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Abstract

This qualitative study explores the various factors that shape the access of Afghan girls
to primary education at the confluence of gender and socio-political dynamics in four eastern
provinces (Nangarhar, Kunar, Laghman, and Nuristan). Using a case study approach, semi-
structured interviews, focus group discussions, and secondary data analysis, the research
reflects on the challenges girls face in educational settings.

The results show that deep-rooted patriarchal norms and hegemonic masculine fixations
prioritize boys' schooling over girls, leading to the systematic exclusion of girls from the
system, especially in rural contexts. From the lens of Gender Schema Theory, conservative
societal pressure produces reverse factors, such as early marriage gender norms, poverty,
security issues, and the absence of women teachers. The Taliban’s policies, including school
closures, as well as pathways to education being gender-segregated, add to gender disparities,
which aligns with Feminist Theory asserting that socio-political and cultural structures
reproduce gender inequalities through structures.

Urban Afghanistan is more privileged than rural in education access, as the study says
the latter region is beset with more rigid conservative norms and logistical challenges. Attitudes
at the community level are critical, with supportive local efforts and liberal religious
interpretations helping to foster girls’ enrollment but conservative pushback also helps to
entrench and reinforce restrictive norms. International organizations and NGOs play a
significant role in minimizing these barriers through targeted interventions.

The study discovered adopting an all-encompassing multi-dimensional intersecting
approach to disputing structural and cultural obstacles is essential to achieving gender equality
in education. Such barriers encompass hiring more women instructors, modernizing school
grounds, giving financial prompts to families, and executing arrangements opposing restrictive
gender standards. However, the production of these results carries substantial implications.
Policymakers, educators, and global partners must recognize active systemic hindrances while
jointly seeking context-sensitive solutions. In Afghanistan, progress will result solely from
acknowledged restrictive societal norms giving way to educated girls gaining valued skills.

Keywords: Gender, Socio-political factors, Primary education, Afghanistan, Taliban,

Qualitative case study

il
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Background of the Study

1.1.1 Overview of Primary Education as a Fundamental Human Right

Education is recognized as a right of every human being a crucial element in the
process of individual growth and a fundamental pillar for the development of countries. The
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948), Article 26, reasserts this right,
declaring that "everyone has the right to education" and mandating that "elementary education
shall be free and compulsory to all" (UNESCO, 2015). Education is an enabling agent for the
individual, developing basic literacy and numeracy skills, critical thinking skills and social
skills (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2010). In addition, the United Nations (UN) Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), notably Goal 4, reconfirm global resolve to ensure inclusive and
equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all (UN, 2015).

Education, especially at the primary level, is key for building social cohesion and
reducing inequalities and promoting of democratic participation (OECD, 2019; Afolabi, 2022).
It establishes the basis for higher education and vocational training, thus improving
employability and fostering economic as well as political stability (Psacharopoulos &
Patrinos, 2018; Becker, 1993). Although primary education acts as the springboard to a
promising future, many barriers to its access persist, including socio-political instability,
cultural norms and systemic discrimination (Barrett, 2011; Glewwe & Jacoby, 2005).
1.1.2 Historical Context of Afghanistan’s Education System

Afghanistan has witnessed some drastic changes in their education system reflecting
the country’s uncertain political history. Before the end of the 20th century, the education
system of Afghanistan was almost informal where limited access to formal school was the main
challenge faced especially by the girls (Giustozzi, 2000; Barfield, 2010). The 1979 Soviet
invasion ushered in comprehensive educational reforms (Johnson, 1999; Ministry of
Education, 1985). But advances in education were greatly interrupted due to the subsequent
civil war and then by the emergence of the Taliban in the late nineties (Gillen, 2003; Brinkley,
2002).

The Taliban regime's (1996-2001) education policies were very restrictive, especially
for girls. For instance, after the Taliban took control of Afghanistan, it imposed a hardline
version of Islamic law that banned girls from going to school and restricted educational

opportunities for boys (Amnesty International, 1998; Human Rights Watch, 1999). Schools
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became repurposed or destroyed and educational infrastructure turned deteriorating, making
literacy rate and overall educational attainment significantly degrade (Moghadam, 2001;
Sutter, 2000). This period is marked by putting down of minds from thinking freely and
prioritizing education for women (Rashid, 2000; Richards, 1998).

1.1.3 Impact of the Taliban Regime on Education

The Taliban’s draconian policies had a lasting and profound impact on Afghanistan’s
education system. Restricting female education under the Taliban established an acute gender
gap, closing half of the population out from education altogether (Ali, 2001; Nojumi, 2003).
The denial of education was a significant factor in both hindering the development of each
individual woman as well as the potential of the entire nation, as educated women contribute
to the workforce and work towards reducing gender disparities (Human Rights Commission of
Afghanistan, 2000; Kakar, 2004).

The Taliban’s restrictions on education came amid a larger attempt to dictate how
society operates and solidify control. Schools were turned into another battleground of
resistance, undermining the role of the educational community as a space for nurturing dissent
and alternative perspectives (Rashid, 2000; Richards, 1998). Educational opportunities for girls
were curtailed, child marriages increased, and women's involvement in public life declined
(Seddique, 2000; Rashid, 2002). Moreover, the obliteration of educational infrastructure had
lasting consequences, affecting the reconstruction efforts post-Taliban that struggled with
funding scarceness and remaining security threats (Spector, 2004; Blomberg, 2005).

Consequently, there was a significant psychological impact on the people, with young
girls losing out on formal education, which would limit their choice of careers and thus
increasing their dependency on the males (Malkani, 2001; Seddique, 2000). The legacy of the
Taliban shapes the educational landscape of Afghanistan, such that pre-existing socio-political
tensions may be exacerbated due to such segregation and inclusivity is diminished (Haidary,
2022; Arooje & Burridge, 2021).

Post-2001 Educational Reforms and Recent Challenges

Afghanistan, which had gone through a period of education reconstruction and reform
after the fall of the Taliban in 2001, was able to implement the new curriculum up until the
U.S. withdrawal in August 2021. It involved rebuilding schools, teacher training and policies
aimed at promoting inclusive education in collaboration with international organizations, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and the Afghan government (UNICEF, 2003; World
Bank, 2004). Boys and girls both had significant increases in enrollment and an education with

gender equality focus returned vigor (Sperling, 2005; Karzai, 2005).
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There were some initiatives to bridge the divide that had been built up over the decades
of conflict. Access Committee programs such as providing safe transportation for girls,
establishing gender-segregated classrooms, and community awareness campaigns aimed at
reducing socio-political barriers to education (Global Partnership for Education, 2006; Save
the Children, 2007). Similar efforts included developing gender-sensitivity in the materials
and promoting more critical skills in the education system through the curriculum-type reforms,
all of which were intended to create a conducive environment for education and improved
access (Ministry of Education, Afghanistan, 2009; Eide, 2010).

However, despite these improvements, Afghanistan's education system still faces
many challenges. The recent rise of the Taliban has raised new fears of such regression in
education, and particularly for girls (Jones, 2020; Khan, 2021). Educational access and quality
remain restricted due to some socio-political barriers (e.g., protracted conflict, political
instability, and poor governance) in these context (World Bank, 2018; Haidary, 2022). In
addition, in rural and conservative areas where traditional gender roles are strong, cultural and
social norms often dissuade female education (Arooje & Burridge, 2021; Katawazai, 2021).

Meanwhile the COVID-19 pandemic was a further accelerant particularly as it served
to amplify vulnerabilities (in particular school disruption and inequitable impacts on at-risk
populations) (UNICEF, 2021; UNESCO, 2021). Moreover, ongoing political instability and
security threats also detract from the application of educational policies and the guarantees of
safe education status (Blum & Pellerano, 2020; Malkani, 2021). Socio-political factors may,
however, have greater effects than education, even if female-friendly laws and policies have
been enacted (Solheim, 2020). Gender equality means the provision of socio-political and
economic opportunities for education (Frogh, 2023).

Overall it does not portray a very positive picture showing that while there has been
some significant improvement in terms of access to primary education in Afghanistan since
2001, the education landscape is still being tested with apparent challenges. Genders and socio-
political variables continuum-service across boundaries and regimes educational access and
quality are still largely influenced by the interaction of gender and socio-political variables,
which means unproven line general socio-political hurdles agglomerating with gender-based
obstructions Pivotal need, keeping the neatly targeted stages of action (Frogh, 2023; Solheim,
2020). This study aims to understand these intersectional dynamics through the lens of the
survey data and to begin to illuminate implications for policy and practice in advancing

equitable education across the nation.



1.2 Problem Statement

However, the situation is complex with respect to accessing educational opportunities
for all (and specific to girls) primarily due to the socio-political issues and the consecutive
adversities of gender-based discrimination with regards to primary education in Afghanistan.
Gender discrimination can manifest in a variety of ways, such as social norms that encourage
male children to have priority over female children in education, cultural limitations, and
institutional barriers within the education system itself (Arooje & Burridge, 2021; Katawazai,
2021). In Afghanistan, women as well as girls are commonly confined to the domestic sphere,
denying them the opportunity to pursue formal education (Seddique, 2000; Rashid, 2002) and
this form of discrimination has been deeply embedded in Afghan culture.

These educational gaps are further exacerbated by socio-political factors. The enduring
instability and periodic wars in Afghanistan have contributed to the decline of educational
infrastructure, lack of qualified teachers and inconsistent policy implementation that negatively
impact girls' right to education (Haidary, 2022; Malkani, 2021). The Taliban's return has also
demonstrated that past progress in female education is being immediately rolled back, and
policies are being reinstated that severely restrict both girls' enrolment and retention in primary
schools (Khan, 2021; Jones, 2020) since 2001. In addition to these socio-political challenges,
there are significant security concerns that prevent girls from going to school, particularly in
rural and conservative areas where the Taliban has maintained a presence and influence (Blum
& Pellerano, 2020; Nojumi, 2003).

In addition, gender-based violence towards and harassment of girls in the educational
setting prepares the backdrop for hostile environments and discourages girls from pursuing
their education (Human Rights Watch, 1999; Seddique, 2000). Gender-sensitive curricula and
educational materials are sparse, and this exacerbates the alienation of female students, who,
as a result, are unable to participate in the learning process and succeed academically (Ministry
of Education, Afghanistan, 2009; Eide, 2010). Moreover, economic distress on families, often
compounded by socio-political turbulence, leads many families to withdraw girls from school
to add to family earnings or marry those young, thus stalling their education (Arooje &
Burridge, 2021; Save the Children, 2007).

Gender-related constraints intersect with socio-political factors, creating challenges to
access education, which in turn limits economic autonomy and has broader implications for
society such as dependency and gender inequality (Frogh, 2023; Solheim, 2020). These

barriers, in their crudest forms, conflate to the ensuing diminished literacy rates for women,



lower workforce engagement, and socio-economic mobility, ultimately hindering the national
developmental goals (World Bank, 2018; OECD, 2019). In addition, depriving women of
education can have wider negative effects on social welfare, such as poor health, lower levels
of political engagement and reduced social solidarity (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2010).

There are multiple reasons why addressing these issues is imperative. For one, it is a
basic human right that frees people, nurtures personal growth, and equips them to engage in
public life (UNESCO, 2015; United Nations, 1948). Universal primary schooling is a critical
human right in and of itself, as well as a basis for social justice as all children receive equal
access to an engine of opportunity, regardless of their gender or socio-political position
(Barrett, 2011), (Human Rights Commission of Afghanistan, 2000). Next, there exists an
overall multiplicative effect from the education of girls on the development at the national level
which translates into stronger economic performance, better public health, and increased
political stability (Becker, 1993; Hanushek & Woessmann, 2010). Women with schooling are
more likely to engage in the labor force, supplement family income, and make informed
decisions about health and education for their children and families, generating inter-
generational advantages (Glewwe & Jacoby, 2005; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018).

Furthermore, tackling gender discrimination and socio-political barriers in education
contributes to the global development agenda, exemplified through the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2015), that advocate for, among other things, inclusive
and equitable quality education. To achieve these goals in Afghanistan, however, it is necessary
to implement targeted interventions in a manner that reflects the unique socio-political context
and takes into consideration the local realities and challenges faced by girls and women (Arooje
& Burridge, 2021; Katawazai, 2021). Not overcoming these barriers further embeds gender
inequities and hampers progress towards creating a resilient and prosperous Afghan society
(Frogh, 2023; Solheim, 2020).

Thus, while development communities oftentimes tend to criticize these barriers with
regard to discrimination, it increasingly also needs to emphasize what success and obstacles to
success in achieving education look like for women in Afghanistan. These aspects are not just
infringements of basic human rights but barriers for national development and social growth.
Tackling these issues is essential in order to promote a more inclusive, stable, and prosperous
Afghanistan, where every child irrespective of gender or socio-political milieu can receive a
quality education and contribute productively to their community and country (Frogh, 2023;

Solheim, 2020).



1.3 Research Questions

1. How are gender based barriers to access primary education in Afghanistan
intersecting with socio-political factors?

2. What are the key factors that drive gender discrimination in primary education
in Afghanistan, and how do they differ across regions and between urban and
rural areas?

3. How do cultural and societal norms play a role in restricting or supporting
equitable opportunities to primary education for Afghan girls?

4. What is the effect of recent political developments on access to primary

education for girls in Afghanistan, particularly the resurgence of the Taliban?

1.4 Research Objectives

1. Explore how socio-political factors shape girls' access to primary education and
interlink with gender-based issues.

2. Examine factors perpetuating gender discrimination in primary education,
specifically regional and urban-rural divides.

3. Investigate how cultural and societal trends impact access to primary
education.

4. Evaluate the impact of recent political events on girls’ access to primary

education, and consider responses from key stakeholders.

1.5 Significance of the Study

This research is of great importance for many stakeholders such as policy makers,
education specialists, international organizations and academic community. The study sheds
light on the critical Intersectionality of gender and socio-political factors leading to educational
access in Afghanistan and aims to inform that and improve it.

