has also been new recruitment of teachers over 
the years. Between 2001 and 2013, 187,000 teachers were recruited, 70% of whom teach at the 
primary level. 
 
Primary school attendance 
Only 55% of children of primary school age (7-12) are attending school. In urban areas, 78% of 
children attend school while in rural areas attendance is only 50%. The proportion of children 
attending primary or secondary school increases with the childôs age up to the age of 11. 
Attendance starts to decrease from age 12. Primary school attendance shows significant variance 
between children living in the poorest households (40% attendance) and those living in the 
wealthiest households (79% attendance). 
 
Community-based education (CBE) is an approach to expanding access to education in remote 
rural communities, which are beyond the reach of the official MOE system. Supported by NGOs 
CBE has offered primary early education grades 1-3 to more than 200.000 children over the last 
six years. 
Research has shown that the provision of education in close proximity to childrenôsô homes, one of 
the hallmarks of the CBE approach, is critical for improving equitable access, retention and 
learning achievement for children in remote villages.  

 
Secondary School Attendance 

                                                
7  Education Joint Sector Review 2013, Ministry of Education, Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, December 
2013 
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About 32% of secondary school age children are attending school. The secondary school NAR for 
girls (21%) is more than two times lower than that of boys (43%). The secondary NAR of rural 
secondary school age children is two times lower than their counterparts in urban areas 
 
Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) and Preschool 
In Afghanistan, attention to ECCE has, so far, been negligible. Only 1% of children aged 36-59 
months are attending pre-school. Urban-rural and regional variances are significant. The 
attendance figure is eight times higher in urban areas as compared to rural areas. There is robust 
evidence to suggest that systematic preschool programmes improve learning.  
 
Of all children starting Grade One, more than four in five (84%) eventually reach the last grade. 
Note that this number includes children that repeat grades and that eventually move up to reach 
the last grade. Compared with primary NAR, it can be concluded that the majority of primary 
school age children who enrol in primary school are likely to remain in school until the last grade of 
primary school. 
 
The primary school completion rate was 31%. The primary school completion rate for girls (21%) is 
almost twice as low as that for boys (40%). There is a significant difference in the primary school 
completion rate in rural areas (28%) compared to urban areas (42%) and between rates by region. 
Children living in the poorest households are more than twice as likely to not complete their 
primary education (21%) by the appropriate age than their counterparts living in the wealthiest 
households (41%). The motherôs education level also seems to impact this indicator.  
 
The percentage of school starters who drop out before reaching grade six largely complements the 
survival rate. Overall, 14 percent of children who started primary school dropped out before the 
final level. There is little difference between urban and rural dropout rates, but girls seem to drop 
out somewhat more often than boys (14.6 percent against 13.6 percent). Grade-by-grade dropout 
rates tend to increase by advancement in primary school. 
 
There is a steady increase in the number of students reaching the highest grades of secondary 
education, and there is growing demand for higher education from young Afghans. In the five years 
from 1387 (2008) to 1393 (2014) enrolment at grade 12 almost quadrupled and most of these want 
to enroll at higher education institutions.  
 
Admission to higher education institutions, however, is severely restricted. In 2015, 219,145 
students had participated in Kankor examination. Of these only 54,737 or 25% of high school 
graduates managed to pass the entry test for governmental higher education institutes while 
36,750 others would be enrolled in semi-higher education governmental institutes.  
 
The MoE estimates that there are over 3.5 million children out of school. According to the MoE, 
1,080,692 students-- 15% of the total number of students in 2011-- were permanently absent. This 
is the total number of permanently absent student accumulated over the three years leading up to 
2011. This allows us to estimate that about 5% of the total student population drops out of school 
every year. 
Reasons for non-attendance in education are a multi-facetted issue. It involves, among others, 
economic, cultural, security, health and distance considerations.  
Economic considerations figure importantly as the main reason for no longer attending school. 
Their prominence increases with the level of education. It is worth noticing that from the mentioned 
economic reasons, opportunity costsô , especially for males,  were more important than direct 
costs.  
While security concerns are obstacles for school attendance, they seem to be concentrated in 
primary school ages and especially among girls: overall, for 22 percent of girls aged 7 to 12, this 
was the main reason to drop out from school.  
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In the ALCS 2015 two reasons for non-attendance that are closely related to age are the 
consideration that children are too young for school and the one that sufficient education has been 
obtained. The first is almost exclusively mentioned for primary school age children, but it is 
remarkable that many households consider the age of seven ï and sometimes even higher ages ï 
too young to attend school. 

COST & FINANCING  
 
The education sector is a key government priority, and in 1393 (2014) it accounted for 14.1% of 
total government expenditure (excluding debt service), 15.7% of government recurrent 
expenditure, 9.9% of development expenditure and 3.8% of GDP. While education expenditure at 
this level appears relatively low compared to equivalent developing countries, given Afghanistanôs 
large school age population, this percentage allocation is affected by the high levels of government 
security expenditure.   
 
Afghanistan is one of the most highly aid dependent economies. It currently receives 
approximately $US6 billion of civilian official development assistance (ODA) per year. In addition, it 
receives financial support for military and security sectors, with the total including ODA, at 
approximately $15 billion per year.  
 
The government has domestic revenue constraints, and is heavily reliant on donor aid to fund the 
development budget and part of the operating budget. In the education sector, donor ODA is used 
to fund the development budget and part of the operating budget, and off-budget project 
interventions. The MOE expenditure (1391-1393) was estimated at $US2.5 billion with at least 
43% funded by donors. Of the donor aid, only 25% of the expenditure was on budget, with the 
remaining development expenditure off-budget. For MOHE, the total expenditure (1391-1393) was 
estimated at $US 360 million with at least 53% donor funded, and with approximately 35% of donor 
aid being on-budget. 
 
This low level of on-budget support for both MOE and MOHE, indicates that there are significant 
opportunities to improve aid effectiveness in the education sector. The donor performance in the 
education sector is not inline with agreed on-budget targets. At the Tokyo Conference (2012), 
government and donors endorsed the target of 50% of civilian aid to be on-budget. This overall 
target was met by donors in 1393. Given current development budget expenditure rates, to 
achieve the full impact from moving education funds on-budget, coordinated improvements in line 
ministries absorptive capacity (ie. procurement, monitoring and implementation) will be necessary. 
 
The demand for education at primary, secondary, teacher education, TVET and higher education 
levels has increased over the period 1390 to 1393, with increases in student number in general 
education (primary and secondary) of 20%, in teacher college students of 45%, TVET student 
numbers have almost doubled and in public higher education the student numbers have increased 
by almost 150%.  With the literacy program, the number of literacy students attending school has 
declined slightly, and literacy courses have been maintained at a relatively constant level. While 
there has been an increase in the teacher numbers and schools, the increase has not kept pace 
with student expansion and the pupil teacher ratios have risen.  
 
Qualified teachers are in demand, and in the current labor market a teaching qualification provides 
a graduate with better prospects, higher employment rates and income. As indicated in the CSO 
ALCS (2013/2014) 72% of those with a teaching qualification work in the public sector.  Also, in 
terms of salaries, their salaries are competitive, and as part of the public sector are in the income 
group classified as having the highest mean and medium monthly earnings.   
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The public recurrent expenditure in total and per student in MOE and MOHE. reflects this financial 
pressure as the salary component dominates recurrent expenditure, with very limited financial 
resources remaining for materials, operations and maintenance. For MOE in 1393, the goods and 
services expenditures were reduced to 2.6%, and operations and maintenance was 1.6% of the 
recurrent budget. MOHE has a lower % salary share in their recurrent budget, but has a large non-
salary cost in providing dormitories and meals for all students, and likewise has very limited 
resources for materials, operations and maintenance. 
 
While recurrent budgets and expenditure increased, except for general education it did not keep 
pace with the increase in student number and the unit cost per student declined.  Whether this 
reduced unit recurrent cost per student reflects economies of scale and efficiency gains, or a 
potential decline in quality is to be determined. The evidence indicates rising PTRs and declining 
expenditure for non-salary costs including O&M, are potential risks to both quality and delivery 
sustainability. 
 