1.5.1 Importance for Policymakers

Policymakers are key players, in that they are responsible for developing educational
policies and frameworks that either mitigate or exacerbate barriers to education. The evidence-
based recommendations provided in this study can serve as the basis for targeting policies that
can mitigate gender gaps, as well addressing relevant socio-political issues to education
(Ministry of Education, Afghanistan 2009; World Bank 2018). A clear understanding of socio-
political reasons for the accessibility gap for girls to primary education leads to context specific

& effective policy implementation (Arooje & Burridge, 2021). Furthermore, it highlights that

6



educators and policy makers need to ensure that national education strategies are gender
sensitive and encompass the experiences of all children, regardless of their gender or socio-
political context (UNESCO, 2015).
1.5.2 Importance for Educators

Teachers are the foremost agents of educational change by implementing reforms and
developing inclusive classrooms. Thus, these findings provide key sociopolitical insights into
the challenges that their students, especially girls, face which enable educators to practice in
an understandable and sensitive manner (Katawazai, 2021; Eide, 2010). It would allow
educators to better understand what cultural and societal structures inhibit educational access
in efforts to build contingency plans for creating supportive empowering contexts for the
women that would participate and remain in their specific classroom (Seddique, 2000).
Moreover, the studies also highlight that educators will need extensive tailored training and
professional development to effectively overcome gender biases and socio-political barriers
(Ministry of Education, Afghanistan, 2009).
1.5.3 Importance for International Stakeholders

Actors from abroad such as NGOs, international aid entities, and global initiatives for
education are truly pivotal as they contribute to the education system of Afghanistan. These
findings have the potential contribution to the design of improved globally driven initiatives
to promote both gender equity and access to education (Global Partnership for Education, 2006;
Save the Children, 2007). They have helped international actors to make their initiatives more
targeted and focused on addressing the causes of inequalities in education (UNICEF, 2021;
World Bank, 2020). Also, it emphasizes the need for cooperation and coordination among
global actors to make sure initiatives are comprehensive and aligned with local political
objectives and cultural practices (UNESCO, 2015).
1.5.4 Importance for the Academic Community

Even from my own experiences, we can see how this study can be beneficial to the
academic community for areas such as education, gender studies and socio-political analysis
in conflict areas. Through an intersectional lens, the research advances theoretical conceptions
of the ways that barriers to education are intrinsically multidimensional, along with a rich
exploration that destabilizes single-variable applications (Frogh 2023; Solheim 2020). While
the findings from this study can motivate researchers to examine some of these dynamics in
alternative contexts (see further comparative work on education and gender; Nussbaum, 2010;
Sen, 1999see further in 2013), the findings can also drive future investigation into the impact

of education on female advantage across contexts. Additionally, the study provides data useful
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for validating and enhancing current theories related to gender discrimination and psycho-
social factors (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos 2018; Hanushek & Woessmann 2010).
1.5.5 Broader Societal Impact

This study provides not only crucial recommendations for relevant players but also
important implications for the greater society and the state. The study, therefore, contributes to
the efforts to break the cycle of poverty, improve the economic productivity and social equity
by addressing the obstacles to primary school for girls (Becker, 1993; World Bank, 2018)
Increasingly educated women are more statistically engaged with both workforces and
communities, including voting, volunteering, and community service, which directly
contributes to sustainable development and social cohesion (Glewwe & Jacoby, 2005; Human
Rights Commission of Afghanistan, 2000) Importantly, the study also underscores the vital
importance of education in fostering peace and stability in Afghanistan, as educated
populations are more likely to engage in constructive dialogue and conflict resolution (OECD,
2019; Blomberg, 2005).
1.5.6 Alignment with Global Development Goals

This work is in line with global development agendas, especially the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), focusing on inclusive and equitable quality education
for all (UN, 2015). The recommendations and findings of the study will thus contribute towards
the realization of Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education) and Sustainable
Development Goal 5 (Gender Equality) and promoting international efforts for building a more
equitable and just world (UNESCO, 2015; UNICEF, 2020). International policies can benefit
from the insights provided by the reference, as they assist in assessing on what demographic
(children, women, etc.) must be spent more resources globally to effectively address the needs

of the Afghan population (World Bank, 2020).

1.6 Scope and Limitations

In this study, the intersection of gender and socio-political factors that impede access
to primary education in Afghanistan will be examined. Depending on the chosen region, the
research reflects a unique socio-political context, and specifically the eastern provinces from
the within the scope of the research will be discussed, including: Nangarhar, Kunar, Laghman,
and Nuristan. The objective of this study is to get insight into the barriers and facilitators to
educational access by including urban and rural settings within these provinces.
Demographically, the study focuses largely on primary school-aged children (ages 6-12), with

particular attention to girls’ enrollment, retention and educational attainment. The study also
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includes perspectives from educators, policymakers and community leaders to provide a
holistic picture of the challenges and opportunities that exist in the Afghan education system.

The study is set chronologically over the period between the fall of the Taliban in 2001
and the present, with a special focus on the rebury of the Taliban in the early 2020s. This period
provides a comprehensive scope to examine various socio-political factors impacting
education, showcasing the evolution in educational access and gender disparities. In a thematic
sense, the research explores how different socio-political landscapes (government policies,
security issues, cultural norms, and societal attitudes) coalesce around gender to affect access
to education. The study avoids an entire spectrum of research and business sectors because it
focuses strictly on primary education (from grades 1-6) and specifically aims to investigate
when and how early gender-based and socio-political barriers are constructed and shadowed.

But there are several limitations to the study that may affect its conclusions. To start
with, the data availability and reliability from Afghanistan are vastly challenging owing to the
current political mismanagements and security threats. Specifically, collecting timely and
reliable data, especially from war-torn and remote areas, is intrinsically challenging and may
undermine research completeness (Haidary, 2022; Malkani, 2021). Furthermore, these
methodologies can impose limitations on the range of views captured, as interviews and
surveys nowhere more than in the Muslim World, can present security risks and cultural
sensibilities that significantly hinder the diversity and depth of feedback (Blomberg, 2005;
Khan, 2021). Although we will make an effort to ensure diverse representation by encouraging
participation across demographics, the study may still face sampling bias if regions and groups
are under-represented due to accessibility (Arooje & Burridge, 2021).

A further complex factor is that findings are temporal, with the context of culture and
politics in Afghanistan changing at rapid rates, leading to new developments that can render
findings out-of-date, as has been observed in the various education-related policies of the
Taliban (Jones 2020; Rashid 2020). Due to their cultural sensibilities regarding gender
discrimination and socio-political barriers, participants may be hesitant to provide frank and
elaborate responses which can have a direct impact on their willingness to expose and admit
their feelings and views, causing incomplete or biased data (Seddique, 2000; Human Rights
Watch, 1999). Almost all the research work was in multilingual context especially in
Afghanistan which is a multilingual country language barrier also a big issue, a translator or
interpreter is required to translate the interviews and surveys accurately which may lead to
some errors or nuances that are difficult to capture in any translated or Philippine language

(Ministry of Education, Afghanistan, 2009).



If there are limitations with resources such as funding or time constraints, this may also
limit what the study might look at in terms of depth, or the breadth of data collection.
Budgetary and time constraints involving extensive fieldwork and data triangulation may not
be possible (World Bank, 2018; UNESCO, 2015), so focusing on comparative cases will be
the key to maximizing the insights within the parameters we have set. This article raises ethical
concerns, especially regarding the safety and confidentiality of participants in Taliban-
controlled regions. Laws may also restrict the capacity to collect data on certain sensitive topics
or the range of data that can be published, combined with a strong ethical obligation to follow
strict protocols to protect the confidentiality and well-being of respondents (UNESCO, 2021;
Amnesty International, 1998).

Finally, the context-specific findings limit its generalizability to conflict-affected or
other socio-politics similar regions. Although the findings are very much pertinent to the case
of Afghanistan and perhaps can inform local dynamics across different contexts (Frogh, 2023;
Solheim, 2020), they may not be transferrable across settings. Despite these limitations, the
study is working to overcome them using strategies including triangulation of data sources,
working with local partners, and a flexible research design that allows us to adapt to changing
circumstances. Embracing these limitations while addressing them allows for the research to
offer a comprehensive and multi-layered analysis of the Intersectionality of gender and socio-
political dynamics in access to primary education in Afghanistan, yielding valuable findings
and recommendations for policy-makers, educators, international agencies, and the academic

audience.

1.7 Definition of Key Terms

To maintain clarity and consistency throughout this thesis, the key terms as they are
used in this study are defined as follows:

Intersectionality: A theoretical framework that explores how different social identities
of oppression or disadvantage (i.e., gender, race, class, socio-political status) intersect and
interact with one another to create interconnected and interdependent systems of oppression or
disadvantage (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 2000). Within this study, Intersectionality is applied
to an analysis of the ways that gender, alongside socio-political conditions, works to shape
access (or lack of access) to primary education in Afghanistan.

Gender discrimination: Gender discrimination is the unequal or different treatment of
individuals because of their gender, leading to imbalances in access to opportunities, resources,

and outcomes across sectors such as health, education, and civic participation (UNESCO,
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2015; World Health Organization, 2019). This study aims to understand the specific impact of
gender discrimination on girl students’ enrollment, retention, and educational attainment in
primary schools in Afghanistan.

Socio-Political Factors: Socio-political factors include the social and political aspects
in the context of all human beings worldwide, such as structures, policies, cultural attitudes,
political stability or instability, and so on (Arooje & Burridge, 2021; Haidary, 2022). This
research explores the ways that these factors intersect with gender to affect children’s access
to education in Afghanistan.

Access to Education: Access to education means the extent to which people can get
and engage in educational opportunities, including the availability of resources, enrollment
rates, retention, and the elimination of barriers that prevent people from taking advantage of
educational activities (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018; World Bank, 2018); The study
discusses barriers that lead to inequitable access to primary education for girls in Afghanistan.

Primary Education: The cycle of primary education is commonly regarded as the
cornerstone of the education system, generally starting at grade 1 and continuing through to
grade 6, at which time students receive their first diplomas (UNESCO, 2015; Ministry of
Education, Afghanistan, 2009). The discipline of primary education is under scrutiny because
it is pivotal in laying the foundation for lifelong learning and development.

The Taliban Regime: The Taliban Regime is the Islamist-controlled government that
ruled Afghanistan from 1996 until 2001 and returned to power in the early 2020s. The Society
was shaped during the age of the Taliban Regime, which was marked by the rigorous enforcing
of Islamic law, an extreme ban on female education, and significant socio-political unrest
(Rashid, 2000; Nojumi, 2003)

Cultural Norms: Cultural norms refer to the shared expectations and rules that guide
the behavior of individuals within social groups, impacting views on gender roles, education,
and participation in society (Katawazai, 2021; Seddique, 2000). This study examines how
cultural norms in Afghanistan create barriers to accessing primary education for girls in the
country.

Inclusive education: is an educational philosophy that aims to meet the needs of all
learners by allowing equitable access to good education for all students regardless of their
gender, socio-political background, or other defining factors (UNESCO, 2015; Ministry of
Education, Afghanistan, 2009). The study evaluates the current state of gender-inclusive
education practices in Afghanistan's primary education system and their impact on gender

equality advancement.
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1.8 Organization of the Thesis

To address the Intersectionality of gender and socio-political dimensions in access to
primary education in Afghanistan, this thesis is systematically organized into five chapters.
Chapter 1, Introduction provides the background of the study, problem statement, research
questions, and objectives, significance, scope, limitations, and definitions of key terms crucial
for understanding the research context. The Literature Review covered in Chapter 2 engages
critically with the scholarly work and theoretical frameworks existing on the themes of gender
discrimination and socio-political barriers in education, tracing gaps within them that this
study seeks to unearth. Chapter 3, which deals with the Research Methodology, explains the
research design, namely, the qualitative and quantitative approaches, data collection methods,
sampling methods, and analysis techniques employed in order to address the research
questions. In Chapter 4, the Findings and Analysis, empirical data from the study is presented,
followed by an in-depth analysis of the findings, focusing on the patterns, correlations, and
insights that emerge from examining the intersections of gender and socio-political factors in
relation to access to primary education. Then chapter five, the discussion, conclusions and
recommendations, interprets the findings in light of the broader literature, discusses their
implications concerning policymakers, educators, and international stakeholders and provide
actionable recommendations to improve equitable access to education for girls in Afghanistan.
This structure allows for a clear progression of findings and insights, helping to build a
comprehensive view of the multifaceted challenges and opportunities in the realm of education

in Afghanistan.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

2.1 Theoretical Framework

This theoretical framework is utilized as a basis for this study and how gender and
socio-political factors intertwine in access to primary education in Afghanistan. The framework
we applied to analyze the data synthesizes three main theories: Intersectionality Theory,
Gender and Education Theories, and Socio-Political Theories in Education Access.
Collectively they represent a framework within which the multifaceted nature of barriers to

education can be mapped and resolved.

2.2 Intersectionality Theory

Originating with the work of Kimberl¢ Crenshaw (1989), Intersectionality theory
serves as a lens for understanding how these identities—such as gender, race, class, and socio-
political status intersect and configure with each other, producing composite and interlocking
forms of discrimination or disadvantage. Crenshaw’s innovative approach showed how what
might be thought of as social categories are more than one-dimensional—they intersect, and
individuals do not experience only these categories in isolation of one another, such that their
experiences are heavily influenced by the interactions of multiple identities. This theory moves
beyond unsecured single-axis analysis, where the impact of multiple areas of identity is
considered in isolation, towards a more intersectional lens wherein the complex configuration
of structural inequalities is recognized (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 2000).

Intersectionality Theory, in the context of this study, is critical to examine how gender
intersects with other socio-political dimensions to create unique challenges for Afghan girls in
accessing primary education. Afghanistan, with its complicated and fluid socio-political
context marked by volatility, cultural conservatism, and shifting conditions of governance in
the years since the Taliban’s takeover in August 2021, provides an especially well-suited case
for testing this theory. Such intersections can help to illuminate the ways by which these pieces
work together, reinforce one another, and build these top-down hierarchies from the bottom-
up to reproduce the gender stratifications in education.

Crenshaw’s framework underscores that focusing on gender disparities without
considering other social determinants of health political instability, cultural norms, and
institutional policies can lead to an incomplete picture. For example, even as gender

discrimination is the top barrier standing in the way of girls’ education, it touches on socio-
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political dynamics like conflict, changes in governance and cultural expectations. The Taliban
taking back power creates a new socio-political landscape that has a direct impact on
education, specifically on girls’ access to education. Taliban policies to different extents
historically have treated girls as mere properties or tools of the human race, while very severely
restricting their educational participation, retention and educational attainment (Rashid, 2000;
Nojumi, 2003). These policies are not only about gender; they reflect the Taliban's larger socio-
political agenda to impose certain customs and ideologies.

Utilizing Intersectionality Theory, this study recognizes that gender-based challenges
of Afghan girls are realized within a wider socio-political context and not in isolation. This
lens is vital for answering the study’s first research question, which is, “How do socio-political
factors combine with gender-related barriers in access to primary education in Afghanistan?”’
Grasping this nexus can further enrich our analysis of how the interplay between socio-political
dynamics, governance quality, and cultural context holds back girls’ access to schooling as
well. For instance, political instability may result in the decay of educational infrastructure and
lack of qualified teachers, which tends to hit girls the hardest since they are often exposed to
discouraging messaging regarding pursuing education (Haidary, 2022; Malkani, 2021).

Moreover, Intersectionality Theory is particularly relevant to the second research
question: “What are the primary drivers of gender discrimination in primary education in
Afghanistan, and how do these drivers differ by region and by urban-rural divide?” Fewer
qualitative or ethnographic studies consider Intersectionality, however, the intersection of
many axes not only of gender but also of regional/urban versus rural, socio-political, economic,
and class, for instance can provide key insights as to how gender discrimination varies with the
others. For example, in rural areas where cultural norms dictate people live traditionally, gender
roles are often more rigid and less flexible than in cities, resulting in more limited educational
opportunities for girls. As such, this not only allows for their experiences to shine through, but
also takes account of the multiplicity of obstacles that Afghan girls face across a variation of
socio-political realities.

The third research question is: “What is the role of cultural and societal norms in
obstructing or fostering equitable access to primary education for Afghan girls?” is also deeply
informed by Intersectionality Theory. The existence of cultural practices is never independent
of socio-political factors but is often amplified by the prevailing political arena. The cultural
acceptance and political will to implement gender-sensitive curricula and inclusive education

practices also plays a role. Through an intersectional lens, the study investigates how these
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cultural and societal norms are intertwined with the larger socio-political environment, thus
influencing the educational experiences and outcomes of girls.

Finally, the last research question was, “How have recent political changes like the
return to power of the Taliban affected girls’ access to primary education in Afghanistan?”,
draws explicitly on the intersectional perspective by connecting political shifts to barriers
women face in education based on their gender. The return of the Taliban does not just re-
implement restrictive educational policies, it alters the socio-political landscape in a manner
that will reinforce existing gender inequalities. For example, renewed security fears and
changes in governance can lead to school closures. More so that their access to and
continuation of education (Jones, 2020; Khan, 2021).

Overall, The Intersectionality Theory deployed in this study provides a feasible ground
for undertaking a 360-degree examination of the issue of primary education access for girls in
Afghanistan as the theory helps identify the degree of social and political forces intersecting
to curtail access for girls to primary education. Theoretical framing ensures that this study
answers the dimensions of the problems facing Afghan girls in accessing education, which

should guide more effective and inclusive policy-oriented recommendations.

2.3 Gender and Education Theories in the Context of Afghanistan

Gender and Education Theories examine the effects of gender on educational
experiences and outcomes, situating the challenges faced by girls in Afghanistan in securing
primary education. Given the socio-cultural landscape of Afghanistan, fraught with decades of
war, patriarchy, and political instability, such approaches prove useful in triggering

understanding and the elimination of gender inequalities in education.

2.4 Feminist Theory

According to feminist scholar Judith Butler (1990) and feminist author bell hooks
(1994), Feminist Theory is the belief that gender is a sociological construction based on
cultural and behavioral expectations. They’ve historically prevented women and girls in
Afghanistan from assuming anything other than subordinate roles to men, creating a status quo
that places domestic responsibilities over education. For example, patriarchal norms often
typecast girls as primary caretakers and caregivers, causing families to deprioritize their
education. This is reinforced within restrictive gender systems such as those that existed under

the Taliban. That prohibit girls from how it came schools and impose traditional gender norms.
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Judith Butler’s definition of gender performativity is especially relevant in Afghanistan,
where women and girls are required to practice roles that conform to normative definitions of
femininity. You must follow cultural performances, including modesty codes and early
marriage, as well as preference for family duties, all these performativity aspects of
womanhood and femininity tend to take out of your time and resources needed for education.
Similarly, Bell Hooks’ conception of education as a liberator practice applies to Afghanistan,
where not only is education a path to empowerment for Afghan girls, but in many senses,
education is a pathway through which patriarchal structures can be challenged and transformed
over time. But without broader changes to society and its rules, education remains an
unreachable goal for many girls, especially in rural areas where cultural conservatism runs
deeper.

The theory of Hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 2002) further sharpens the picture of
what prevents Afghan girls from reaching their potential. According to this theory, social
institutions are built and maintained around the male dominance and marginalization of
women, which maintains gender inequality. In Afghanistan, this plays out in the form of boys’
education taking Precedence over girls’. In low-income families, for the most part, boys are
educated and girls drop out of school as they are considered future breadwinners while girls
are to be domestically placed. Not only do these norms deprive girls of their right to a quality
education, but they also contribute to maintaining systemic discrimination limiting women’s

role in social and public life.

2.5 Gender Schema Theory

Sandra Bem’s (1981) Gender Schema Theory is another theoretical framework that
illustrates how Afghan girls internalize gendered society’s expectations at a very young age.
In a nutshell, this theory covers how individuals learn what is expected of them in terms of
behaviors, through socialization, which allows for schemas to be developed revolving around
social norms - and ultimately gaining a conscious thought process when it comes to gender
and how they should act. In Afghanistan, these schemas are often gussied up with cultural
narratives about how obedience, modesty and domesticity are essential for girls. In certain less-
affluent areas, widespread discouragement of girls from attaining higher education has led to
studies that show Afghan girls learning to debase education at an early age.

In some homes in rural Afghanistan, girls believe their primary “success” in life will
be as a good wife and mother not as academics or professionals. This internalized schema then

undercuts intellectual bents and also creates a self-fulfilling prophesy that their opportunities
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are limited. Additionally, societal norms and pressures undulating these schemas arise in the
form of early marriages and that again increases the chances of girls dropping out their
education. In these settings, the tendency to internalize these beliefs is reinforced by the lack
of visible role models so that educated women are less likely to desire leadership positions and
even to take on roles as teachers, creating a self-perpetuating cycle of limited aspirations and

barriers to opportunities.

2.6 Gender and Education Theories Applied to Afghanistan

Together, together, these theories provide an informative framework for exploring the
complex interactions between the influence of prevailing social norms, cultural expectations,
and systematic inequalities that merge to limit girls in general, and girls in Afghanistan
specifically, from engaging successfully with primary education.

Culture and Gender Roles: According to the Feminist Theory, societal expectations
of men and women should be considered as the cause of differences in situations between men
and women, such as the case of Afghanistan in which the culture emphasizes caregiving and
home-making roles for females and discourage families to educate girls, resulting in the neglect
of sending girls to school compared to boys. In a lot of Afghan families, daughters are supposed
to help the family by doing chores at home or looking after younger siblings, which leaves little
time for schooling. Mythological and cultural beliefs such as “educated girls becomes
rebellious girls” makes families reluctant to encourage their daughters to study which is
common in rural areas.

Societal Constructs and Personal Internalization: Afghan girls have imbibed the
societal construct around education being unimportant since they will not be working anyway,
in retrograde terms according to Gender Schema Theory. This is especially true in parts of the
world where conservative readings of religion and tradition assert that a girl’s only place is in
the home.” As these schemas are internalized, they influence girls’ self-concepts and curtail
their educational ambitions, leading to low enrollment and high dropout rates.

Structural Inequalities and Systemic Disparities: Connell’s concept of hegemonic
masculinity explains how structural inequalities within the education system of Afghanistan
creates systemic barriers that reproduce gender disparities. High rates of female teacher
shortages, inadequate school infrastructure, and gender-segregated classrooms, for instance,
can deter girls from attending school. However, in the territories it governs, the Taliban’s curbs
on female education are behind these imbalances, ensuring that girls further miss out on formal

education.
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2.7 Implications for Girls’ Education in Afghanistan

These findings reveal the engrained gender inequities in the education system of
Afghanistan and speak to the necessity for this targeted intervention. Any policies and
programs attempting to overcome these barriers must consider:

Cultural Sensitivity: They need to take into account local cultural sensitivities as the
approach should be anchored in the local cultural framework to subvert harmful gender norms
while still double-dutch in the community. This work ranges from advocacy and community
outreach on the long-term impact of education for girls.

Encouraging Educational Environment: schools with female teachers, gender-sensitive
curricula, and safe schools can combat the clichéd societal norms against girls and provide
support for girls remaining in education.

Coming Role Models and Successful Mentorship: In order to encourage girls to leave
the old role, we need to have in mind that girls could look up to famous Afghan women

Investigating the educational barriers afforded to Afghan Girls, this research seeks to
highlight this through the lens of Feminist Theory and gender Schema Theory using the
constructs to explain how both social norms and systemic inequalities play a role in educational
participation. Both such theories also expand our understanding of the barriers, as well as
provide a jumping-off point for constructing a possible intervention to move the needle on

gender equity in Afghanistan’s educational system.

2.8 Gender and Access to Education
2.8.1 Global Perspectives on Gender Disparities in Primary Education

The need for equitable access to education is paramount and gender differences in
primary education are a global issue, despite international efforts to reach equality. UNESCO
(2021) estimates that 129 million girls worldwide are out of school, including 32 million at the
primary level. This gap is even wider in developing countries, with socio-cultural, economic,
and political dimensions colliding to impede girls from accessing education (Psacharopoulos
& Patrinos, 2018). The Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) on quality education for all
fundamentally contributes to global educational quality improvement through the promotion
of inclusive and equitable quality education (UN, 2015) but can only be realized through
addressing gender-based inequalities at national and local levels.

Systemic barriers that inhibit girls’ education globally have been identified through
research. These range from economic barriers, cultural values, early marriages, gender-based

violence, and poor infrastructure (World Bank, 2018). In some regions like sub-Saharan

18



Africa, girls face a heavy burden of poverty and traditional beliefs surrounding preference for
boys' education (UNICEF, 2020). Likewise, in South Asia, cultural factors like early marriages
and gender-segregated roles commonly hinder girls' access as well as their ability to finish
school (Nussbaum, 2010). Studies by Unterhalter et al. For example, according to (2014),
overcoming these barriers would need a multisensory approach to policy reform, community
engagement, and resource allocation.

One of the key factors behind global gender gaps in education has been the lack of
female teachers and leaders. According to Stromquist (2016), having more female teachers is
a major means of encouraging girls to learn and also shaping positive gender constructs inside
the school. But in many low-income countries, there is a serious shortage of women teachers,
creating situations where girls feel uncomfortable or unsafe in male-dominated educational
environments, which widens gender inequalities (Save the Children, 2007)

Gender-based violence in schools also remains a barrier to achieving gender parity in
education. According to a UNESCO (2020) report, 11% of girls experience violence in the
form of bullying, sexual harassment, etc. at school, and as regards girls from developing
countries, one out of three girls will be violated. These experiences discouraged girls from
attending school regularly, resulting in high school drop-out rates and poor educational
outcomes (Human Rights Watch, 1999). Tackling these obstacles calls for a collective action
to establish secure and welcoming educational spaces that place the needs and welfare of
females at the forefront.

2.8.2 Specific Challenges Faced by Girls in Various Cultural Contexts

The cultural and regional context plays a big role in the difficulties girls face with
primary education. For example, socio-political instability, conservative patriarchal norms,
and restrictive gender policies have posed considerable hurdles to educational opportunities for
girls in Afghanistan (Haidary, 2022). The challenges are further compounded by the Taliban’s
resurgence, which has enforced policies that severely restrict female involvement in formal
education (Katawazai, 2021). In particular, rural Afghan girls are extremely disadvantaged,
cultural norms dictate that girls stay in the home and domestic tasks while boys are encouraged
to attend school (Nojumi, 2003).

In sub-Saharan Africa, poverty and traditional beliefs are still major obstacles girls face
in getting an education. Families with limited resources typically prioritize boys’ schooling as
they are seen to offer higher earning potential in the future (Glewwe & Jacoby, 2005). Another
common challenge in this area is early marriages; 1 in 5 girls in sub-Saharan Africa are married

before age 18, according to UNICEF (2020), prematurely ending their educational journey.
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Violence, similarly gender-based violence, including harassment by teachers and by peers,
erodes girls’ confidence and willingness to go to school (Stromquist, 2016).

In South Asia, specifically in India and Pakistan, cultural and religious customs often
have a dual role in the promotion or hindrance of girls’ education. Different communities, for
example, attribute different values to education; in some, it is seen as an equipping means to
find a good husband, in others, it ‘is viewed as unnecessary or even inappropriate’ for girls
(Nussbaum, 2010). Malik and Courtney (2011) note that the norms which prevent female
students from attending school (for example, by not providing adequate washroom facilities
for girls or secure ways for girls to get to school) also serve to limit female participation in
educational institutions.

In the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, education for girls comes with
specific challenges, especially in conflict-affected regions, like Syria and Yemen. Schools have
been destroyed, families have been displaced, and resources have been limited, making girls
only that much more far behind when it comes to education (UNESCO, 2020). These obstacles
are further exacerbated by cultural expectations that prioritize domestic responsibilities and
discourage female mobility (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018).

Across all these contexts, Intersectionality of genders, including poverty, injured
geographies and socio-political instability create compounded layers of disadvantages which
need bespoke context-civic responses. But we need an ecosystem of community-led efforts,
regulatory changes, and economic investment to address these problems comprehensively.

How both the global and regional perspective allow us to reflect on the issue of
educational gender equality implications for Afghan girls. Afghanistan has some of the highest
gender disparities in education in the world, due to cultural traditions that prioritize the
education of boys, in combination with ongoing socio-political instability (Khan, 2021).When
it comes to girls’ education the lessons gleaned from successful interventions in other parts of
the world whether community-led initiatives in sub-Saharan Africa to improve educational
access or female teacher training programs in South Asia can guide strategies to reintegrate
Afghan girls into schools.

Such measures include making learning environments safe and inclusive, increasing the
number of female teachers, implementing community awareness campaigns to address cultural
barriers (Save the Children, 2007; UNICEF, 2020). The impact of such reforms, which include
improving girls’ right to education, provision of financial incentives for families, and gender-
sensitive infrastructure development would prove a giant leap in improving both access and

retention rates of Afghan girls in schools.
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Gender inequalities in education are worldwide issues that stem from socio-economic,
political and cultural circumstances. Although some countries have made progress in recent
decades, systemic barriers, particularly in conflict-affected and resource-constrained contexts,
still deny girls an education. In Afghanistan, these hurdles are enhanced by patriarchal customs,
socio-political unrest, and isolationist practices, resulting in one of the most arduous contexts
globally to widen the gender gap in education. The way forward lies in adapting the lessons
from around the world and in the particularization of interventions that are aimed at the context
of Afghanistan so that girls may have access to and succeed in primary education, and

potentially so that progress can be made in wider society too.

2.8.3 Socio-Political Barriers to Education

Education is universally recognized as a basic human right, and an enabler of social and
economic development. But socio-political barriers continue to restrict access to education
especially in conflict affected and developing areas such as Afghanistan. These challenges
include economic barriers and parental educational and occupational background, which
greatly influence school enrolment and retention rates. This section focuses on socio-political
barriers to educational access, specifically poverty, family income, economic stability, and
parental influence, as discussed in the relevant literature.

2.8.4 Impact of Poverty, Family Income, and Economic Stability on School Enrollment and
Retention

Global Economic Factors: A big barrier to education. Those who live in poverty often
cannot afford the direct or indirect costs of schooling tuition, uniforms, supplies, and transport
and thus don’t have access (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). In Afghanistan, with 54.5% of
the population living below the national poverty line (World Bank, 2021), this financial burden
has a disproportionate impact on girls as a cultural obligation to educate boys is prioritized over
girls (Haidary, 2022).

Studies have repeatedly demonstrated that poverty serves to diminish school enrollment
and retention rates, especially in areas where financial stability is sparse. For instance, Glewwe
and Jacoby (2005) show that households with fewer resources are more likely to take children
out of school during financial distress. This trend has been further aggravated in war impact
areas such as Afghanistan, where social political instability stunts economic activity, increases
poverty, and makes education an ordinary but ungainly luxury to countless families (Nojumi,

2003).
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Economic stability is another important factor in education. In areas where sources of
income are stable and job opportunities can be found, families invest more in their children’s
education (UNICEF, 2020). However, in parts of the world where economics are fraught, the
opportunity cost of sending a child to school is often higher than the perceived benefit. In rural
Afghanistan, for example, many families depend on child labor for subsistence farming or
other menial jobs, which decreases the possibility for education (Katawazai, 2021).

Low-income families are especially likely to see this gap in access to education. In
resource poor contexts, research from UNESCO (2021) suggests that families consistently
select education for boys rather than girls as boys are seen as future earners and girls are
perceived as future managers of the home. A case in point: when it comes to girls' education,
this cultural and economic bias is reflected in the low numbers of girls enrolled in primary
schools (37%) compared to boys (66%) in Afghanistan (UNESCO, 2021). This can be
aggravated by the economic instability under which families prefer to spend with a short-term
mindset on financial purpose to cater to their immediate needs, leading to a lack of interest in
the long-term provision of educational options for daughters.

2.8.5 Role of Parental Education and Occupational Status

The educational and occupational status of parents have a direct impact on the
educational opportunities and outcomes of children. Studies show that the educational
attainment of the parents reflected in their engagement in schooling provides an indicator of
the importance of schooling in their home environment (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2010). More
educated parents understand the long-term benefits of education, how school systems operate,
and are better positioned to help their children succeed academically. Conversely, limited or
no education among parents may not prioritize schooling, entrenching cycles of illiteracy and
poverty.