In general education, TVET and higher education sub-sectors, the % of GDP per capita declined 
from 1390 to 1393. Using the general education % of GDP as the base, the trend indicates the 
rising resource cost, with a multiple for TVET of 5.1 and for higher education of 7.3. A similar trend 
applied in 1390, but at higher multiples in all sub-sectors. Estimates were not possible for teacher 
education and literacy programs due to the lack of disaggregated financial data.  
 
The public recurrent expenditure per pupil in 1393, indicates the significant cost increase involved 
per student as move from general education (primary and secondary), to TVET and higher 
education.  The unit costs are dominated by salaries (teacher/ non teacher) and living costs 
provided by public TVET and higher education institutions that account for the major expenditure 
under nonïsalary operational costs.  
 
While limited data is available on the private household costs of education, as indicated in the 
ALCS (2013/2014) for poor and low income households, it is the need for the child to work, that is 
the opportunity cost of the income foregone from attending school, that is a critical factor for non-
participation. This factor was more important than the direct costs of education. 
 
There is a major requirement for new schools with supporting facilities, and the need to invest and 
improve the existing school infrastructure there is a large capital investment required over the 
medium to long term. The estimates of the investment required8 greatly exceed government and 
development partner current and planned future investment levels. The identified fiscal constraints 
emphasize the critical importance of achieving value for money in school construction design, in 
contract tendering and award, and in contract construction supervision. 
 
The government is aware of the large unfunded O&M cost, and since 1392 it has implemented 
reforms in nine ministries, including MOE and MOHE, to improve O&M. Given the large 
expenditure and budget increase required, with indicative estimates of over $US150 million per 
year, to implement a sustainable O&M policy and practice in the education ministries, there will 
need to be an overall investment in existing government systems, with major institutional capacity 
enhancement to cost effectively manage O&M on the required scale.  

In 1393 the education sub-sectors were operating with higher PTRs and very limited non-salary 
allocation expenditure. This indicates that if student numbers increase as expected, and quality is 
to be maintained, increased financial and human resources will be required. The challenge is the 

                                                
8
 MOE, National Education Strategic Plan (2015-2020) Draft (June 2014); MOHE National Higher Education 

Strategic Plan (2015-2020), (April 215); A. S. Raouf paper, School Facilities in Afghanistan Current Gaps 
and Challenges for the Future, 2013. 
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tight medium term fiscal projections for the economy and education sector, which will mean 
increases are likely to be limited. In this environment a review of all expenditure areas for possible 
efficiency improvements and improved prioritization should be undertaken. For such a review to be 
effective it will require the ministries to have detailed disaggregated physical and financial data, so 
all cost areas, salary (teaching, non teaching), administration staff (central and provincial), and 
non-salary costs and can be thoroughly assessed. 

QUALITY  
The quality of the education system in Afghanistan measured by the proportion of students who 
are able to perform the grade specific tasks expected at their level and who reach to the final stage 
of the school cycle and pass the exams is poor. There is now a growing realization among the new 
political leadership in Afghanistan that quality of education has not received as much attention as 
the quantitative dimensions of education.  Among the factors affecting quality identified by the new 
minister are: époor school facilities; inappropriate curriculum; inadequate teacher qualifications, 
inadequate and insufficient textbooks and learning materials, inefficient provision and untimely 
distribution of textbooks. Therefore, there will be a renewed focus on quality. 
 
The survival rate to the last grade of primary (grade 6) was 58 % (60 % boys, 54 % girls) in 2013 
suggesting that 4 out of 10 pupils who enrol in grade 1 do not reach grade 6 of primary education.9   
Learning achievement is a cause of concern. Results from a Learning Assessment study of grade 
6 students10 indicate that: 

¶ 10% of students cannot read simple words,  

¶ 14% of students cannot name simple shapes in maths  

¶ 31% of students cannot write a simple word 
 
Afghanistan does not yet have standardized performance tests or national examinations at primary 
or secondary school, which makes assessing learning outcomes a challenge.  
 
Afghanistan is in the process of reviewing its examination system, with a Directorate for Standards, 
Research and Evaluation being established within the Curriculum Development Department  
(Afghanistan Ministry of Education, 2010). According to Afghanistanôs National Education Strategic 
Plan (1389-1393/2010-2014) (Afghanistan Ministry of Education, 2010), examinations are 
administered twice annually to Grade 4 students and above. These examinations are not 
standardised and are created and marked by classroom teachers. There is no central 
examinations authority. Currently, the highest level is the PED.  
 
Examinations are typically used to certify and select students, and have traditionally served gate-
keeping functions, for example, limiting entry to a course or institution, or determining learning 
paths such as óacademicô or óvocationalô. Therefore, examinations often have high stakes for 
students as there are consequences for high and low achievement. The examinations are high 
stakes for students, as their percentage scores determine whether or not they can move ahead to 
the next grade. 
 
Little systematic and comprehensive information on studentsô learning achievement and  the 
quality of educational outcomes, was available in Afghanistan despite data having been collected 
on school attendance and literacy levels in the population. The 2013 MTEG assessment of Class 6 
students in Afghanistan was intended to contribute to the discussion on gender disparity by 
reporting on the proficiency levels of girls and boys in the domains of mathematical, reading and 

                                                
9
 (EFA 2015, MOE) 

10
 Monitoring Trends in Educational Growth (MTEG) Afghanistan:  Strengthening Afghanistanôs Learning 

Assessment System, ACER  
 Australian Council for Educational Research, 2013 
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writing literacy. The data provided information on background characteristics that may interact with 
school attendance and achievement, both of which are important indicators of gender parity. These 
background characteristics included attitudes to school, perceived support, socio-economic status, 
and location. 
 
The results showed that while there were small numbers of Class 6 students operating at the 
higher levels of proficiency in each of the domains of reading, writing and mathematical literacy, 
there were substantial proportions of the population who were not able to perform simple reading, 
writing and mathematical tasks. 
 
We tried to compare the performance of Afghan students to their peers in neighbouring countries 
using International Standardised Learning Assessments. It appeared that Class 6 students in 
Afghanistan were performing at a lower or similar level compared to Class 4 students in 
neighbouring countries (Islamic Republic of Iran, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan). 
 
The literacy rate in Afghanistan is one of the lowest in the world. In 2005 it stood at 31%, 20% for 
women, but nine years later it had increased to 52%.  
The adult literacy rate ï referring to the population aged 15 and over ïstands at 34 %. It indicates 
the accumulated achievement of primary education and literacy programmes in providing basic 
literacy skills to the population. The complementary illiteracy rate of 66 percent implies that there 
are around 9.7 million illiterate persons aged 15 and older in Afghanistan, 5.9 million women and 
3.8 million men. 
 
The youth literacy rate ï the rate calculated for the sub-population aged 15-24 ï is one of the MDG 
indicators to measure progress towards achieving universal primary education (MDG goal 2). It 
reflects the outcomes of primary education over roughly the previous 10 years. As a measure of 
the effectiveness of the primary education system, it is often seen as a proxy measure of social 
progress and economic achievement. The overall youth literacy rate of 52 percent would imply that 
Afghanistan is one of the countries with the lowest literacy in the world. 
 
The literacy gender parity index is the ratio of the female literacy rate to the male literacy rate for 
the age group 15-24. The indicator is applied in Afghanistan as an ANDS indicator to measure 
progress towards gender equity in education and is also a key indicator of empowerment of 
women in society. In 2013-14 a figure of 0.55 was found for this indicator, indicating that the share 
of female youth that is able to read and write is just over half that of male youth. 

CAPACITY & MANAGEMENT  
ANALYSIS OF SYSTEM CAPACITY 

Capacity is defined as the maximum level of output of goods and/or services that a given system 
can potentially produce over a set period of time. When analyzing capacity of the education system 
we are interested in its performance in terms of learning achievement and the numbers and 
proportion of successful graduates completing the full learning cycle, i.e. grade 12.  

A proxy indicator for the education system output in Afghanistan is the adult literacy rate, which 
stands at 34% and the youth literacy rate, which stands at 52, one of the lowest in the world. The 
proportion of students, who make it to the last 12th grade of schooling, is 18%. The 
complementary values of these figures are indicative of the system waste: an adult illiteracy rate at 
66%, youth illiteracy at 48% and overall school dropout of 82%.  

We tried to isolate the variables that contribute to learning outcomes and to estimate their relative 
contribution to learning in order to  identify an instrument for policy analysis, which could help 
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planners making choices between alternative inputs in order to optimize benefits, in this case 
enrolment and learning outcomes. We have identified a number of variables and seek to establish 
their relative importance by means of various studies that have been undertaken. Factors that 
have been assessed are: age, distance to school, teacher qualification and teacher academic 
support, access to textbooks, parentsô educational background and socio-economic status (SES). 
Factors that have not been assessed are: the quality of the curriculum, the quality of textbooks, 
and the number of contact hours, school management.  
 
Early Childhood Development: Progress in schooling is often associated with cognitive abilities 
acquired at a young age. Prior participation in early childhood education and learning programmes 
can play an important role in a childôs future education, because they shape the attitudes towards 
learning and help children to develop basic social skills. However, early childhood education 
attendance is very low in Afghanistan, with implications for successful transitions to primary school. 
 
Exposure to books during a childôs early years: The presence of books in the household is 
important for later school performance and literacy development. In Afghanistan, only 2% of 
children aged 0-59 months are living in households where at least three childrenôs books are 
present.  
 
Age is an important factor: Students in grade 6 who are 15 years and older may be up to 6 months 
behind those students who start school on time.   

There is a positive correlation between student performance and the availability of modern facilities 
at schools: Students who attend schools that have water, electricity or Internet perform better. 

Distance from home to school matters ï a lot, and there is a strong correlation between enrolment, 
performance and distance to school. Proximity significantly affects both boysô and girlsô enrolment 
with average enrolment rates declining 16 percentage points for every additional mile children had 
to travel to school. Beyond two miles enrolment dropped to about 30 percent ï vs. 70 percent 
enrolment within a mile from home. The effect of proximity was particularly dramatic for girls, 
whose enrolment dropped a precipitous 19 percent with even a one-mile increase in distance 
between their home and school. 
 
Student learning achievement is somewhat associated with teacher qualifications but more 
importantly with the way teachers are supported in the classroom: The effect on student learning of 
university qualified teachers in a school was not as great as the effect of providing direct support to 
teachers in the school (teacher education visits).  
 
There is strong evidence to support the goal of having a full set of textbooks for each student. The 
correlation between textbook use and learning outcomes shows better score values of 7 in Maths, 
9 in Reading and 5 in Writing. 
 
The significance of parentôs education level on student academic performance is quite high. 
Students with no parents are seriously disadvantaged. 
 
Students who speak a language other than Dari or Pashtu in the home are on average six months 
behind their peers in school. 
 
The previous section demonstrated the effect of various factors on learning outcomes. In situations 
of scarcity it would be beneficial to be able to determine the relative significance of the various 
factors in order to make rational policy choices between alternatives. Such an analysis, however, 
would require that we were able to isolate and calculate the net effect of specific factors on 
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learning results and that we were able to construct the annualised unit costs of the chosen factors. 
So far, we have not been able to isolate the unit costs of such factors as e.g. textbooks, qualified 
teachers, teacher support linked to CPD and others.  
 
Given the strong evidence of the positive effects on enrolment, retention and learning of CBE 
schools, one of the most interesting cost-effectiveness analyses we could think of is the cost-
effectiveness of CBE in remote and sparsely populated areas versus MOE hub schools at a 
distance higher than 1 - 2 kilometres from studentsô homes.  

SECTOR ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE  

Institutional Analysis  
MOE has made significant progress since 2007 in building a modern and functional education 
administration. Still, however, a number of challenges remain in its work on institutional reform. 
The organizational structure of the Ministry of Education11 now loosely corresponds to its five main 
programmes identified in the National Education Strategic Plan (NESP). The MoE has six Deputy 
Ministries: (i) Administration and finance; (ii) Islamic education; (iii) Literacy; (iv)Technical and 
vocational education and training (TVET); (v) Curriculum development and teacher training; and 
(vi) Academic.  
 

The Education Management Information System (EMIS) was initiated in 1384 (2005). It has its own 
Directorate and has developed into a comprehensive information service for MOE. It undertakes 
the Annual School Census (ASC) based on a comprehensive census questionnaire form and the 
Directorate is responsible for collecting, storing, processing and disseminating all education 
statistical data. Moreover it is responsible for developing information systems and reporting against 
NESP indicators.  

Monitoring of education performance has significantly improved over the last few years. Since 
1391 (2012) and in 1392 and 1394 (2015) MOE has conducted an Education Joint Sector Review 
focused on Planning, Management, EMIS, M&E, Reporting, Budget and Finance and HRM as well 
as progress and challenges in the five NESP programmes. 
 
Decentralisation, is a high political priority The main thrust of the 1394/2015 EJSR report, expected 
by February 2016, will be on this. DEDs and schools, for example, do not know about their 
budgets. Under the World Bank sponsored EQUIP programme school management councils or 
ñshurasò have been established in a large number of schools. 
 

Further institutional reform and capacity building of the MOE is critical for sustained delivery of 
quality services. The system is heavily centralized and there are still many examples of unclear 
functional mandates of sector departments and offices, of lack of coordination leading to 
duplication, fragmentation and inefficiencies and of excessive dependence on short-term technical 
assistants (TA).  

The issue of technical assistance and the need for sustainable staffing and capacity building has 
been a recurrent issue among the education sector stakeholders. A draft assessment report on TA 
with a proposal on capacity building reform states:  A major capacity objective will concern staffing 
and the need to recruit better qualified personnel to achieve the reform objectives. As explained, 
rapid expansion of services together with fragmented support from DPs has in the past led to an 
unsustainable provision of technical assistance (TA) through the development budget for key 
ministry operations. 
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  òEducational Sub-National Assessmentò, Altai Consultants, 2015. 
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MANAGEMENT OF TEACHERS  
Afghanistan is characterized by a severe shortage of teachers evidenced by its high Pupil-Teacher 
Ratio (PTR). In 2013 it was 45:1, which is slightly higher than the official policy of PTR of 40:1. The 
teacher shortage is worse in the rural areas, especially amongst female teachers. Out of the 
187,000 teachers in general education, only 33 per cent are females and only very few of these 
are in rural schools. On teacher recruitment, availability of adequate finances is a major hurdle; the 
HR, driven by availability of budget from MOF, substantially reduces requests given by PEDs every 
year. PEDs, as a result are 'left with no choice' but to recruit teachers on contract to meet the 
school demands, and supposedly for hiring of contract teachers, which have a separate budget 
line and work on lower salaries compared with regular teachers. 
The shortage of teachers is combined with an incoherent distribution by province as reflected in 
provincial disparities in Pupil-Teacher Ratios (PTR) 
 
According to the Afghanistan educational system the minimum education standard for teachers is 
graduation from grade 14. One of the main challenges that Ministry of Education is facing is 
insufficient number of professional teachers for different cycles of education. 
 
Out of 193,044 teachers at different levels, 82,898 of the current teachers, equivalent to 43 %, fulfil 
the minimum standards of teaching and the remaining 57% who have not completed the criteria of 
professional teachers are recruited as contact teachers in remote areas due to the lack of teachers 
MoE has been making efforts to enhance the capacity of these teachers through short-term 
courses and recruiting them in the In-service Teacher Education programs to improve the quality of 
teaching and learning. 
There are huge regional disparities in teacher qualification and sex. The current distribution of 
qualified teachers shows that urban centres and the Northern regions have a much larger 
proportion of qualified female teachers than other regions of the country. 
 
A number of strategies, including targeted in-service training for CBE women in rural areas, have 
ben piloted to address this imbalance. So far, however, the results have not been satisfactory. 
There are several reasons for this: ignorance of MOE teacher policy and incoherent incentives at 
PED and DED level undermine the efforts. In addition, the criterion of not contracting teachers with 
less than a grade 12 examinations prevents capable CBE teachers from being absorbed into MOE, 
despite the fact than many of these may be better teachers than formally qualified TTC graduates. 
 