Low literacy rates in Afghanistan (43 and 17 percent of men and women respectively
are literate; UNESCO, 2020) also lead to parental education determining whether children can
read and write. Haidary (2022) finds that children of uneducated parents are far less likely to
enroll in, or complete, primary school particularly for children of uneducated parents living in
rural areas without significant school infrastructure. Mothers’ education has also been found to
play a more important role than fathers’ in predicting how well children perform at school.
This is especially relevant in the Afghan context where cultural practices often mandate a
female guardian to accompany girls to school, so a positive attitude of a female guardian

towards education emerges as a key factor in the enrollment and retention of girls (Khan, 2021).
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The occupational status of the parent which also affects access to education since it
determines the wealth of the household and long term soft/financial resources. Children’s
education is more likely to be an investment for families with employed parents in good,
higher-paying jobs (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). On the other hand, families with
hidden employments or seasonal jobs either financially trap in this matter that leads to dropouts
during cash crunches. A large percentage of the population in Afghanistan are dependent on
subsistence farming, daily wage labor, or informal trading — all highly susceptible to
economic shocks and political instability (Nojumi, 2003).

And occupational status is equally connected to gender dynamics in education. In
conservative or traditional circumstances, fathers may see the schooling of girls as unnecessary
and even improper and thus escalate such norms that imply women should limit themselves to
domestic responsibilities (Seddique, 2000). By contrast, women who already work in
education, health care, or other professional sectors are more likely to advocate for their
daughters’ schooling, highlighting the potential for women’s participation in the labor force to
change the fundamental nature of gender equality in education (UNICEF, 2020).

2.8.6 Intersection of Socio-Political Barriers

Poverty and parental education level and occupational status combine with socio-
political factors to provide cumulative disincentives to education. In Afghanistan, where
political instability and conflict intensify these issues, schools are frequently attacked during
armed conflicts, resulting in closures, physical damage to facilities, and increased security
concerns (Malkani, 2021). Schools are viewed by some families as unsafe places and hence
girls are often withdrawn from such education (Save the Children, 2007).

Socio-political challenges are often exacerbated by cultural norms and societal
expectations. For example, in rural areas where conservative ideologies prevail, uneducated
parents may internalize cultural norms where education is deemed irrelevant for girls. This
outlook is reinforced through an economically unstable environment where families see
survival needs as immediately more important than long-term investments (such as education)
— particularly in the case of daughters (Katawazai, 2021). In order to further the goal of
educational inclusion, policy changes must address economic barriers as well as the social
expectations and norms that accompany educational access.

Socio-political considerations such as parental income level, education, and work status
are, of course, critical in conflict-affected contexts such as Afghanistan in determining whether
children go to school, are enrolled in school, or remain in school. Cultural norms and political

instability further compound these challenges, creating a tangle of problems faced by girls at
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a disproportionate rate. Breaking through these barriers requires a multifaceted approach that
encompasses economic support, community engagement, and gender-sensitive policies to

create an enabling environment for equitable education.

2.9 The Afghan Context

2.9.1 Historical Overview of Education in Afghanistan

Afghanistan education has seen huge transformations over the years also mirroring the
changes in the countries turbulent history. Before the Taliban takeover, Afghanistan did have
a somewhat more modern education system, many found, particularly in its towns. In the
1960s and 1970s, the government emphasized broadening access to education, especially for
females, in urban areas such as Kabul and Herat (Nojumi, 2003). By the late 1970s, over 1,000
schools existed in Afghanistan, with girls composing 15% of total student enrollment
(UNESCO, 2003). However, these benefits had so far been fully available in urban centers and
most rural areas were in underserved areas due to cultural and geographical restrictions.

The Soviet invasion in 1979 was a turning point, when decades of conflict wreaked
havoc on the education system. Within the context of the conflict, schools were attacked,
destroyed, or repurposed (Rashid, 2000). Internal civil war in the 1990s saw the country
further destabilized, resulting in a dramatic drop in school enrollments and retention rates,
especially for girls. Afghanistan’s educational infrastructure was extensively destroyed during
this period, and the number of active schools dropped significantly (Katawazai 2021).

2.9.2 Impact of the Taliban Regime on Education

The Taliban regime (1996-2001) enacted a sequence of policies that transformed the
educational profile of Afghanistan. Under their rule, no female education was permitted and
schools for young women were closed across the country. The Taliban’s approach to Islamic
law limited women’s status to the home, erasing girls’ chances of obtaining formal schooling
(Human Rights Watch, 1999). It introduced boys’ education, but it was heavily steeped in
religious indoctrination, where the curriculum was focused mainly on religious studies and
little emphasis on science, mathematics, and critical thinking skills (Nojumi, 2003).

But in this context, the general education system failed. School facilities were poorly
funded and staffed, lacking qualified teachers and adequate supplies, worsening the condition
of Afghanistan’s children. These were the only two educational opportunities available in more
rural areas, where the Taliban’s strict policies and ongoing conflict had complicated education
delivery even for boys. During this time there was also witnessed a gross underinvestment in

education having a long-term impact on literacy outcome and development of human capital
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in Afghanistan. By 2001, less than 20% of men and less than 5% of women were literate
(UNESCO, 2003).
2.9.3 Post-2001 Educational Reforms and Progress

The collapse of the Taliban in 2001 ushered in a new era for Afghanistan’s education
system. With support from international donors and organizations, the Afghan government
launched ambitious reforms to revive and strengthen the education sector. These initiatives
encompassed the reconstruction of derelict schools, training of teachers and reconsidered
curricula to raise inclusivity and modernity of schooling (World Bank, 2018).

One of the most astonishing developments has been a phenomenal rise in school
enrollment in this period. By 2015, over 9 million children attended school, 39% of whom were
girls (UNICEF, 2020), with the construction of new school and community-based education,
and scholarships for girls in rural areas (Save the Children, 2007) contributing to this trend. It
said training teachers had also been a priority for the government, and aimed to increase the
number of female teachers, which it said would help combat cultural barriers which affect
girls’ enrollment in schools.

But there were obstacles along the way. Security challenges, especially in conflict-
affected areas, limited access to education. Violent attacks on schools and teachers by several
insurgent groups, including holdover members of the Taliban, fostered a climate of fear that
deterred school attendance especially for girls (Haidary, 2022). Furthermore, differences in
access to education between urban and rural regions of Afghanistan continued to be stark, with
far too many rural communities affected by poverty, cultural pressures, and subpar
infrastructure (Katawazai, 2021).

2.9.4 Recent Political Developments and Current Situation

The Taliban’s 2021 takeover has had far-reaching implications for Afghanistan’s
education sector, and particularly for the country’s girls and women. Early policy
pronouncements from the Taliban indicated a reversion to restrictive gender norms, including
the banning of girls from secondary schools and universities (UNESCO, 2022). The Taliban’s
policies have also imposed more stringent gender segregation in initiatives and diminished the
roles of female professors and administrators, overturning much of the progress made in the
previous two decades (Human Rights Watch, 2022).

Wider socio-political instability in the wake of the Taliban’s return to power has made
access to education even trickier. Security concerns, lack of funding and teacher shortages have
closed many schools. The international community's withdrawal of financial support has only

further worsened these challenges, resulting in a crisis in Afghanistan's education sector (World
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Bank, 2022). The largest hurdles are for girls in rural and conservative areas where cultural and
logistical barriers, in addition to the Taliban’s policies, vastly curtail their education.

Nevertheless, Afghan communities and international organizations have made
desperate grassroots efforts to maintain girls’ education. And Open up an Education Starting
point to Afghan Girls and these are probably run by their teachers mostly in secret( Khan 2021).
But these initiatives are limited in their reach and are under threat in the current political
climate.

Afghanistan's education history relates a powerful, conflict-ridden narrative of
advancement and a decline, which shows no end in sight. The post-2001 reform measures
helped, but the return of the Taliban proceeded to rollback so much of this, especially for girls
and women. Combating the active problems requires a multi directional solution that combines
urgent response with strategic initiatives, such as global advocacy and mobilization, as well as

legislation and policy changes to uphold the right to education for all Afghans.

2.10 Cultural and Societal Norms

2.10.1 Influence of Traditions, Religious Beliefs, and Societal Expectations on Girls’
Education

In conservative, patriarchal societies such as Afghanistan, cultural and social norms
dictate, to a large extent, access to and participation in educational opportunities, especially for
girls. However, these norms are often heavily enforced based on tradition, religion, and societal
expectations, with considerable implications and adversity for girls’ education. Although
education is considered a fundamental human right (UNESCO, 2021), cultural practices may
inhibit or encourage girls’ participation in formal education depending on the context,
interpreting religion in a way that either 1/ works against girls’ education or 2/ encourages
girls’ education.
2.10.2 Traditions and Gender Roles

Traditional gender roles are a major barrier to girls’ education in Afghanistan. But
societal norms subjugate women to the domestic sphere — in careers in caregiving and
housework. This perception makes many families prefer boys' education over girls', which are
considered an investment in the family's future, and girls are repeatedly understood as future
wives and mothers whose education lacks economic or social value (Katawazai, 2021).
Culturally sanctioned early marriage continues to narrow opportunities for girls; married girls

are often expected to drop out of school and take on domestic responsibilities (UNICEF, 2020).
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In more conservative rural settings, reticence to educate girls can be even more
pronounced, with the view of education as unnecessary or even detrimental to their perceived
roles in society (Hujer & Hujer, 2020). Researchers like Haidary (2022) show that in some
Afghan communities, girls who are educated are considered rebellious and less likely to marry,
discouraging families from educating their daughters.

2.10.3 Religious Beliefs

The attitudes towards girls’ education in Afghanistan are shaped greatly by religious
beliefs and interpretations of Islamic teachings. Although Islam enjoins the pursuit of
knowledge for men and women alike, conservative interpretations have traditionally denied
girls access to formal education. Similarly, the Taliban used their previous regime (1996—
2001) ban on education for females as legitimate on the grounds of Islamic law and the
principle of modesty and separation between genders (Rashid, 2000).

But when interpreted inclusively, religious beliefs can also act as enablers of girls’
education. Progressive Islamic scholars argue that education is a religious duty for both sexes,
and several community-led efforts in Afghanistan have been effective in using such rhetoric to
promote girls’ education. As an example, programs containing religious teachings within the
curriculum have been deemed more acceptable in conservative communities, indicating that
religious values and education are not necessarily at odds with one another (Seddique, 2000).
2.10.4 Societal Expectations and Community Dynamics

The role of societal expectations around safety and honor is also critical in determining
access to education for girls. In conflict-affected regions, where the risk of harassment,
abduction, or violence is high, families often express concerns about the safety of their
daughters when traveling to school (UNICEF, 2021). These concerns are compounded by
societal pressures to protect a family’s honor, and many parents choose to pull their daughters
out of school to avoid any possible harm.

Additionally, the unavailability of female teachers and facilities segregated by gender
also act as obstacles to girls’ education in society. In many conservative communities, it is the
cultural norm for girls not to touch male teachers after a certain age. This limitation has resulted
in a high demand for female teachers that has not been adequately met, especially for rural

areas across Afghanistan (Khan, 2021).

2.11 Case Studies Highlighting Cultural Barriers and Enablers
2.11.1 Case Study 1: Barriers in Rural Afghanistan
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In much of rural Afghanistan, cultural norms combined with logistical challenges create
huge barriers to girls’ education. According to a study by Katawazai (2021) which was
conducted in the province of Kandahar, 70% of families surveyed believed that girls’ education
is not necessary because the cultural belief is rooted in girls performing domestic duties. Of
concern, the study also flagged the lack of safe transport and the distances to be covered to
schools as big deterrents for families contemplating sending their daughters to school.

Another barrier was early marriages. In these cases, girls of age 12, 13 or 14 were
taken out of school to get ready for marriage, and there would essentially be no education after
marriage. This behavior is deeply ingrained in cultural norms that often place family reputation
above individual interests.

2.11.2 Case Study 2: Community-Led Initiatives in Herat

The province of Herat, in contrast, provides an example of cultural enablers that have
promoted girls’ education. Local religious leaders have been sic support community-led
initiatives that have highlighted the compatibility of Islamic teachings with girls’ education.
These programs have become acceptable to conservative families by combining Quranic
studies with modern subjects. Within these efforts, female educators were highlighted as
important figures within these initiatives as role models and reassuring families that the
learning space was safe and suitable (Haidary, 2022).

Nevertheless, these efforts have led to marked increases in the enrollment rates of girls,
suggesting that culturally appropriate approaches can succeed in the face of cultural obstacles.
To realize sustainable progress, such programs emphasize the need to work with and mentor
local communities and incorporate cultural aspects and religious values into education
programs.

2.11.3 Case Study 3: The Role of NGOs in Promoting Girls’ Education

International non-governmental organizations (NGOs) like Save the Children and
UNICEF launched culturally relevant programs that were aimed at combating barriers to girls’
education within Afghanistan. Cycling to school, for example, encourages community-based
education (CBE), which builds schools in rural areas, so that girls do not have to walk long
distances to get to school (Save the Children, 2007). They are acceptable to culturally
conservative families because they typically use female teachers and work in such
environments. UNICEF (2020) found that community-based education (CBE) programs
increased girls' enrollment and retention rates significantly in rural areas. But such programs

are not sustainable, as they are dependent on international funding while the current pervasive
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political instability following the Taliban’s return in 2021 has greatly heightened security
concerns and risks.
2.11.4 Previous Studies on Education Access in Afghanistan

The world has had ample opportunity to study education in Afghanistan, and many
have sought to analyze the intersection of gender and socio-economics. Nevertheless, there
remain important omissions in the literature, as Afghanistan's socio-political landscape and
the threat to education is nuanced and formidable. This section highlights prominent studies on
gender and socio-economic factors affecting educational access in Afghanistan and identifies
research gaps that the study aims to cover.

2.11.5 Review of Existing Research on Gender and Socio-Economic Factors in Afghan
Education
2.11.5.1 Learning Barriers Based on Gender

Gender differences in education are one of the most concerning issues in Afghanistan.
Studies show Afghan girls are systematically prevented from being educated by cultural,
religious as well as societal norms. Research by Katawazai (2021), and Haidary (2022) has
emphasized the deeply-rooted and patriarchal societal norms which favor the education of
boys over girls. These norms, together with societal expectations that women should mainly
work in domestic roles, have resulted in girls’ lower enrollment and retention rates. Despite
initial improvements in access to education, very few girls in Afghanistan were enrolled in
primary education before the Taliban’s resurgence in 2021, specifically just 37% of girl’s vs
66% of boys (UNICEF 2020).

A major determinant crippling female education despite the forms of education
available is the absence of female teachers, particularly in rural areas. For instance, Khan
(2021) observed that families opt to send their daughters to school in greater numbers if female
teachers are present because cultural norms discourage interaction between girls and male
teachers. So the lack of female teachers in many areas is an important disincentive for girls'
schooling. Besides these challenges, security concerns and distances that schools are located at
in rural areas worsen the situation, especially for adolescent girls (Human Rights Watch,
2022).

Studies also suggest that early marriages leave girls little room to pursue education. The
report from Save the Children (2007) indicated that 42% of Afghan girls were married before
the age of 18, and often, this started an end to schooling for girls. It also reflects a broader

challenge; in keeping with girls being a currency in some cultures (often as dowry), early

29



marriages are both cause and consequence of education opportunities, as families tend to prefer
safer career (marriage vs school) options for boys and girls.
2.11.5.2 Socioeconomic Barriers to Education

Economic insecurity is another top reason that impedes education in Afghanistan.
Research by World Bank (2018) and Psacharopoulos and Patrinos (2018) shows that poverty
is one of the most significant factors responsible for lower school enrollment and retention,
especially among girls. Afghan families with limited financial resources often prioritize boys'
education, as boys are perceived to be better investments for the family's potential future
breadwinners (UNESCO, 2020).