Monitoring of teachers is faced with a number of challenges including lack of transportation 
facilities, unqualified persons serving as supervisors, absence of a functional reporting and follow-
up system, a tendency to censor negative reporting and a focus on inspection and control instead 
of academic support. There are very few female supervisors and parallel supervision systems 
within the General Education Deputy Ministry.  
Promising attempts to address these challenges include increasing role of shuras in teacher 
monitoring. Well functioning shuras tend to increase the accountability of teachers as well as 
strengthening the demands side of education. 
 
Nepotism and political interference in the recruitment of teachers is widespread all over the 
country. One of the planned measures to counter this phenomenon is to gradually diminish the role 
of District teacher training colleges in favour of a provincial based TTC. 

Management of resources other than teachers  
 
The majority of schools receive less than 75% of the number of books that they request for their 
students and the physical quality of the books is often poor. In order to cope with this shortage 
schools often encourage parents to buy books from the market. Market books are typically inferior 
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quality copies of official MOE books. In other cases, teachers just dictate notes that the students 
copy.  
So far, the total and disaggregated number of textbooks and calculation of the Textbook to Pupil 
Ratio (TXPR) are not reflected in the MOE annual reports and EJSRs.  
 
The effective teaching time in Afghanistan is severely limited by a large number of holidays, 
summer (15) and winter (90), examinations (52), and various celebration days. It has been 
suggested that the effective annual school year is as little as 180 days, which is in stark contrast to 
the number of school days in neighboring countries estimated at between 218 -228.  
 
We do not have any data on the number of daily contact hours, but there seems to be potential 
gains to be made if effective teaching time could be ensured. In a study only 5% of students 
indicated that their teachers started lessons on time. 

ECONOMIC IMPACT OF EDUCATION and LABOUR MARKET  
Afghanistanôs labour market suffers from a number of imbalances.  On the supply side the labour 

force could be characterised as poorly educated, largely informal and lacking the requisite skills 

to develop their career further12. Slightly more than two thirds of the labour force of 8.5 million is 

less than 40 years of age. 40 percent remains not gainfully employed (underemployed or 

unemployed) and 78 percent is in vulnerable employment. Meanwhile, a total of 6.8 million 

Afghans in the working age, mainly women (5.3 million), do not participate at all.  

On the demand side agriculture accounts for two fifths of all employment, manufacturing for less 
than a tenth, while the recently more dynamic trade, transport, finance, real estate and insurance 
sectors account for a little less than a fifth.  Agriculture, while the primary driver of economic 
activity in the districts, has a more limited impact in the urban centres. In a study of four districts 
only 3.7% of all surveyed urban-based individuals derive the largest share of household income 
from agriculture and only 1.5% of employers and employees were involved in the agriculture 
sector. Although important for day labourers, agriculture adds value to urban economies directly 
through trading and transportation and indirectly through income generation for the rural 
population. 
In terms of qualifications, the findings from a study of four districts seem to have a general validity. 
The labour supply could be characterised as poorly educated, largely informal and lacking the 
requisite skills to develop their career further. Approximately 45% of surveyed employers and 
employees are either illiterate, literate with no schooling or were schooled up to primary school.  
The latest ALCS found that an overwhelming 61 percent of all employed have not been to school 
and only ten percent have attended school up to primary level. Consequently, nine tenths of the 
employed workforce is in unskilled occupations13.  
Gender differences in labour market outcomes are stark: while participation rates are low (29 
percent), unpaid family work and agriculture account for at least two thirds of female employment, 
and womenôs mean and median monthly earnings are much lower than menôs in equivalent 
occupations. Comparison of labour indicators between 2007-08 and 2012-13 suggests that there 
has been a large shift of the labour force from working to unemployed, particularly in the urban 
sector. A substantial slowdown in growth constrained by persistent uncertainty surrounding political 
and security transition, increased levels of conflict and a downturn in aid, are likely to be underlying 
factors14.  
 
We do not have any data on the employability of graduates from various types of vocational 
education and training. But there is a serious mismatch between the demand and supply of skilled 
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labour. So far, almost all attention in the formal TVET sector has been focused on the supply side, 
while the demand side has been neglected. 
 
A World Bank paper summarises the barriers to matching the demand and supply: The mismatch 
between the demand and supply of skilled labour is a result of inadequate institutional response to 
policy needs. Among the barriers to matching demand and supply, the critical ones are as follows:  

¶ Absence of a robust institutional system for the sector 

¶ Poor quality of the skills delivery system 

¶ Absence of reliable Labour Market Information  

¶ Lack of linkage between the labour market and the TVET sector  
 
The countryôs investment in education services is based on raising the productivity of society, in 
both economic and social aspects. It is the economic benefits gained through undertaking different 
levels of education, that accrue to the individual through improved lifetime income streams, to 
society through the higher productivity, and from a range of societal benefits and externalities.  The 
public sector in investing in education, is seeking to achieve both economic and social benefits. 
Given the governmentôs limited financial resources, obtaining cost benefit estimates on the returns 
to education, is a useful tool for policy and decisions on intra-sectoral allocations and investments. 
These returns are specific to the country context, and dependent on the characteristics of labor 
market supply and demand in that location. 
 
An important question is whether and how much to invest in the education sector. Are there any 
economic gains to educating more people, or educating people more? Though there is no decisive 
method to answer such questions, we found some important clues in the NRVA dataset. 
 
There was a weak correlation between the level of education attained by an individual, and 
whether or not they are employed in the service sector such as health, education, and NGOs 
(correlation coefficient = 0.34). The average individual, who was employed in the service sector, 
had 10.6 years of formal education. Thus, it is possible that people with higher education find it 
easier to shift from agriculture and blue-collar jobs to white-collar jobs. Women with tertiary 
education were also found to have a labour force participation rate of 78%, as compared to an 
overall female labour force participation rate of 19%.  

SOCIAL IMPACT OF EDUCATION 
 
A growing body of evidence suggests that the social returns to education are substantial. 
Education can reduce crime, improve health, lower mortality, and increase political participation. 
These studies suggest that the social return to education is similar to the private economic returns 
associated with higher lifetime earnings, which are also in the range of 7-10 percent. The implied 
social benefits from the impact of education are sizeable and clearly justify significant public 
subsidization of this activity.  
 
There is substantial evidence suggesting that educational attainment improves health. In 
Afghanistan AMICS have reported on the effects of education on health and hygiene, use of 
sanitation facilities, infant mortality and nutritional status of children. In all cases, the impact of 
increased educational levels has proven to be high.  
In terms of nutritional status we find that there is a strong correlation between the nutritional status 
of children and their motherôs education. This is the case for the proportion of moderately or 
severely underweight (32 % for mothers with no education and 22 % for mothers with secondary 
education), the percentage of stunted (56 % against 43 %) and children ñwastedò (too thin for their 
height) (18 % against 11 %). 
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While more educated societies tend to be more democratic, the question is whether education in 
itself actually improves citizenship and political engagement. In Afghanistan it has been difficult to 
find data linking levels of education to civic and social commitment. What is the connection 
between education and democracy on one side, and insurgency and religious extremism on the 
other? There are many assumptions, but few are underpinned by research evidence.  

It is a widely held notion that uneducated and illiterate youth are more susceptible to the messages 
of radical Islam than more educated ones, but the correlation between education and democratic 
values is not necessarily a purely positive one: In an AAREU paper it was argued that not all young 
Afghans who obtained better education, training and skills over the past decade use their 
knowledge to help democracy take roots; many are vehemently against democracy and its 
essential pillar, popular elections.  
 
Education is shown to have an effect on crime prevention and reduction. Research suggest that 
increases in education would reduce both violent and property crimes, and that the long-run 
impacts of early childhood and school-age interventions on juvenile delinquency and adult crime 
can be substantial for disadvantaged youth. The studies have also shown that education-based 
interventions and policies appear to reduce crime and delinquency most among the least able and 
most disadvantaged. 