Another issue worth highlighting is the opportunity cost of sending kids off to school,
as a lot of families depend on child labor to generate income. According to Glewwe and Jacoby
(2005), children — with the exception of girls distraction should be removed from child labor
in rural Afghanistan as they may have to do household chores or agricultural tasks at home,
and therefore, formal education time may reduce for them. The situation is further exacerbated
in many regions, where there are no free or subsidized schools and families find it difficult to
afford the costs of education uniforms, supplies, and transportation.

At the same time, regional disparities in access to education compound those economic
barriers. According to Nojumi (2003), urban enrollments in Kabul and Herat are far greater
than in rural or war-torn provinces (such as Kandahar and Helmand). These gaps mirror wider

involvement with respect to the framework, instructor accessibility, and asset dissemination.

2.11.5.3 Political and Security Challenges
The long-standing war and instability in Afghanistan have affected the education

sector severely. Relatedly, violence perpetuated by insurgent groups has often affected schools
resulting in their closure, impact on various (needed) facilities (roads, infrastructure/food) and
legitimacy by forcing students and teachers to abandon education for safety concerns (Malkani,
2021). The Taliban’s imposition of their regime (1996-2001) imposed strict restrictions on the
ability for girls to be educated, and the resurgence of the Taliban after 2021 has sparked
renewed fears over the access of Afghan girls and women to education (Rashid, 2000; Human
Rights Watch, 2022).

And then, despite extensive international investment in rebuilding Afghanistan’s
education system after 2001, progress has been uneven. UNESCO (2020) found that
improvements in enrollment rates during this period did not translate to quality of education,

due to shortages of trained teachers, outdated curricula, and insufficient resources. Moreover,
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donor-driven interventions usually weren't sustainable, and this left many projects open to the

risk of funding cuts and shifts in political priorities.

2.12 Summary of Literature Gaps

A literature review of existing literature on education access in Afghanistan shows
several significant gaps in content that highlight the necessity for the present study. Although
existing studies provide significant insights into the barriers that Afghan children especially
girls face to accessing education, more areas of this topic are under-explored or
underrepresented. This section synthesizes these gaps and these studies, thus underscoring the
necessity of examining how gender interacts with social and political factors in determining
the access to education.
2.12.1 Limited Focus on Intersectionality

Previous research focuses on gender or socio-economic factors but not how they
intersect to create multiple barriers to education. Poverty and cultural norms, for example, are
often flagged as obstacles, but little research analyzes how economic volatility differentially
affects girls’ vs boys in Afghanistan’s particular socio-political milieu. This gap is important
because at the intersection of these concepts is a more nuanced approach to addressing
educational inequities.
2.12.2 Regional Disparities and Context-Specific Analysis

Previous studies usually paint a national-level picture of educational barriers without
considering the more significant regional diversity found in Afghanistan. Many studies fail to
address the unique challenges of rural and conflict-affected areas, such as geographic isolation,
conservative cultural practices, and insecurity. There needs to be a better understanding of the
issues on the ground regionally so that context-specific interventions can be put in place that
make sense in the different realities of Afghan communities.
2.12.3 Impact of Recent Political Developments

Despite much being written on the Taliban’s first regime and its implications for
education, there is limited research addressing the ramifications of their return in 2021. New
challenges have emerged, however, particularly as the policies of the Taliban continue to
evolve, about the education of girls in particular, and these challenges are largely unexplored.
Before approaching how recent dynamics have influenced educational access and equity in

Afghanistan, it is crucial to contextualize the existing political and policy landscape.
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2.12.4 Long-Term Consequences of Educational Barriers

Limited research has hitherto investigated the long-term socio-economic and societal
impacts of reduced access to education, and especially for the education of women and girls.
There has so far been little exploration of the wider effects of scarce educational opportunities,
such as lack of economic engagement, the cycle of poverty and gender inequality. Closing that
gap is critical for analyzing how access (or a lack thereof) to schooling impacts Afghanistan’s
development trajectory.

2.12.5 Role of Community-Led and Grassroots Initiatives

International investments to rebuild Afghanistan’s education system have garnered
extensive attention, but community-led and grassroots efforts to address the cultural and
logistical barriers to education have received less research scrutiny. Locally-managed
programs such as community-based education (CBE) have demonstrated potential in
increasing access for girls in the rural setting. But more research is needed into the scalability,
sustainability and wider impact of such initiatives.

2.12.6 Lack of Gender-Sensitive Solutions

While the literature acknowledges the particular challenges faced by Afghan girls in
pursuing education, there is scarce evidence on gender-sensitive interventions that target the
underlying determinants of educational disadvantage. The studies tend to note barriers but not
action strategies that respect cultural sensitivities, the safety of participants, and resource
constraints. The need to identify and critically examine effective gender-sensitive policies and
practices is crucial for achieving positive educational outcomes for Afghan girls.

2.12.7 Justification for the Current Study

However, little is said about those socio-political factors that intersect with gender in
determining access to primary education in Afghanistan. The study presents a holistic approach
to regional disparities and the cultural barriers that exist across both urban and rural contexts.
Appropriately, the research also explores the effect of recent events on educational access for
girls at this stage, especially with the Taliban’s return to power, to understand the ramifications
of changing policies.

In addition, this study not only identifies barriers but also offers practical, gender-
sensitive interventions that are tailored to Afghanistan’s specific cultural, economic, and
political context. By combining theory with empirical evidence, this research aspires to inform
the growing body of literature on the topic as well as provide insights for policymaking and
practice towards ensuring equitable access to education in Afghanistan. There is an inherent

complexity of educational barriers in a developing country, making this study paramount to
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Afghanistan literature. The present study, therefore, aims to bridge the critical gaps in the
literature, with a focus on gender, socio-political, and geographic variables that must be
accounted for in efforts to create inclusive and sustainable educational policies in Afghanistan.
2.12.8 Conclusion

The review of literature depicts multilayered obstacles to education in Afghanistan that
emerge from the combination of gender, socio-economic factors, cultural perceptions and
political disorders. Previous studies offer important perspectives on such challenges,
especially the gender-related inequalities that prevent girls from receiving an education.
Research has highlighted how cultural traditions, religious beliefs, poverty and security
concerns converge to pose major barriers, particularly for rural areas and conflict-affected
regions, where the challenges are most acute. The Taliban's Return to Power Means the
International Community Must Provide a Long-Term Solution for Afghan Girls With
international engagement and post-2001 reforms came progress, but the Taliban's resurgence
has Re-imposed oppressive policies and closed off access points, further complicating the
challenges facing Afghan girls and reversing two decades of progress.

Although these efforts have been made, nevertheless, important gaps persist in the
literature. Thus, less attention has been paid to the Intersectionality between gender and socio-
political factors, regional disparities, and the long-term impact of restrictive access to
education. Furthermore, analysis of recent systemic political developments and their
implications for educational equity has been negligible, alongside community-led initiatives
and gender sensitive interventions. Thus, the current study seeks to fill these gaps, providing
new knowledge on the barriers to education in Afghanistan with actionable strategies for

promoting equitable access in a culturally sensitive and sustainable way, particularly for girls.

Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY

A qualitative research approach is employed in this study to investigate the

Intersectionality of gender and socio-political factors in access to primary education in
Afghanistan. Its purpose is to deliver a comprehensive understanding of the intricacies of the
obstacles and realities endured by people encountering educational hindrance in a multifaceted
socio-political environment. The research adopts an inductive approach that focuses on
identifying emerging patterns and themes within the data, rather than testing pre-established
hypotheses. The eastern region is used as a case, enabling the examination of context-specific

dynamics influencing education access. We will use semi-structured interviews and focus
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group discussions (FGDs) as our main data collection methods which will allow us to explore
what participants think about and hope for in great detail. Overall, this approach is focused on
maintaining a high standard of rigor for the study topic, allowing for considerations that are

more grounded in implementation-oriented plans that are sensitive for the national context.

3.1 Research Paradigm

The research paradigm is a set of common beliefs and agreements shared between
scientists about how problems should be understood and tackled in the context of a specific
scientific inquiry (research project). Three main concepts are inherent in paradigms as Guba
and Lincoln (1994, p.107) describe ontology (nature of reality), epistemology (nature of
knowledge), and methodology (approach used to getting knowledge). These components
govern how researchers read, study, and interpret phenomena. The study will be located in
the interpretivist/constructivist paradigm, which seeks to understand the interplay of socio-
political factors, combined with inequalities of education based on gender, with regards to the
access of primary education in Afghanistan.

Encouraging a recognition of the socially constructed nature of reality, the interpretivist
paradigm insists that the nature of knowledge is shaped by individuals' experiences and cultural
contexts (Kincheloe, McLaren, & Steinberg, 2011). This aligns with the study’s aim of how
this accessibility to education is influenced by the intersection of culture, civil duty, and the
outer image that individuals perceive of themselves. The very nature of the constructivist
paradigm allows for an understanding of multiple realities, reflecting the rich views of the
participants (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Within this framework, the research seeks to explore
the contextual and socio-political complexities that prevent Afghan girls from accessing
education opportunities and recognize that such conditions are still shaped by their cultural and
geopolitical contexts (Smith et al. 2020).

Finally, as a paradigm for qualitative research, the researcher is in close proximity to
participants, meaning it is co-constructed to provide valuable insight into participants' lived
experiences (Gray, 2013). Using semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis, the study
underscores the complexities of gendered barriers and socio-political dynamics within the
context of Afghanistan. Because of this, the interpretivist/constructivist approach provides an
opportunity to contextualize findings as they relate to the perspectives that are most relevant to
their study, ultimately enriching the dissemination of findings with a more nuanced articulation
of the matter in context. This approach not only guides the methods used in the study but also

allows for the possibility of new readings and changes of understanding when the data appears.
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3.2 Research Design: Qualitative Case Study Design

This is a qualitative case study research showing how gender and socio-political factors
combine to create differential access in primary education in Afghanistan. Such a case study
design is useful in exploring complex issues of context-specific phenomena as it provides an
in-depth view of the phenomena in its real-world context (Yin, 2013). This allows for an in-
depth understanding of the qualitative aspects of education access, such as the barriers people
face and the ways they navigate these obstacles.

So, a case study design enables the researcher to examine how socioeconomic-political
factors, such as cultural norms, religious beliefs, and policies, intersect with gender to shape
education opportunities in Afghanistan. The study attempts to unpack these dynamics more
closely by examining a specific case, providing rich insights into how they influence Afghan
girls' access to education. Relevant here is the structure if the study, which emphasized
exploring individual and collective experiences within a socio-political and cultural field.

The qualitative case study researcher benefits from the evolution of data collection and
analysis as emergent themes guide the researcher’s use of a flexible data collection and
analysis approach. Furthermore, a multi-method approach using semi-structured interviews,
focus group discussions and secondary documents in the present study strengthens the
reliability and validity of the findings by providing a more comprehensive elucidation of the
phenomenon. The triangulation of data sources used in this study ensures that findings are
robust and representative of diverse perspectives.

This method equally acknowledges the diversity of Afghanistan's socio-political
landscape which frames educational access with interlinked cultural, economic, and political
considerations. And in examining multiple layers of a social phenomenon, especially in the
context of Afghanistan, the qualitative case study design lends itself to in-depth analysis of the
barriers and opportunities that constrain pathways towards educational access, especially for
girls. By adopting this approach, the study seeks to provide valuable contributions that can
help design culturally sensitive and contextually relevant strategies for advancing educational

equity.

3.3 Qualitative Approach

The significance of this study lies in it being conceptualized entirely in Afghanistan
without reliance on comparisons with other countries which considers perceptions of women
and issues of political moderation by utilizing a qualitative approach towards understanding

the multi-dimensional aspects of access to primary education. As the objective of the study
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seeks to understand the complex and contextual nature of the barriers faced by Afghan girls
regarding education, the qualitative methodology is appropriate. Within the socio-political and
cultural complexities embedded in the Afghan context, qualitative exploratory research
provides the opportunity for the researcher to develop a rich, in-depth understanding of the
participants’ lived realities, interpretations, and relations with social and institutional
frameworks (Yin, 2013).

The qualitative method is especially appropriate for this workshop, as we aim to
explore the subjective/naturalistic aspects of specific phenomena (e.g. norms, political
dynamics, and gendered exclusion from education). Quantitative data that focus on
measurement and statistical analysis are inadequate for explaining the complexity of those
subjective human experiences (Creswell, 2014). However, such recognition of lived
experiences and socio-cultural background is in keeping with how this research aims to
contribute to detailed, rich understandings of how gender and socio-political factors are
enmeshed in access to education.

The study in a collaborative effort with key stakeholders from the Afghan education
system, integrating views of girls, parents, teachers and NGO representatives. These
stakeholders have a range of perspectives and experiences that are essential to maintaining an
understanding of the barriers to, and opportunities for, education in Afghanistan. Qualitative
data collection methods will include semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions
to enable open-ended exploration of participants’ perceptions and experiences.

The qualitative approach was also chosen based on this flexibility in adapting the
research process to the participants’ comfort and contextual realities since the topic was one of
cultural and political sensitivities. It is grounded in the knowledge that researchers must
acknowledge and respect the voices and lived experiences of interviewees by engaging in
dialogue and co-constructing new understandings throughout the entire process. The
qualitative data will be closely analyzed through thematic analysis, enabling the researchers to
identify patterns or trends in our data and draw actionable conclusions based on an in-depth
understanding to provide a comprehensive mental framework.

In conclusion, the qualitative approach is not merely appropriate for the study; it is
required. It will ensure the socio-political complexities of the barriers of education in

Afghanistan can be explored, and that the participants’ experiences direct the findings.
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3.4 Data Collection

Data collection process: Data for this research on the Intersectionality of gender and
socio-political factors of access to primary education in Afghanistan was gathered using semi-
structured interviews and focus group discussions from the Key Informants: girls and women
directly affected or with direct experience of education, in particular out-of-school girls;
parents of school age girls; teachers, including female teachers; NGOs representatives; and
governmental officials in charge of policy-making related to education, targeted with an aim
of obtaining knowledge on the policy framework, challenges on implementation and applying
an institutional point of view and perspective to the concept. A governmental official was
included to lend insights about the policy framework, identify challenges on the
implementation end and introduce the institutional perspective. Therefore, the system allowed
the participants to express their views, feelings, expressions, and experiences and in the end,
the outcome reflected the intention of this research. We employed a purposive sampling
strategy to ensure that participants would be able to provide valuable information about the
barriers and facilitators in accessing educational resources. In light of the logistical and
security limitations in Afghanistan, a large number of interviews and FGDs were conducted
online through platforms like Skype; only in situations where the time and safety allowed were
these discussions in-person.

Apart from the original data, secondary data were gathered to complement the
contextual comprehension of the research issue. This involved referring to secondary sources
such as existing reports and publications from international organizations, including UNESCO,
UNICEF, and the World Bank; existing policy documents; and existing educational reviews
and academic studies that specifically explore gender and education in conflict-affected areas.
By this means, a wide variation of primary and secondary data provided a detailed and strong
overview of the topic. Given the sensitivity surrounding educational access, semi-structured
interviews and FGDs were critical to reveal socio-political and cultural barriers that were not
easily apparent through secondary data, which were useful in providing a larger framework for
triangulation and validation. This combination of methods allowed for a nuanced and
contextualized understanding of the educational hurdles confronting Afghan girls, while also

incorporating the viewpoints of both grassroots and institutional policymakers.

3.5 Sampling Techniques in Qualitative Approach
They are the groups of people directly related to the area of research (Zikmund, 2003).

The target respondents for this study included girls and women with personal experience of
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education, parents of school-aged girls, teachers (female educators), representatives of NGOs
and officials responsible for education policy and implementation. As a qualitative approach
was adopted in this study, purposive sampling and snowball sampling techniques were
employed since random sampling is not suitable for this type of study.

Purposive sampling enabled the researcher to choose participants based on their
relevance and ability to offer valuable insights into the research goals. It was a purposive
sampling, in which the researcher included individuals and stakeholders relevant to this study,
based on their knowledge and experience about barriers and opportunities of access to primary
education in Afghanistan.

Along with purposive sampling, snowball sampling was used to recruit participants
who would otherwise be difficult to reach. According to snowball sampling, initial participants
recommended other individuals who fit within the parameters of the study. According to
Biernacki and Waldorf (1981), “snowball sampling utilizes referrals to discover individuals
possessing the particular skill set that has been identified as beneficial.” Such strategy worked
especially well to tap to government people, NGO people, and other social elite, as they can
refer you to other knowledgeable participants.

These two sampling methods ensured a rich, context-focused dataset through a diverse
sample of communicative action participants. The sampling strategy, by including individuals
from diverse stakeholder groups, also enabled a comprehensive understanding of socio-

political and cultural factors impacting educational access in Afghanistan.

3.6 Primary Data Collection

The main data collection methods used in this qualitative study were semi-structured
interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs). These methods were chosen in order to
generate rich qualitative accounts of the socio-political and cultural determinants of access to
primary education for Afghan girls. Finally, the data collection methods were carefully chosen
to provide a multi-faceted view that included a broad group of stakeholders, useful in light of
the aims of the study.
3.6.1 Semi-Structured Interviews

Using semi-structured interviews, key informants were asked about their experiences,
perceptions, and insights. This approach gave the researcher latitude to pursue participants’
answers more closely and explore deeper levels of meaning. 21 Interviews were conducted

with the following stakeholders:
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7 (seven) interviews with government officials, including officials of the Ministry of
Education and local educational offices; They offered insights on both policy frameworks, and
implementation challenges as well as on inter- and intra- institutional perspectives on girls’
education.

8 interviews with teachers and representatives of the NGOs The informants shared
their direct experiences inside Afghanistan’s education system and emphasized the socio-
cultural issues girls encountered.

Interviews with six (6) parents and girls these discussions helped to grasp the lived
experiences of families at both ends of the socio-political spectrum in their effort to get
education for girls.

Because the subject is sensitive, and access to respondents inside Afghani territory
posed challenges, some interviews were conducted remotely, via online platforms (Skype, in
some cases) and in person where security and access allowed. Because some discussions were
sensitive, some participants requested that interviews not be recorded; in those cases, detailed
comparative field notes were used of the information that was shared.

3.6.2 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs)

Besides the interviews, six (6) focus group discussions (FGDs) were carried out to
capture collective viewpoints and social interactions. FGDs were conducted in urban and rural
settings to represent the varying contexts in Afghanistan. The focus groups, conducted in
English and Arabic, consisted of 5-8 participants including parents, teachers, and community
leaders discussing their perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes toward girls’ education.

It made for a more informal setting that allowed for open dialogue and group reflection.
According to Hughes and DuMont (2002), FGDs tend to provide valuable insights into social
realities and shared experiences that may not come out in one-on-one interviews, especially
where participants may not feel comfortable speaking freely.

Security concerns, cultural sensitivities, and logistical constraints made primary data
collection in Afghanistan particularly challenging. Some participants, especially those in rural
areas, needed additional explanation of the purpose of the study and questions because not all
participants were literate to the same degree. In these instances, local facilitators who knew the
communities helped ensure clear communication. FGDs also enabled overcoming individual
hesitance, as participants were usually more vocal in (group) discussions.

The use of semi-structured interviews complemented by FGDs ensured that there
emerged a rich and nuanced understanding of the socio-political and cultural barriers to

education in Afghanistan. Various stakeholders were engaged, from local officials and distal
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groups to support and ex-ante measures who identified serious gaps and ways to enrich the

study, through reviews and adaptations of methods to the local context.

3.7 Data Analysis

The semi-structured interview and FGDs data were systematically analyzed to answer
the research questions. A transcription of all interviews and FGDs (focus group discussions)
verbatim was done using Microsoft Word and files are indexed for data management and
analysis. Subsequently, data were imported into Nvivo 12, a qualitative data management
program, for thematic analysis. Thematic analysis helped the researcher to identify, analyze
and interpret patterns or themes within the data that is relevant to the initial research question.

According to Boyatzis (1998) thematic analysis provides a systematic way to analyze
qualitative data that helps identify common themes, relationships and social meanings. It is the
process of writing and categorizing the textual data into relevant themes with respect to the
research questions. Thus, thematic analysis successfully facilitated managing and minimizing
the considerable amount of qualitative data whilst retaining conceptuality for this study. The
analysis indicates themes and subthemes which systematically interpret best practices from
participants’ perspectives, experiences, and insights.

The data were coded using Nvivo 12 for repeated themes and important relationships
Fifty codes were produced that aligned to elements of the research aims including socio-
political barriers to education, socio-culture and gendered barriers to education. The software
enabled sophisticated search functions, cross-referencing and linking of data, which enabled
the researcher to create models and identify broad trends. This process helped ensure that the
findings were grounded, rigorous, and open to scrutiny and aligned with the aims of the study.

Theory building was also part of thematic analysis since sub-themes were laid into the
broader themes, subthemes were sorted by the patterns or relationships that were identified
through coding. As aforementioned, themes provided a “crystallized outline” through which
gender and socio-politic compounds saw the theme relations and appeared to be interconnected.
More importantly, in the backdrop of research and inquiry, it provided for the consideration of
the taken-for-granted nature of the participants’ human experience and what cannot be known
a priori. The aforementioned benefits of Nvivo ensured that the analysis was comprehensive
and the rigor was preserved such that even if the data was fragmented and not structured, it was
analyzed and interpreted systematically. Hence, the integration of two methodologies brought
an overall grounded and comprehensive account of the socio-politic and cultural factors to be

considered and addressed by research.
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3.8 Validity and Reliability

The validity and reliability of the study was ensured through various mechanisms which
increased the credibility and dependability of the research. To ascertain the content validity,
the interview and FGD guides were reviewed by five subject matter experts to ensure that all
the items in the two guides were relevant and exhaustive. Triangulation was achieved by
gathering data from different actors who were the girls, parents, teachers, NGO representatives
and government officials and choosing two data sources primary and secondary to cross check
findings.

To enhance reliability, data collection procedures were as consistent as possible for all
centers and audio recordings of all interviews (with participants’ permission) were also
utilized to help with transcription accuracy and reduce misinterpretation. These discussions
were reviewed with participants based on recording for verification. Qualitative data were
systematically coded and thematically analyzed in NVivo, with peer debriefing employed to
limit researcher subjectivity bias. Increased data integrity was achieved to protect the timing
of interviews that were culturally appropriate for participants to encourage comfort and
availability.

These strategies ensured that the study accurately captured participants' perspectives
and provided a meaningful investigation into the socio-political and gendered attachments that

are infrastructure education in Afghanistan.

3.9 Ethical Considerations

The entire process involved ethical standards, and the participants filled the survey after
they were comfortable with it. Each respondent was assured that the information collected
would be used only for research and not used in any applications for any other purpose.
Interviews or Focus Group Discussions preceded where all the participants were subjected to
the requirement of informed consent. The subjects were informed the study aim explained to
them, what was expected of them, and their right to choose freely, and have the freedom to stop
responding at their will without any punishment.

Consent form with comprehensive information was prepared; students signed the
agreement or confirmed their consent verbally to make sure that they are well-aware of all the
topics to be discussed and agree on them. Confidentiality of personal details was guaranteed;
participants were anonymous given the unique codes when directly cited in the study to be sure

that their uniqueness is respected. It was also explained to students that audio recording would
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be stored in a secure place and then destroyed after the completion of the study; these ethics

were followed in relation to all participants and provided a reliable and decent procedure.

Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion

In this chapter, we outline the findings of this study in a logical order to facilitate our
discussion of the four central research questions guiding this investigation of barriers to
primary education in Afghanistan. The findings are based on qualitative and quantitative data
collected through surveys, key stakeholder interviews (educators, policy makers, parents, and
students), focus group discussions, and educational statistics analysis. This diversified passport
allows for a more detailed picture of the complex interaction between gender-based
discrimination and socio-political variables that block the line to primary education, notably,
for girls across different parts of Afghanistan.

The first part of the chapter outlines the different ways in which gender-based barriers
interact with socio-political contexts to prevent girls from accessing primary education. The
educational gap is then linked to the cultural norms, institutional bias, and political instability
of society as a whole, with statistical evidence regarding enrollment rates, dropout rates, and
regional divergences. By illustrating the ramifications through both quantitative trends and
qualitative narratives, the section highlights compounded challenges that confront female
students in specific socio-political frameworks.

It critiqued regional and urban-rural differences of gender discrimination in the
education system of the Afghanistan afterwards. It examines in what places and where the
barriers to education for girls and women differ according to geographic space, recognizing
regional needs that are more acute. Here, we integrate estimates and case studies that highlight
the region-specific variation and challenges in access to education, enabling an analysis of the
dynamics of education around urban versus rural locations in the regional and rural, but unlike
a series of articles explore this variation.

The last part of the chapter examines the influence of cultural/social norms in either
inhibiting or promoting equitable access to education for Afghan girls. It examines
community attitudes, traditional gender roles and societal expectations, illustrating with survey
results and excerpts from interviews how such cultural factors shape school attendance,

performance and level of educational attainment. This analysis highlights the significance of
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cultural sensitivity and community engagement for policy makers in tackling gender gaps in
education.

Subsequently, the chapter reflects upon recent political events, as well as their effect on
girls’ access at the primary education level: The resurgence of the Taliban. It includes details
on policy changes, school closures and restrictions imposed by the Taliban, along with
timelines and data on enrollment patterns since the political shifts. This segment also examines
the resiliency and actions of educational institutions and communities with regard to sustaining
access to education in the face of increasing political instability and security risks.

In conclusion, the chapter synthesizes these findings , to formulate a set of factors that
influence the effectiveness of interventions designed to support gender equity in primary
education. It identifies promising approaches, including gender-sensitive curricula and local
community solutions, and notes continuing challenges of scale, sustainability, and social
political resistance. This synthesis will offer practical guidance and policy recommendations
to stakeholders aiming to improve educational access and quality for all children in
Afghanistan.

This chapter aspires to provide a comprehensive presentation of the various barriers to
primary education in Afghanistan in a format that is structured and detailed. This highlights
the urgent need for equitable and integrated efforts to support multiple child development goals
and address intersectional barriers, where approaches to end gender-based discrimination are
relevant and important on their own, but also contribute to broader, multi-dimensional
resistance against political efforts to rollback child rights in the name of an over-simplified,

binary definition of gender within a larger, contextual socio-political landscape.

4.1 FINDINGS RELATED TO RESEARCH QUESTION 1

How are gender-based barriers to access primary education in Afghanistan intersecting
with socio-political factors?
4.1.1 Findings Related to Research Question 1

Here the interconnection of gender-based hurdles with socio-political aspects and their
contribution to obstructing girls from acquiring primary education in Afghanistan would be
scrutinized in depth. Based on quantitative data from education statistics along with qualitative
information from two in-depth interviews, a focus group discussion, and field observations,
the analysis highlights key dimensions of the problem that characterize the multifarious

challenges of female students. The results show that the interplay of cultural beliefs, political
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instability, Taliban's control, institutional discriminations, economic challenges and family role

have roles in forcing girl's to drop out from primary education.

Table 4.1
Themes Sub-Themes
Cultural Gender

Norms and Societal Preference

Early Marriage

Security

Expectations
Political Policy
Instability and Restrictions
Taliban Influence
Concerns
Institutional Lack

Barriers within the Female Teachers

Education System

Inadequate
Educational

Infrastructure

Economic Poverty

Constraints

Resource Allocation

Patterns

Preference for
male education, societal
pressure, traditional
gender roles

Early marriage of
girls, interruption  of
education, family
expectations

Taliban-imposed
bans on female education,
fluctuating education
policies

School  closures
due to conflict, fear of
violence, unsafe learning
environments

Shortage of female
educators, cultural
reluctance to  employ
female teachers

Poor school

facilities, lack of gender-

segregated  classrooms,
insufficient learning
materials

Limited family
resources for education,

prioritization of boys’
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Codes
Male preference,
societal pressure, traditional

roles, gender bias

Child marriage,
education interruption, family

expectations, gender roles

Education bans, policy
shifts, Taliban restrictions,

regulatory barriers

School closures,

conflict-induced disruptions,

violence fears, unsafe
environments
Female teacher

shortage, cultural reluctance,

teacher gender bias

Infrastructure deficits,
lack of gender-segregated

spaces, inadequate materials

Economic
prioritization, resource
allocation, educational

investment disparities



education over  girls’

education
Community Parental Parents’ reluctance Parental  reluctance,
and Family Attitudes to send girls to school, family influence, extended
Dynamics influence of extended family dynamics

family on educational

decisions
Community Community Community  support,
Support and support for girls’  resistance to change,
Resistance education vs. resistance traditional beliefs, collective

due to traditional beliefs community attitudes

4.2 Detailed Analysis of Themes

1. Cultural Norms and Societal Expectations

Gender Preference

In Afghanistan, cultural norms strongly prioritize education for males over education
for females. This bias is hardwired; it translates to the rationale held across many families that
money spent on educating a boy is better spent, thus everything would bring good for the family
and everyone would be honored. For girls, on the other hand, the value of their education is
diminished because they are expected to assume traditional roles in the home.

Supporting Evidence: In Nangarhar Province, enrollment rates for boys in primary
schools are about 75 percent, while for girls they are at around 50 percent. Parents often believe
boys will be able to contribute to the household financially while girls are expected to manage
the household. Cultural and religious teachings further reinforce this mindset, emphasizing
male positions in society.

Impact: Such a huge disparity in enrolment attendance rates indicates some systemic
bias in favor of male education at least in those areas where traditional societal norms are
specifically adhered to as a part of system. Even where resources for families are limited,
societal pressure remains to shoulder the customary responsibilities of raising boys.

Example Quote:

“For us, the education of our sons comes first since they are expected to take care of
the family in the future. (“Girls are viewed as future homemakers, so their education is not a

priority.”) Interview with a parent from Nangarhar Province.
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Early Marriage

Early marriage is a common phenomenon that severely interrupts girls’ education.
They not only end their education abruptly, but as sometimes families marry off daughters at
a very young age to lessen the economic burden of the family or to follow social customs. This
not only interrupts girls’ education but also leads them to different forms of gender-based
violence, which restricts their future possibilities.

Supporting Evidence: In Nuristan Province, 60% of girls drop out of school because of
early marriage, while only 30% do in regions with lower child marriage rates. In-depth
interviews with girls show that marrying early is often viewed as a way to alleviate economic
hardship or to protect family honor, resulting in girls’ education being cut short.

Impact: Early marriage brings major cuts to girls’ educational achievement, so her
future economic and social opportunities. This practice perpetuates a cycle of gender
inequality: married girls are less likely to go back to education and more likely to be limited
in their economic and social opportunities.

Example Quote:

My sister had to quit school at 12 to marry. When she was married, education became
no priority.” Interview with a community leader in Nuristan Province.