On the correlation between level of education and poverty the ALCS found that the household 
headôs literacy and educational attainment level strongly correlate with poverty. Poverty rates are 
highest for people in households headed by an illiterate individual (46 percent), and poverty rates 
decrease steadily as the household head acquires more education. People living in households 
headed by individual with óNo educationô are 1.5 to almost 3.5 times more likely to be poor than 
individuals living in households headed by someone with education above primary school. Even 
partial schooling at the primary level is enough to substantially reduce the likelihood of being poor. 

There is a very strong correlation between female education and social benefits. Some of the most 
notable social benefits include decreased fertility rates and lower infant mortality rates, and lower 
maternal mortality rates. Closing the gender gap in education also increases gender equality, 
which is considered important both in itself and because it ensures equal rights and opportunities 
for people regardless of gender.  

Educated women are more likely to engage in civic participation and attend political meetings, and 
there are several instances in which educated women in the developing world were able to secure 
benefits for themselves through political movements. Further evidence points to an increased 
likelihood of democratic governance in countries with well-educated women.  

There are also benefits relating to the womanôs role in the household. Educated women have been 
found to experience less domestic violence, regardless of other social status indicators like 
employment status. Women with an education are also more involved in the decision-making 
process of the family and report making more decisions over a given time period. In particular, 
these benefits extend to economic decisions. Besides the intrinsic value of increasing a woman's 
agency, having women play a more active role in the family also brings about social benefits for 
family members. In a household where the mother is educated, children and especially girls are 
more likely to attend school. In Afghanistan the proportion of children attending an organised ECD 
programme is 9.4 % for those with educated mothers against 0.7% for children whose mother has 
no education.   

With the quality and availability of the existing data in Afghanistan it has not been possible to use 
cost-efficiency ratios for policy analysis and for guiding the intra-sectorial allocations to education. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civic_engagement
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On intra-sectorial allocations to education, however, some computations on educational 
investment from India suggest that the internal rates of return are highest for primary schooling 
(16.8) closely followed by literacy (15.9) and then middle level (13.7) and higher. The policy 
implications from these data suggest that significant resources should be allocated to the lower 
levels of education.  

EQUITY  
Equity in education looks at the proportional access to, and benefits from, educational services by 
socially distinct groups.  The issue of equity can be examined from, e.g. the lenses of gender, 
geography, language and ethnicity. 
 
Net enrolment rates in primary education have shown a steady increase from 1380 (2001) to 1394 
(2013) and the gender gap has shown a small decline from about 24 % to 22%. The absolute 
gender gap increases by grade: from 18,5 % at grade 1 to 23,7 % at grade 12.  
In addition to the gender gap there is a large gross enrolment gap between provinces:  from less 
than 20% in Zabul, the province with the lowest performance, to 80% and above in the best 
performing provinces.  
 
An age-based assessment confirms that literacy for the younger generations in Afghanistan has 
improved, and that, relatively, girls benefitted more than boys and have begun to catch up with 
them. Probably, in no previous generation has the gender gap for literacy been so small 
 
The changes in educational opportunities since 2001 directly affected the gender equity indicators. 
Although both girls and boys benefitted from improved access to school, the relative impact for 
girls was much greater. The ratio of female-to-male literacy ï sharply increases from just over 20 
percent for persons around 30 years old (who were too old to effectively benefit from the change in 
2001) to 70 percent for children around age 12. This figure indicates that at this age the share of 
girls that is able to read and write is 70 percent of the share of boys that is able to do so.  
In absolute terms, the gap between the male and female literacy rates is fairly stable around 36 
percentage points from around age 23 to older ages up. 
 
The ratio of girls to boys attending primary and secondary education is captured in the Gender 
Parity Index (GPI). The gender parity for primary school is 0.74, indicating a difference in the 
primary school attendance between girls and boys, with 74 girls attending primary school for every 
100 boys. The GPI drops significantly at the secondary level to 0.49. The disadvantage to girls is 
particularly pronounced in the Southern region as well as among children living in the poorest 
households and and in rural areas.  

 
The chances for for graduating are lower for female students than for male students. In 21 of the 
35 provinces, female students have a 20% lower probability of graduating than male students (OR 
is less than 0.8). In five of the provinces, however, female students are actually more successful in 
graduating than male students. 

 
Public expenditure on education is unevenly distributed among the provinces in Afghanistan. 
A study of MoE education expenditure for the period of 2011-2014 showed huge disparities across 
provinces in terms of average expenditure per pupil. In the 2014 fiscal year, 14 provinces received 
above the national average of recurrent expenditure per pupil. 12 provinces received 500 AFS or 
more below the national average recurrent expenditure per pupil and those provinces were in a 
very critical situation. The remaining 9 provinces received between 0-500 AFS less than national 
average.  

 
Only 55% of children of primary school age (7-12) attend school. Attendance in urban areas is 
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78% while in rural areas it is only 50%. The proportion of children attending primary or secondary 
school increases with the childôs age up to the age of 11. Attendance starts to decrease from age 
12. Primary school attendance shows significant variance between children living in the poorest 
households (40% attendance) and those living in the wealthiest households (79% attendance). 

 
About 32% of secondary school age children attend school. Secondary school net attendance ratio 
(NAR) for girls (21%) is more than two times lower than that of boys (43%). The NAR of rural 
secondary school age children is two times lower than their counterparts in urban areas. The 
attendance of secondary school children living in the poorest households is about four times lower 
than their counterparts living in the wealthiest households. Also, regional disparities in secondary 
NAR are significant.  
 
In its October 2015 update of the NRVA it was suggested that welfare inequalities should be 
reduced by leveling the playing field for human development: It was found hat inequality had 
played a major role in diluting the poverty-reduction effect during a period of economic growth and 
that massive inflow of international assistance targeted to high-conflict areas had contributed to 
widening geographic inequalities. Moreover, investments in rural areas did not contribute to 
poverty reduction as the poor lacked the human capital to take advantage of better employment.  
The NRVA update analysis concluded that with education and health levels among the lowest in 
the world, Afghanistan would need to continue expanding access and improving equity in 
education, health, and basic services to promote equal opportunity, inclusive job creation and 
broad-based growth. In particular, the country would need to reduce the educational disadvantage 
of poor children and girls. 
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Introduction  
 
The Ministry of Education in Afghanistan, MOE is in the process of developing the next National 
Education Strategic Plan, NESP III 2015 ï 2019. It has joined the Global Partnership for Education 
(GPE) and will seek a three-year Program Implementation Grant from the GPE. A requirement for 
such a grant is the development of a comprehensive Education Sector Analysis and a joint 
appraisal process of the education plan (NESP III) carried out by the local education donor group 
(LEG).  
 
This Education Sector Analysis focuses on basic education grades 1- 12 but seeks to capture the 
vertical articulation between different levels of education from ECCD and Literacy to TVET and 
Higher Education (HE). 
This is done taking into consideration a supply and demand perspective and a relevance and 
quality perspective on the provision of education across the whole sector. The ESA is structured in 
six major chapters on basis of the GPE Guidelines. 
 
The methodology has comprised document review and analysis of datasets from MOE EMIS, 
CSO, NRVA and AMICS as well as from MOF MTEF. In addition, a limited number of interviews 
and consultations with MOE key staff, education sector stakeholders and DPs were administered. 
 
A team coordinated by Pouras Consult Aps developed the ESA during August 2015 ï January 
2016. It comprised Mr. Poul Erik Rasmussen, Education Expert and Lead consultant, Mr. Allan 
Kelly, Economist, and Mr. Sadish Dhakal, Statistician.  
 
A NOTE ON DATA AND ASSUMPTIONS 
Since there has not been a national census in Afghanistan since 1979, we used a mix of sampled 
and population level data. We faced some limitations due to the nature of the datasets. For 
instance, the NRVA dataset (described below) underrepresents the female population15. The age 
groups in the dataset were also found to be clustered around numbers, which end in 5 or 1016.] 
 