4.2.1 Political Instability and Taliban Influence

Policy Restrictions

With the Taliban's return, girls' rights have been limited by repression with very strict
limits on girls' access to primary education. The Taliban’s understanding of Islam and
corresponding enforcement of Islamic law frequently leaves girls’ schools shuttered and
education segregated by gender, when schools are available at all. These changes in policy
create an atmosphere of ambiguity and trepidation, making families hesitant to send their
daughters to school.

Supporting Evidence: Since the Taliban seized power in 2021, girls’ enrollment rates
in primary schools have dropped by more than 40 percent across the country. Educators say
schools have had to shut down completely, or run under serious restrictions, minimizing
educational opportunities for girls.

Impact: Anti-Education enforcement and female teachers’ shortages lead to massive
drops in girls’ enrollment and attendance. This inconsistency in rules and regulations under
Taliban rule limits the capacity of both NGOs and government to implement effective

educational programs, leading to disjointed and ineffective educational efforts.
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Example Quote:

“All the girls’ schools were closed after the Taliban takeover. There’re no female
teachers, and many families are too fearful to send daughters to any education institution.” —
Interview with an educator, Kunar Province.

Security Concerns

Conflict and instability in Afghanistan continue to extend the barriers of accessing
education. Insecurity threats, bombings and general violence led to the closure of schools and
makes it dangerous for girls to go to school. The fear of attacks on (educational) institutions
and insecurity in various areas also where insecurity is high grow families a reluctance to send
girls to school.

Supporting Evidence: According to the AGES (the Ansari Group for Education in
Schools) 5th NWE (the national welfare evaluation) a survey showed that in Nangarhar
Province, schools have been closed without warning due to security threats causing over 30%
of girls not be able to attend. Parents cite concern over violence and insecurity as prominent
factors inhibiting them from sending their daughters to school, resulting in increased dropout
rates.

Impact: The ongoing violence makes schooling unsafe, deterring families from
supporting girls' education. Moreover, the threat of attacks creates psychological stress on
students and teachers that exacerbates the decline in the quality and accessibility of education
for girls.

Example Quote:

“There have been attacks close to our school, and now it’s too dangerous for our girls
to go. We have to protect them at home.” Interview with a parent in Nangarhar Province.
4.2.2 Institutional Barriers within the Education System

Lack of Female Teachers

The lack of female teachers is a major obstacle to girls’ education. In many
conservative regions, families refuse to send their daughters to schools with male teachers, for
cultural and religious reasons. The lack of educational facilities not only reduces access to
education but also ends up widening the gender gap in education.

Supporting Evidence: 20 percent primary school teachers in Laghman Province are
women, 80 percent are men. According to teachers and school administrators, the shortage of
female educators results in lower enrollment and retention rates of female students.

Impact: The lack of female teachers limits the number of schools options available to

girls in rural areas, where cultural norms are more rigidly adhered to. They also teach and
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inspire females and create a safe space for a girl to learn. Young learners need care and
guidance to succeed; without it, attendance suffers, and so do educational results.

Example Quote:

“Parents do not want to allow their daughters to sit in classrooms where the teachers
are male. If teachers are not female, the chances for girls to get educated is very limited.”
Interview with the school administrator in Laghman Province.

4.2.3 Inadequate Educational Infrastructure

By 2020 most schools in Afghanistan doesn't have proper infrastructure in schools to
ensure better education and secure environment for girls to study. Unavailability of gender
segregated classrooms, inadequate facilities and lack of learning materials make girls more
insecure and less inclined to be enrolled in school or stay in school. The dismal condition of
the educational infrastructure is emblematic of broader systemic neglect and underfunding of
girls’ education.

Supporting Evidence: Surveys show that 65% of schools in Nuristan Province do not
have basic facilities, with girls needing access to clean water and functioning flush toilets to
feel comfortable and safe. Teachers and students say the lack of gender-segregated classrooms
results in uncomfortable and unsafe learning environments and discourages girls from going
to school altogether.

Impact: The lack of gender-segregated classrooms and basic needs such as potable
water or functioning latrines fosters an unwelcoming and frequently dangerous atmosphere in
school that deters families from sending their daughters to school. Furthermore, inadequate
study material and poor facilities are obstacles to the educational experience; they undermine
the teaching and learning processes.

Example Quote:

“There are no separate classrooms for girls in our school, and the facilities are very
poor. It’s hard to have our daughters learning in a safe and conducive environment.” Teacher
in Nuriatan Province, interview
4.2.4 Economic Constraints

Poverty and Resource Allocation

One of the main barriers to education for girls is financial hardship. Educational
resources in low-income households are often diverted to boys’ education due to the higher
investment in return. Moreover, when families need to make ends meet, they may opt for short-
term economic benefits rather than long-term educational investment; this results in girls

having higher drop-out and lower enrollment rates.
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Supporting Evidence: Families with limited resources in Kunar Province are 2.5 times
more likely to prioritize the education of a son than a daughter. Parents' interviews show that
financial hardships frequently the main cause of pulling girls out of education, though they also
know that education can be beneficial.

Impact: In families with scarce resources, boys are given preference over girls in
educational investment, leading to far lower levels of enrollment for girls. The cost of education
including school fees, uniforms and transport can be prohibitive for very poor families, who
ask girls to leave school to reduce the financial burden.

Example Quote:

“We can’t send both our sons and daughters to school. It’s easier to invest in our sons’
education, because they will help us earn living.” Interview with a parent quoted in Kunar
Province.

4.2.5 Community and Family Dynamics

Parental Attitudes

Cultural and socio-political aspects play a vital role in shaping parents' view about girls'
schooling. Many parents feel a girl’s primary duty is to aid in the home and that education isn’t
essential to fulfill that role. This paradigm drastically increases the chance that girls will not be
enrolled and retained in primary schooling.

Supporting Evidence: collected data confirms the prevalent sentiments that household
skills are more crucial determinants of girls than school or any area of study. To varying
degrees, parental hesitations are buttressed by extended family members and community
leaders who maintain traditional gender roles.

Impact: Parents may decide not to send their girls to school. Parents and extended
family members promoting traditional gender roles further perpetuate societal norms that not
only diminish the importance of female education but also make it challenging for girls to
pursue academic goals.

Example Quote:

“We think our daughters should not study academic subjects but should learn household
skills. Their place is home, not at school.” Interview with a parent in Nuristan Province.

Community Support and Resistance

The wider community is either an enabler of access or a barrier to it when it comes to
girls’ education. Girls are more likely to go to school when there’s community-wide support
for gender inequality in education. In these communities, even strong individual family support

is often not enough to motivate girls to attend school, if traditional beliefs are pervasive.
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Supporting Evidence: In Laghman Province, whole communities with active support
for girls' education have 20 percent higher enrollment than in communities with active
resistance. In some provinces, high-profile education advocates outside of traditionally
feminized domains face backlash from conservative critics, a phenomenon that renders any
sustained push for girls’ education in a location a challenging, stifled endeavor.

Impact: despite the challenges presented by these prejudices, it is important to note that
the families of girls in these communities often show support for their education; however,
entrenched traditional beliefs often mobilize community resistance that can counteract the
efforts made by the supportive families and impede girls' education programs as a whole. This
is an article about the challenges some NGOs face to promote girls education when education
is resisted in the community.

Example Quote:

“In our village, people think it’s a waste of resources to educate girls. It is difficult to
change these minds, even if some families wish to send their daughters to school.” — Interview
with community leader in Laghman Province.

4.2.6 Analysis and Insights

Intersectionality of Barriers

The convergence of gender-specific obstacles and socio-political dynamics forms a
daunting backdrop for girls seeking primary education in Afghanistan. For example, while the
Taliban’s control of Afghanistan is stifling many of the social changes that have created
barriers to girls’ education, political volatility is only one factor shaping the cultural norms
around education for boys and girls. This has a compounding effect making it exponentially
more difficult for the girls to access and remain in school.

In conservative districts such as Laghman, for example, strict cultural norms that dictate
gender roles and Taliban-imposed bans on education for girls have led to abysmally low
enrollment rates for girls, and for some schools, total closures for female students.

Because these barriers are interwoven, it is clear that interventions addressing only one
component (for example female teachers) may have limited impact if cultural, economic, or
political factors are not addressed. These interlocking barriers are critical to addressing in
developing our solutions because they also need to be addressed in order to disrupt the status
quo.

4.2.7 Impact of Taliban Policies on Gender Norms
The Taliban’s re-emergence not only restored restrictive education policies, but also

entrenched traditional gender norms that tend to devalue the very education of girls and
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women. This Double Impact Counteracts the Past Efforts of the NGOs and the Government
for Equal Access to Education The Taliban's broader ideology often seeps into societal norms
and expectations as well, reinforcing gender inequalities that go beyond formal educational
restrictions.

Example: Taliban policies discourage community support for girls' education with
narratives that either education for women is incompatible with their religious / cultural values
or with the idea that those targeting girls' education are simply trying to uproot a religious /
cultural way of living (leading to increased stigma and reduced community support for
educational work)

Additionally, the Taliban’s strict enforcement of their policies results in an atmosphere
where even individuals who want to pursue education for their daughters are severely punished,
facing threats of violence and social exclusion. Fuelled by mistrust and repression, this climate
hinders the advancement of gender equality linked to education and discourages community
members from endorsing new girls' educational initiatives.

4.2.8 Role of Economic Hardship

Gender-based and socio-political barriers compound the effects of economic hardship.
Poor households have to squeeze money for education of various children and make hard
choices, which generally make son education in domestic homes earlier than daughter
education. Socio-political instability exacerbates this economic pressure, as livelihoods are
shattered and the notion of every able-bodied family member is expected to contribute to the
economy, a contributing factor which never favors women.

Example: families in provinces such as Nuristan rely on farming for their livelihoods,
and when they cannot afford hired hands, it translates into the withdrawal of their daughters
from school to help on the farms, triggering vicious cycles of poverty while also hindering
girls’ educational opportunities.

Since there are no economic incentives scholarships or stipends for girls, for instance
families with limited means tend to prioritize the education of their sons over their daughters.
Such economic outlook has its own repercussions that drives a cycle of poverty and gender
disparities, as lack of educated women diminish their contributions to the house economy and
overall socio-economic growth.

4.2.9 Community Resistance and Support Dynamics

Community attitudes are significant in promoting or hindering girls' education. In the

communities where deep-rooted beliefs to traditional gender roles are resistant to being

changed, even supportive families find it difficult to be sending their girls to school. In contrast,
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in communities where the positive aspects of girls' education are increasingly understood,
there is greater collective support resulting in higher enrollments and retention.

Example: In some urban areas like Nuristan where awareness campaigns and local
leaders’ advocacy have heightened support for girls' education, enrollment rates improved even
if they're challenged nationally.

NGOs work with overcoming community resistance that is entrenched. So successful
interventions often incorporate localized community engagement strategies in which the local
leaders and stakeholders work together as advocates in those supportive communities. In
communities resistant to this change though, combatting truly age-old ties to tradition will need
sustained and culturally-informed outreach to showcase the dividends the return of girls'
education will reap for the wider community.

4.2.10 Institutional Responses and Failures

Across the board, responses from institutions to these overlapping obstacles have
fallen short in many ways. A shortage of female teachers and inadequate school infrastructure
lead to situations in which even families eager for their daughters to attend school cannot send
them. Given political disruptions, inconsistent education policies hinder effective educational
programming and progress in girls' education.

Example: in places such as Kunar Province, schools are failing to hire female teachers,
causing a steep fall-off in enrollment and retention rates for boys and girls, as families refuse
to send their daughters to schools that have no female instructor.

Due to the continued political chaos, NGOs as well as governmental organizations have
been unable to carry on with the same rhythm of education as before. Because policy changes
frequently, the enforcement of educational standards comes and goes, putting the ball in the
court of education systems hoping to execute an effective plan. In addition, structural
inefficiencies, for instance, bureaucratic delays and the disorganized efforts of education
authorities, hamper the timely provision of educational services to girls.

4.2.11 Need for Comprehensive Interventions

This intertwining of threats or obstacles that promote gender equity with socio-political
realities calls for multi-faceted approaches that go beyond piecemeal interventions. This
requires stable and sympathetic policy environments you can read more about how resilient
girls' education policies can be to political changes. Activism through community engagement
must also target cultural norms, so that resistance to girls' education declines, using advocacy

as a tool to galvanize both men and women.
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4.2.12 Conclusion

Findings associated with Research Question 1 highlight the complex and multi-layered
barriers facing girls in Afghanistan regarding access to primary education. Conglomerating
barriers of political stubbornness and Taliban philosophy, cultural and socioeconomic matters
work as the ground upon which the foundation of girls’ educational opportunities is built.
Structural weaknesses in the education system, economic limitations and community
dynamics also contribute to the gender imbalance in education.

For effective tackling of these barriers, a comprehensive and consolidated approach is
required. This comprises policy reforms that ensure girls have access to safe and effective
education, community engagement to change cultural norms, economic support to lower the
costs of education, and institutional enhancements to create schools that are safe, welcoming
places to learn. This analysis can guide stakeholders to develop targeted initiatives that enhance
access to primary education for all Afghan children, contributing to socio-economic

development and stability in the region.

4.3 FINDINGS RELATED TO RESEARCH QUESTION 2

What are the key factors that drive gender discrimination in primary education in
Afghanistan, and how do they differ across regions and between urban and rural areas?
4.3.1 Findings Related to Research Question 2

This section discusses the main causes of gender inequality in primary education in
Afghanistan, noting the regional differences and urban/rural dichotomy that exists. The study
highlights key determinants of gender discrimination in education through multi-dimensional
analyses of quantitative data from statistics of educational governance and qualitative insights
from interviews, focus group discussions and field observations. These can be cultural and
social factors, economic challenges, infrastructure problems, political and security concerns.

The analysis also shows how these factors are different in urban and rural areas and across

provinces.
Table 4.2
Themes Sub-Themes Patterns Codes
Cultural and Gender Roles Traditional Traditional roles,
Societal Norms and Expectations gender roles, societal gender expectations, societal

expectations for girlsand norms

boys
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Social Stigma

and Honor
Economic Financial
Constraints Prioritization
Opportunity
Costs
Infrastructural Lack of
Deficiencies Facilities
Accessibility
and Transportation
Political and Education
Policy Influences Policies
Government
Support and
Investment

Security Issues Conflict and

Violence

Stigmatization of
educated girls, family
honor tied to daughters'
behavior

Allocation of
limited resources
favoring boys' education
over girls' education

Girls' education
perceived as less

economically beneficial

Inadequate
school infrastructure,
absence of  gender-

segregated classrooms
Limited access to
schools in rural areas,
unsafe transportation
options for girls
Fluctuating and
restrictive education

policies under different

administrations
Insufficient
government investment
in girls'  education
initiatives
Impact of
ongoing conflict on

school operations and

safety for girls
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Social stigma, family

honor, reputational concerns

Resource allocation,

financial prioritization,
economic disparity
Opportunity costs,
perceived economic benefits,
investment priorities
Poor  infrastructure,
lack of segregated facilities,
inadequate resources
Accessibility  issues,
transportation barriers, rural
school locations
Policy  fluctuations,
restrictive

regulations,

political instability

Lack of investment,
government support  gaps,

funding disparities

Conflict-induced
disruptions, safety concerns,

violence threats



Taliban Taliban-imposed Taliban bans,
Influence restrictions on  girls' regulatory restrictions,
education ideological enforcement
Community Parental Parents' Parental  reluctance,
and Family Dynamics = Attitudes reluctance to send girls family influence, extended
to school, influenced by family dynamics
extended family
Community Varying levels of Community support,
Support and community support for resistance to  education,
Resistance girls' education across regional differences

regions

4.4 Detailed Analysis of Themes
4.4.1 Cultural and Societal Norms

Gender Roles and Expectations

The educational opportunities for girls are influenced by the cultural and societal
norms of Afghanistan. Traditional roles also enforce that girls should tend to the home,
whereas boys go on to pursue education and work. This duality breeds a culture of recognition
where education for girls is despised to boys.