EMIS: This dataset was obtained directly from the Ministry of Education website 
(http://moe.gov.af/en/page/1831/3031) in August 2015. It contains actual data on the entire 
population of students and schools. Data at the province level for the General Education system 
was collated for the purpose of this report. 
 
NRVA: The NRVA survey was conducted by the Central Statistics Organization between 2011-
2012. This data was chosen for its representativeness. The CSO used the pre-census household 
listing from 2003-2005 as the sampling frame. The total sample size was 21,000 households. 35 
strata were constructedð34 representing the provinces, and 1 representing the Kuchi population. 
600 households per strata were chosen. Insecure areas were avoided and replaced by alternates. 
 
AMICS:  The AMICS dataset is collated from the AMICS report published by UNICEF in June 2012. 
About 13,468 households were sampled throughout Afghanistan for this survey. As with the NRVA 
data, this data is used in lieu of a national census. Alternates replaced insecure areas. 
 

                                                
15 National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment 2011-12, Afghanistan Living Condition Survey, Central 
Statistics Organization, 2014 
16

 Ibid.  

http://moe.gov.af/en/page/1831/3031


 

ABBREVIATIONS  
 
AFMIS 
Afs 
AKF 

Afghanistan Financial Management Information System 
Afghanistan currency: the Afghani which is divided into 100 Puls 
Aga Khan Foundation 

AMICS 
ANER 
ANDS 

Afghanistan Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 
Adjusted Net Enrolment Rate 
Afghan National Development Strategy (ñPRSPò) 

AREU 
BEPA 
BESST 
CB 

Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit  
Basic Education Programme (GIZ, Germany) 
Building Education Support System for Teachers 
Capacity Building 

CBE Community Based Education 
CBS 
CD 
CEDAW 
CPD 

Community Based School 
Capacity Development 
Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women 
Continued Professional Development 

CSO 
CSO 

Civil Society Organisation 
Central Statistics Organization 

Dar-ul-Ulums Grade 13-14 of Islamic Education 
DED 
DM Literacy 
DM TVET 
ECD 
ECCE 

District Education Directorates 
Deputy Ministry for Literacy 
Deputy Ministry for Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
Early Child Development 
Early Childhood Care and Development 

EDB Education Development Board 
EFA 
EJSR 
ELA 

Education for All 
Education Joint Sector Review 
Enhancement of Literacy in Afghanistan 

EMIS Education Management and Information System  
EQUIP Education Quality Improvement Programme 
ETR 
FTI 

Effective Transition Rate 
Fast Track Initiative 

GE 
GER 

General Education 
Gross Enrolment Ratio 

GMU Grants Management Unit 
GoA Government of Afghanistan 
ICT Information and Communication Technology 
IGoA Islamic Government of Afghanistan 
IIEP International Institute for Educational Planning, Paris 
IRoA 
HDR 
HRDB 
ICT 

Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 
Human Development Report (UNDP) 
Human Resource Development Board  
Information and Communication Technology 

ISAF International Security Assistance Force 
INSET 
IT 
LCEP 

In-service Teacher Training  
Information Technology 
Learning for Community Empowerment Program 

LEAP 
Madrasha 
M&E 

Literacy Enhancement for Afghan Police 
Islamic school for children 
Monitoring and Evaluation 
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MAIL Ministry of Agriculture Irrigation and Livestock 
MDG Millennium Development Goal 
MoE Ministry of Education 
MoF Ministry of Finance 
MoHE Ministry of Higher Education 
MoI Ministry of Interior 
MOPH Ministry of Public Health 
MRRD 
NAPWA 

Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development 
National Action Plan for Women of Afghanistan 

NDP National Development Program 
NER Net Enrolment Rate 
NESP National Education Strategic Plan 
NESP II National Education Strategic Plan II (1389-1393) 
NFEMIS Non Formal Education Management Information System  
NGO 
NPP 
NRVA 

Non Government Organisation 
National Priority Programme 
National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment (2003; 2005; 2007-08; 
2011-12) 

ODA Official Development Assistance 
PACE-A 
PC 

Partnership Advancing Community-based Education, Afghanistan 
Provincial Council 

PED Provincial Education Department 
PRT Provincial Reconstruction Team 
PCR 
PRESET 
PTR 
REU 

Pupil Class Ratio 
Pre-service Teacher Training 
Pupil Teacher Ratio 
Research and Evaluation Unit 

SBS 
SCA 

Sector Budget Support 
Swedish Committee to Afghanistan 

Shura Traditional Afghan committee structure, used for school councils (SMC) 
SMC School Management Committee, sometimes also named school Shuras 
SWAp Sector Wide Approach  
SY Solar Year 
TA 
Tashkil 

Technical Assistance 
Civil Service staff establishment 

TB  
TTC 

Textbook 
Teacher Training Centre 

TVET Technical & Vocational Education and Training 
UNAMA 
UNDAF 

United Nations Assistance Mission to Afghanistan 
United Nationsô Development Assistance Framework 

UNDP United Nations Development Programme 
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
UNICEF 
UNSCR 

United Nationôs Children Fund 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 
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CHAPTER 1  
CONTEXT OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE EDUCATION SECTOR 
 

SECTION 1: THE SOCIAL, HUMANITARIAN AND DEMOGRAPHIC CONTEXTS  
The Evolution of the Total Population and the School-Aged Population  

1.1. Population  
No population census has been conducted since1979 in Afghanistan due to more than three 
decades of war and conflict. All population data available, therefore, are different projections based 
on the 1979 data sets. 
 
According to The Central Statistics Organization (CSO)17 the total population of the country in 1394 
(2015/16) is estimated to be about 28.6 million persons. (14.7 million men and 13.9 million women) 
and the settled population (excluding nomads) is estimated at 27.1 million persons. (13.2 million 
(49 %) female and 13.9 million (51 % male). 20.4 million persons (75.3 % ) live in rural areas  and  
6.7 million (24.7 %) in urban areas. The nomadic population, according to the national multi-sector 
survey, which was conducted in 2004, was 1.46 million persons and the current CSO estimation of 
the nomadic population is 1.5 million persons.   
 
For an accurate estimate of Afghanistanôs total population, we looked at various sources. UN data 
from 2012 estimates the population to be 29.825 million and the population growth rate to be 2.4% 
per year. At this rate, the population in 2014 becomes 31.27 million and in 2015 becomes 32.024 
million. Similarly, The World Bank estimates the 2014 population to be 31.28 million. Using UNôs 
estimated population growth rate of 2.4% per year, the population in 2015 according to the World 
Bank becomes 32.03 million. However, the CSO estimates the population to be 28.6 million in 
2015/2016. In the calculations below, we assume the following population for the given years: 
 

Year Population (millions) 

2012 29.83 

2013 30.55 

2014 31.28 

2015 32.03 

 
The population of Afghanistan is overwhelmingly rural: the 19.4 million rural residents represent 
71.8 percent of the total population. Only 22.7 percent (6.1 million) live in urban areas, whereas 5.4 
percent (1.5 million) of the population is classified as Kuchi. The CSO population projection rates 
imply that since the NRVA 2007-08, the total population has increased with 2.0 million people, of 
which 1.2 million in urban areas and 828 thousand in rural areas. Due to the assumed 
counterbalancing effect of natural growth and settlement of the Kuchi, the size of the nomadic 
population remains stable at 1.5 million people, which implies a steady decrease in terms of its 
share in the overall population (down from 5.8 in 2007-0818). 
 
 
19 

                                                
17

  The Central Statistics Organization, CSO 2015 
18

 UNdata 
19 NRVA 2013 
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The figure above shows the distribution of population by various age groups based on AMICS 
survey data.20 A projection based on 2012 data from UN Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, Population Division (found here: http://populationpyramid.net/afghanistan/2015/ ) as well as 
the NRVA report make estimates which are within 0.5% of our estimates for each age-group 
above. 21We calculated the Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) for grades 1-12 for the year 2012 using 
EMIS data on actual enrollment, and AMICS data to estimate the number of children of school-
going age. 
 

1.2 Basic Social Indicators 22  

Pover ty - % below poverty line  
 
Poverty is widespread in Afghanistan. With about 36 percent of the population still consuming 
below the poverty line, it has not changed over the last five years. Poverty remains higher in rural 
areas and amongst the Kuchi population. Poverty has also remained unchanged within most 
regions, and significant changes in poverty are observed in only two regions: in the North-East, 
where poverty headcount increased from 36.4 to 50.9 percent, and in the North where it declined 
from 39.4 to 31.7. The average per capita consumption has increased. However, one of the 
explanations for the seeming stagnation of poverty over time is the widening inequality; 
consumption in richer parts of the population is growing faster. The top consumption quintile has 
experienced annual growth rates more than three times higher than the bottom one over the four 
years in between the latest two NRVA survey rounds. At the same time, inequality measured by 
the Gini index has increased from 29.7 to 31.6. As the labor endowment is one of the most critical 
assets for households, poverty is strongly correlated with household size and demographic 
composition, being the highest in households with higher dependency ratios. Similarly, education 
and employment status of the household head are matched with wide differences in poverty 
vulnerability. In particular, the analysis reveals that about 70 percent of the poor population 

                                                
20 Afghanistan Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (AMICS), UNICEF, June 2012 
21 National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment 2011-12, Afghanistan Living Condition Survey, Central 
Statistics Organization, 2014 
22

 UNdata, if no other source is mentioned 

http://populationpyramid.net/afghanistan/2015/
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belongs to households headed by illiterate or uneducated individuals. Moreover, household headôs 
underemployment, casual labor and employment in the farm or construction sectors are strongly 
correlated with higher poverty incidence. 
 
There are three major poverty indexes that are calculated on the basis of poverty lines. The first is 
the headcount index, which represents the percentage of the population whose monthly per capita 
consumption expenditure are below the poverty line. This index is the most commonly used for 
poverty measurement mainly because of its simplicity and ease of interpretation. However, the 
major limitation of the headcount index is its insensitiveness to the ñdegreeò of poverty, i.e. its 
inability to provide information as to whether the poor consume just or far below the poverty line. In 
fact, two populations with the same poverty headcount index might have totally different living 
standards in that in one, the poor are concentrated just below the poverty line, while in the other 
they have consumption levels well below the line. The second index used for poverty 
measurement is the poverty gap. This index represents the average distance between the 
consumption levels of the poor and the poverty line, thus capturing whether the poor have 
consumption just or far below the poverty line. The squared poverty gap, the third poverty 
measure, is similar in construction to the poverty gap but it differs in that it applies an increasing 
weight to greater distances below the poverty line, thus capturing the ñseverityò of poverty. The 
table below reports the evolution of poverty over time. It clearly indicates that poverty has not 
changed over time, irrespective of the poverty indicator used. In order to further confirm the lack of 
poverty changes over time, the table also reports the 95% confidence interval for each poverty 
estimate. At the national level and for each of the three poverty indicators, none of the differences 
over time is statistically significant at a 5-percent level.  
 
The poorest segment of the population have not benefited from the general improvement in 
economic conditions. In particular, limited human capital endowments (literacy, education 
attainment) in poorer households might have prevented them from reaping the opportunities of 
better employment opportunities in the non-farm and (high-skill) service sector, resulting in 
stagnating poverty rates and widening inequality. As poverty is concentrated amongst households 
engaged in the agriculture, the sectorôs low productivity and the extreme volatility of agriculture 
production remain one of the biggest challenges to poverty reduction in Afghanistan.  
 
 
Trends of poverty measures, by survey year 

 
Source: NRVA 2013 
 
There is wide variation in poverty in Afghanistan with large differences in poverty incidence by 
residence and by region. The variation in poverty between the rural, Kuchi and urban populations 
is significant and of great importance, and gender inequality is one of the highest in the world. 
 
The 37.7 % incidence of poverty in rural areas is 9 percentage points higher than the urban one of 
28.9 %. The nomadic Kuchi population is the most vulnerable to absolute poverty, with poverty 
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rates of 53.8 percent. Afghanistan has the lowest level of inequality in South Asia as measured by 
the Gini coefficient.  
  
Trend of poverty headcount, by residence and region (in percentages) a, b, c 
 

 
 
One of the explanations for the lack of poverty reduction over time in spite of an increase in 
average consumption is increasing consumption inequality. This is seen clearly from the following 
table indicating that while mean consumption increased 3.2 percent annually for the richest 
quintile, the corresponding growth rate in mean consumption for the poorest one was only 0.9 
percent. As the same time, the consumption share of the poorest 40 percent of the population 
decreased from 22 to 21 percent to the benefit of top quintileôs consumption share. 
 
This can be seen in the figure depicting the five-year trend in the Gini index showing that recent 
economic growth has widened consumption inequality in Afghanistan. The Gini Index measures 
the extent to which the distribution of consumption among individuals or households differs from a 
perfectly equal one. A value of 0 represents absolute equality with everybody consuming the same 
amount, a value of 100 absolute inequality, where all consumption is concentrated in one person. 
The Gini Index increased nationally from 29.7 to 31.6, and inequality significantly widened in the 
rural and Kuchi sub-samples. At the regional level, inequality increased in the North, North-East, 
South and West Central regions, while decreased in the South-West. 
 
 
Mean real per capita consumption (at 2011-12 prices), by poverty quintile 
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23 
 
Despite these inequalities, the share of the poorest Afghan quintile in national consumption: meets 
the MDG Indicator1.3: of 8.5 % 
 
 
 
Trend of Gini index, by residence and region a, b, c 
 

 
 
Household demographic and socio-economic characteristics are important correlates of poverty. In 
particular, this section presents results as to how poverty correlates with household size or 

                                                
23 In the table òTotalò should read òaverageò. The total for 2011-13 was 12.013, From: National Risk 
and Vulnerability Assessment 2011-12, Afghanistan Living Condition Survey, Central Statistics Organization, 
2014 
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dependency ratio at the household level as well as the education and employment characteristics 
of the household head. While causality cannot be established, these results are important for 
guiding future analysis of poverty determinants. 
  
The youngest segments of the population are over-represented amongst the poor. Children below 
15 represent a larger share of the poor then of the total population ï a result in line with the finding 
that larger households and with relatively more dependents are more likely to be vulnerable to the 
risk of poverty. As labor endowment is often the only form of capital available to relatively poorer 
households, a higher child dependency ratio at the household level is normally associated with 
higher poverty rates. 
 
Household head characteristics 
Low level of education of the head of household is one of the strongest determinants of poverty. As 
shown in the following table on household characteristics, the headôs literacy status and education 
level are strongly correlated with the risk of poverty. Poverty rates for individuals living in 
households with an illiterate head are 14 percentage points higher than those of individuals living 
in households with a literate head (41.6 and 27.6 percent respectively). Similar results emerge 
when looking at the headôs education attainment: poverty rates are the highest for individuals living 
in households with an uneducated head (42.1 percent). Interestingly and possibly correlated with 
the low level of education at the aggregate level in the economy, even partial schooling at the 
primary level is enough to substantially reduce poverty rates.6 Taking the poor population as a 
whole, more than 70 percent of poor individuals come from households whose heads have no 
education or are illiterate. 
 
Poverty headcount, poor- and total population shares, by sex and education related characteristics 
of household head (in percentages) 
 

24 

                                                
24 National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment 2011-12, Afghanistan Living Condition Survey, Central 
Statistics Organization, 2014 
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Labor market characteristics of the household head are another important correlate of poverty. 
Poverty headcount is the highest amongst individuals in households whose head is 
underemployed. The highest incidence of poverty associated with underemployment ï as opposed 
to unemployment ï is in line with previous findings from NRVA 2007-08 (Islamic Republic of 
Afghanistan, Ministry of Economy, and the World Bank 2010) showing that individuals in poorer 
households cannot ñaffordò being unemployed and are more likely to be engaged in some form of 
income generating activity, irrespective of its quality, to simply make ends meet.  
 
 
 
 
Poverty headcount, poor- and total population shares, by labor market characteristics of household 
head (in percentages) 

25 

                                                
25 National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment 2011-12, Afghanistan Living Condition Survey, Central 
Statistics Organization, 2014 
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Looking at categories of employment, daily labor is confirmed to be associated with higher poverty 
rates. The poverty headcount for individuals in households with a day laborer head are more than 
20 percentage points more likely to be poor than those in households with a salaried head in either 
public or private sector jobs. Among the sector of employment, having the head working in 
agriculture or in livestock production is strongly correlated with poverty, in line with the relatively 
higher poverty rates registered in rural areas and especially amongst the Kuchi population. In 
particular, the emerging poverty profile and the lack of progress in poverty reduction over time 
could be explained by the significant contraction of agriculture production at the time of NRVA 
2011-12 data collection. The construction sector also emerges as particularly vulnerable, possibly 
reflecting the higher incidence of casual and poor quality types of jobs in this sector. 
 
 
 
 

Literacy  
 
Afghanistan has one of the lowest literacy rates in the world. Age 15 + had a male literacy rate of 
62 and a female of 18 against the median value for low income countries of M 70 and F 57 
respectively26.  
 
While MoE is the primary authority responsible for developing and implementing strategies to 
achieve the target for the national literacy rate of 60% (50% female and 70% male) through the 
Deputy Ministry of Education for Literacy, the MoE EMIS does not capture literacy rates. Hence, 
these are based on NRVA data. The following table27 gives an overview of the most current 
statistics, disaggregated by population/location and gender: 
 
Literacy Rates by Gender and Area of Residence  

 
 
The level of literacy depends on the population figures used from which to extrapolate survey data. 
According to the National EFA 2015 Review AMICS provided the lowest figure for the literacy rate 
at 31.4% (F-17, M-45), while the Ministry of Education calculated it as 36% (F-20, M-50). However, 
despite slight variation, the scale of the literacy challenge is evident. While levels of literacy have 
improved over recent years (NRVA 2008 placed overall literacy at 26%) there remain at least 11 
million Afghans age 15 and above suffering from literacy inequalities. In addition to the severity of 
the issue, literacy rates are marked by large geographical variation and gender disparities. While 
urban areas and regions of relative economic security can expect a literacy rate of over 30%, the 
more remote and insecure areas have levels of literacy closer to 15%. Equally, stark variations in 
the gender parity are evident across the country.  
 
Literacy Among Young Women 

                                                
26

 EPDC Afghanistan NEP 2014  
27

 From Afghanistan National EFA 2015 Review  
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Only one in five women in Afghanistan is literate and womenôs literacy rate in rural areas is three 
times lower than in urban areas. In the AMICS, since only a womenôs questionnaire was 
administered to adults, the results are based only on responses from females aged 15-24. Literacy 
was assessed based on the ability of women to read a short simple statement, or based on her 
highest school level attained. In the AMICS, a woman who attended secondary school or higher 
was counted as literate. A woman who did not attend secondary school or higher was given a 
sentence to read. She was counted as literate if she could read the entire sentence. 
 

Literacy among young women  
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28 
 
The table above shows that less than one in five women in Afghanistan are literate and that the 
womenôs literacy rate in rural areas is more than three times lower than in urban areas. Of 
women who stated that primary school was their highest level of education attained, only 
29% were actually able to read the sentence shown to them. Literacy among women living 
in the poorest households is 10 times lower than their counterparts in the wealthiest 
quintile. 

                                                
28  Afghanistan Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (AMICS), UNICEF, June 2012 
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School Readiness 
Attendance in pre-school education in an organized learning or child education programme is 
important for achieving childrenôs school readiness, and later progress in schooling is often 
associated with cognitive abilities acquired at a young age. 
.  
In Afghanistan, less than one in five children attend pre-school. Only 13% of children who were 
attending the first grade of primary school in the 2010/2011 school year were attending pre-school 
the previous school year. The proportion of children in rural areas (11%) who had attended pre-
school the previous year is almost twice as low as children living in urban areas (20%). Regional 
differentials are also very significant. First graders in the Central Highlands region are six times 
less likely (5%) to attend pre-school than their counterparts living in the Eastern region (31%). 
 

Infant mortality rate (IMR) and Under -five Mortality Rate (U5MR)  
The Infant Mortality Rate (IMR) is defined as number of deaths to children under twelve months of 
age per 1,000 live births. The Under-five Mortality Rate (U5MR) relates to the number of deaths to 
children under five years of age per 1,000 live births.  
The U5MR is estimated at 91 deaths per thousand live births and the IMR at 48 deaths per 
thousand live births. For both indicators, a considerable gap exists between urban and rural 
populations. On the other hand, little gender difference is observed, and surprisingly the U5MR for 
boys is below that of girls. 
 

29 
 
MDG Indicators 4.1 for U5MR is: 91, while the MDG Indicator 4.2  for IMR is : (48).  
 
In AMICS: 
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 NRVA 2011-2012 
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The infant mortality rate is 74 (M/F 78/68). 
The under-five mortality rate is 102 (M/F106/97). The male infant mortality is higher than the 
female rate because biologically, male infants are more vulnerable than female infants. 
 
Life expectancy at birth f/m: 62.0/59.5 
 
Afghanistanôs Maternal Mortality Ratio (MMR), was estimated at 1,600 to 1,900 maternal deaths 
per 100,000 live births, and was the second highest in the world, next to Sierra Leone in 2008. Due 
to major health efforts by government and NGOs, womenôs mortality rate at birth has gone down 
from 1600 per 100,000 ten years ago to 327 in 2014.30 Nonetheless, infant mortality remains the 
highest in the world at 117.23 deaths per 100,000.31 
 
Nutrition  
 
The majority of children in Afghanistan suffer from malnutrition. Most are underweight but more 
than one in five is overweight. In both cases malnutrition is negatively correlated to the motherôs 
education. 
 
Almost one in three children under age five in Afghanistan are moderately or severely underweight 
(31%). More than a half of children (55%) are moderately or severely stunted or too short for their 
age, and 18% are moderately or severely wasted or too thin for their height. Children in the 
Southern region are more likely to be underweight, stunted and wasted than other children. Those 
children whose mothers have secondary or higher education are the least likely to be underweight, 
stunted, and wasted compared to the children of mothers with no education. More boys appear to 
be underweight, stunted, and wasted than girls. 
 
Obesity on the other hand, is a problem among children in the Northern and South Eastern regions 
where up to 24% are overweight. Notably, children living in relatively poor households in rural 
areas are inclined to be overweight (21% of children in the poorest wealth quintiles, and 17% in the 
richest quintiles). The overweight prevalence of obesity is higher among children whose mothers 
have less education (21% of children whose mothers have no education, and 17% for mothers with 
secondary or higher education)32. 
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1.3 Impact of HIV/AIDS and Malaria on Education  
The prevalence of HIV/AIDS is relatively low in Afghanistan and its impact on education is 
negligible. It is estimated that between 2,000 to 3,000 people may be living with the deadly virus in 
Afghanistan33. The Ministry of Health stated that most of the HIV patients were among 
intravenous drug users and that 70% of them were men, 25% women, and the remaining 5% 
children. They belonged to Kabul, Kandahar and Herat, the provinces from where people make the 
most trips to neighboring or other foreign countries34. 
 
The impact of malaria on education is not known. About half of the population in Afghanistan, 49 % 
is exposed to malaria but the transmission rates are low (0ï1 cases per 1000 population).  About 
27% are exposed to high transmission (> 1 case per 1000 population), while 24% are malaria-free  
(0 cases)35. 
 
In 2008 Afghanistan had the second highest number of malaria cases in the Eastern 
Mediterranean Region, according to the UN World Health Organization (WHO). The MoPH and 
WHO estimate that every year up to 1.5 million cases of malaria occur throughout the country, but 
most go undiagnosed36. 

                                                
33 Pajhwok Afghan News, Dec.2 2012, cit. From Wikipedia/Demographics of Afghanistan 
34 Ibid. 
35  World Malaria Report 2014 
36 Irinnews.org: òAFGHANISTAN: Over half the population at risk of malaria - Health Ministryò 