Supporting Evidence: In provinces such as Nuristan and Kunar, interviews with parents
show a strong belief that boys will bring economic contribution to the family while girls mainly
have to manage the affairs of the house. Data supports this, indicating that girls are consistently
less likely than boys to be enrolled in these regions, where the rural gap can reach as high as
30%.

Impact: Although this affects education enrollment significantly across the board, it is
even more pronounced in rural areas with stronger adherence to cultural norms, meaning more
and more girls drop out of school. Families invest in boys’ education because it is seen to offer
better economic returns and social status, restricting girls’ access to education, and maintaining
gender inequality.

Example Quote:

“Our sons are expected to provide for us in the future, so we invest in their education.”

The daughters are to take care of the home.” Interview with a parent in Nuristan Province.
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Social Stigma and Honor

The social stigma associated with educated girls further exacerbates gender
discrimination in education. In many communities, the education of girls is linked to family
honor, and educated girls may be stigmatized or seen as a threat to traditional values.

Supporting Evidence: Surveys in Nuristan and Kunar provinces indicate that over 50%
of community leaders view educated girls as potentially bringing dishonor to their families.
Qualitative interviews highlight instances where families discourage or even prohibit girls from
continuing their education to avoid social stigma.

Impact: The fear of social stigma and the desire to preserve family honor discourage
families from supporting girls' education. This societal pressure leads to higher dropout rates
and lower overall educational attainment among girls, reinforcing gender-based disparities in
education.

Example Quote:

“Educating our daughters is seen as inviting trouble. It brings unwanted attention and
could damage our family’s reputation.” — Interview with a community leader in Kunar
Province.

4.4.2 Economic Constraints

Financial Prioritization

The primordial cause for gender discrimination in education is economic restraint. In
some Afghan families, scarce financial resources are frequently prioritized for boys' education,
out of the view that boys will provide greater economic benefit in the long run.

Supporting Evidence: In Laghman and Nuristan provinces, families with limited
purchasing power are 2.5 times more likely to spend on sons’ education than girls. Parents are
said to prefer boys because they think boys will add much more to the income of the family.

Impact: the unequal enrollment and drop-out rates between boys and girls due to the
financial prioritization of males Economic challenges lead families to make difficult decisions,
often at the cost of access to girls to education, consequently limiting their future engagement
in the economy and reinforcing gender inequities.

Example Quote:

“We can’t afford to send our daughters and sons to school. “It is better to invest in our
sons’ education because they will help us earn a living.” Interview with a parent in Laghman

Province.
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Opportunity Costs

Further, beyond direct financial constraints, opportunity costs are also perceived in
girls' education. As a result, families often prioritize boys' education over girls', as boys are
seen as more economically useful in the short-term for work in the home and extended family
not to mention the preconceived idea that women should play a domestic role.

Supporting Evidence: In isolated areas of Nangarhar and Kunar provinces, parents of
girls state that educating girls is considered less important than educating boys, as girls are
expected to help their families with housework and childcare instead of becoming part of the
workforce.

The fact that families (and people in general, in fact) believe that the economic benefits
of girls' education are lower, keeps families from investing in girls' education. This ideology
plays into lower enrollment and greater dropout rates, which in turn help sustain and
exacerbate gender gaps in educational qualifications.

Example Quote:

“They need us at home to help clean the house. Their education won’t make money the
way our sons’ education will.” — Interview with a parent in Nangarhar Province.

4.4.3 Infrastructural Deficiencies

Lack of Facilities

One of the major barriers to girls’ education is lack of educational infrastructure. In
most school emails today, there are no basic facilities which include clean water, functional
toilets, and safe gender-segregated classrooms required for girls to have a healthy learning
environment.

Supporting Evidence: Surveys from Nuristan and Laghman provinces show that 65%
of schools do not have access to clean water and 70% do not have access to separate restrooms
for girls. Also, 55% of the rural schools do not have gender-separated classes, so girls cannot
attend schools peacefully and safely, he added.

Impact: There are no basic facilities and there are no gender-segregated spaces at
schools. Therefore families do not send their daughters to school due to persisting perception
of unhygienic and unsafe environment. The lack of infrastructure leads to fewer girls attending
school and a higher dropout rate, especially in rural areas with limited resources.

Example Quote:

“We don’t have separate classrooms for girls in our school, and the facilities are
extremely poor. It’s not easy to make our girls have a safe environment to make them learn.”

— Interview with a teacher in Laghman Province
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Accessibility and Transportation

Girls, particularly in rural areas, face a major obstacle to access to schools. In many
rural communities, school is far and transportation is unsafe or nonexistent, making it
impossible for girls to go to school regularly.

Supporting Evidence: Close to 2 in 5 girls in provinces such as Nangarhar and Kunar
say that distance to the nearest school is a significant barrier. Transportation safety is another
issue; many families are reluctant to let their daughters traverse long distances on their own or
unsupervised.

Impact. Girls are less likely to attend school due to limited access, and unsafe modes
of transportation, especially in remote and rural areas. This topographical divide contributes to
educational imbalances between urban and rural regions and especially affects rural girls who
are hindered from accessing education.

Example Quote:

“The closest school for girls is ten kilometers away and the road is dangerous. We
cannot send our daughters to school out of fear for their safety.” — Interview with a parent in
Kunar Province.

4.4.4 Political and Policy Influences

Education Policies

Fluctuating education policies and political instability are highly influential on gender
discrimination in education. Governments change and policies can become restrictive,
impacting girls' access to education.

Supporting Evidence: Girls' enrollment in Afghanistan has shown a sharp decline since
the Taliban’s return to power in 2021 as new restrictions on female education were imposed.
Education is highly politicized and policy shifts have snuffed out many girls' schools and
imposed tight gender segregation on education.

Impact: Repressive education policies foster a climate of uncertainty and fear that
discourages households from sending their daughters to school. Even though NGOs and the
government are trying to stress girls' education, inconsistent policies have undermined effective
access to education which has resulted in lower enrollment and retention rates of girls.

Example Quote:

“They closed all girls’ schools after the Taliban took over. There are no female teachers
available and many families are too scared to send their daughters to any educational

institution’.” Interview with an educator from Nangarhar Province.
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Government Support and Investment

A lack of government investment in girls' education only serves to perpetuate gender
discrimination. However, with limited funding for education programs, girls face a shortage of
quality due to infrastructure and teacher training restrictions.

Supporting Evidence: 30% of educational funding goes towards programs encouraging
girls’ education. In provinces such as Laghman and Nuristan, such initiatives for girls'
education receive little or no support from the government, leaving the onus on NGOs to take
action.

Impact: This hampers initiatives in government to implement proper educational
programs for girls. Schools, without funding, cannot improve their infrastructure, hire female
teachers, or provide the necessary resources to educate girls; thus creating a vicious cycle of
gender gap in access to quality education.

Example Quote:

“The government does not value girls’ education. We rely on foreign assistance to
maintain our girls' schools.” Interview with a representative of an NGO in Laghman Province.
4.4.5 Security Issues

Conflict and Violence

The continued conflict and violence in Afghanistan provide countless barriers to girls’
education. The instability creates an operational disruption of the school, unsafe schools, and
community displacement, which hinders girls from going to school regularly.

Supporting Evidence: Violence and insecurity have led to 50% of schools in conflict-
affected provinces such as Kunar and Nangarhar to shut down. According to reports, there has
been an increase in attacks on educational institutions specifically targeting girls' schools.

Impact: Conflict and violence create repeated disruptions and irregular school
attendance; girls have particularly high dropout rates. The unsafe conditions frighten families
away from sending their daughters to school and reinforce deep gender disparities in education.

Example Quote:

“There are attacks near our school, and now it is too dangerous for our girls to get here.
We have to protect them at home.” Parent interview in Nangarhar Province.

Taliban Influence

The Taliban's draconian upholding of their ideology limits girls’ educational
opportunities. These policies include forcing girls out of school after a certain age and severely

restricting gender mixing in schools.
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Supporting Evidence: Since the Taliban seized power, media coverage includes many
reports of wide-ranging restrictions placed on girls' education by the regime, with the shutting
down of secondary schools for girls and the requirement to separate the sexes in mixed-sex
institutions.

Impact. Gender-specific barriers to education imposed by Taliban-related policies have
detrimental effects on girls' enrollment and retention in school, ultimately resulting in
education being inaccessible to many girls and women. The environment created by these
oppressive policies systematically restricts girls from benefitting from educational
opportunities and is consequently one of the long-term contributors to gender discrimination.

Example Quote:

“Girls’ education has been severely restricted by the Taliban. Lots of girls have now
left school and they have no chance of continuing to study.” Interview with an NGO
representative in Nangarhar.

4.4.6 Community and Family Dynamics

Parental Attitudes

There are other variables in the education of girls, such as parents' attitudes. In many
Afghan families, daughters are forbidden from attending school, as the country's cultural
beliefs and socio-political realities collide to prevent them from getting an education.

Supporting Evidence: Surveys in Nuristan and Kunar provinces show that 70% of
parents think that household skills are more valuable to girls than academic subjects. The reality
Interview-Parents often prioritize sons’ education, believing it is more beneficial for the family
to be economically stable.

Impact: If parents are hesitant to prioritize their girls' education, enrollment rates will
be lower and these girls tend to drop out more. This thinking is normalized by extended family
members and community leaders who are also steeped in traditional gender roles, making it
hard for any one family to support girls’ education.

Example Quote:

“We think our daughters should be taught household skills, not academic subjects.
“They belong at home, not in school.” — Interview with a parent in Kunar Province
4.4.7 Community Support and Resistance

Data shows wide disparities in support for girls among communities, impacting girls'
access to education. However, in some areas there is strong resistance to girls' education, whilst

in others there is increased support for gender equality in education.
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Supporting Evidence: In the Nuristan Province, girls' enrollment in communities with
high girl supporters is 20% higher than those with high resistance. On the other hand, in
provinces such as Nuristan and Kunar deeply established traditional beliefs lead to a strong
resistance within the community to education programmers for girls.

Impact: Surrounding girls with community support encourages them to enroll in and
stay in school, boosting education. And, where resistance is high, are often unable to send their
daughters to school, where whole gender disparity initiatives face a lack of overall progress.

Example Quote:

“In our village, some people believe that educating girls is a waste of resources. This
will not change these minds, even if some families want to send their daughter to school.”
Interview with a community leader in Nuristan Province.

4.4.8 Analysis and Insights

Intersectionality of Factors

The gender gap, however, is not only a consequence of cultural and structural barriers;
economic, political, infrastructural, and security factors add complexity to understand the
barriers driving gender discrimination in primary education. Such factors do not act in a
vacuum but intersect to create conditions that amplify gender imbalances and make them
difficult to tackle via stand-alone initiatives.

For example, in Kunar Province, societal norms surrounding the value of boys’
education lead families to perceive their financial capabilities as insufficient to allocate
resources to both sons and daughters, when only sons are really an option under these
conditions. The continuing war and Taliban influence further limit girls' education, leading to
enrollment and dropout rates that are extremely low.

Regional and Urban-Rural Variations

Similar to many other social issues, the drivers of gender bias in education vary from
region to region and between urban and rural settings. Thus, traditional cultural norms and
economic constraints are more prevalent in rural areas, while infrastructural problems and
community social support are more variable in urban settings.

For instance, urban centers such as Kabul, where there is increased awareness and
advocacy, have recorded higher support for girls' education, with improved enrolment rates

despite national challenges overall.
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Policy and Institutional Responses

Policy and institutional responses must consider regional and urban-rural variations in
the drivers of gender discrimination. In order to attain gender equality in education, it is
important to implement interventions that improve individual regional challenges.

Example: In provinces where the Taliban is entrenched, policies prioritizing the safety
and accessibility of girls’ schools are imperative. Alternatively, in areas where economic
limitations are the key obstacle, investing in financial aid instruments (for example,
scholarships, girls' education subsidies, etc.) can prove to be promising strategies.

Need for Multi-Faceted Interventions

Gender discrimination against young girls in Afghanistan's primary education system
can be combated through various forms of interventions working together to alleviate cultural,
economic, infrastructure, political, and security-oriented barriers at once. Sustainable change
requires collaboration between government agencies, NGOs, community leaders, and
international organizations.

4.4.9 Recommendations:

e Social and Cultural Change: Develop community initiatives that challenge and
transform the traditional role of women, educating both men and women as
champions of this agenda.

e Economic Support: To ease the financial load of girls’ education, it is also
necessary to provide financial incentives, scholarships and subsidies to
families.

e Infrastructure Development: Construction of Gender-based Classrooms, Safe
Transportation of Transport, and Preparation of Needs.

e Insistence on Policy Stability: Try to have policies to be consistent and
supportive of girls to ensure no political changes prevent them from going to
school.

e Improved Security: Protect educational institutions using security measures and
conflict resolution initiatives.

e Recruiting Female Teachers: Targeted initiatives can be launched to recruit and
retain female teachers, especially in the conservative and rural parts of the
country.

e Regional Focus: Make programs and services regionally focused (both urban-
rural).

Recommendations for Gender Discriminatory Practices in Primary Education in

Afghanistan To promote equitable access to education for all girls in Afghanistan and
therefore contribute to long-term socio-economic development and gender equality, it is vital
that stakeholders ameliorate the key drivers of gender discrimination in primary education by

the adoption of comprehensive and region-specific strategies.
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4.4.10 Conclusion

Findings for Research Question 2 underscore the complex and regionally varying
elements that drive the discrimination of girls in primary education in Afghanistan. In totality,
there are cultural/societal norms, financial constraints, infrastructural gaps, political influences,
and, security issues that impinge on the education of girls. This calls for a differentiated,
comprehensive approach, as these factors behave differently from one geographic area to the
next and between urban and rural environments. Overcoming these challenges requires an
approach that includes policy changes, durative solidarity, structural series of economy, social
involvement, logistic and safety amendments to attain gender-oriented learning for developing

the socio-economy of the nation.

4.5 Findings Related to Research Question 3

Research Question 3: How do cultural and societal norms play a role in restricting or
supporting equitable opportunities to primary education for Afghan girls?

This section focuses on how cultural and societal norms can hinder or support the
provision of equitable access to primary education for Afghan girls. Based on statistical data
of education data and qualitative interviews, focus group discussions, and field observations,
the study presents several themes that capture the impact of cultural and social norms. These
include traditional gender roles, family honor and reputation, community expectations,
religious interpretations, and societal perceptions of women’s education. The findings show a
paradox where enduring cultural traditions work against greater access to schooling for girls,

but that emerging social norms are increasingly becoming supportive of gender parity in

education.
Table 4.3

Themes Sub-Themes Patterns Codes
Traditional Domestic Expectation for Household duties,
Gender Roles Responsibilities girls to manage household family prioritization, gender-

duties, prioritize family specific roles

over education

Male Male decision- Male authority,
Dominance making in educational decision-making bias, son

matters, preference for

sons' education
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Family Protecting
Honor and Family Honor
Reputation
Social Stigma
Community Societal
Expectations Approval
Role Models
Religious Conservative
Interpretations Religious Views
Progressive
Religious Views
Societal Economic
Perceptions of Empowerment

Women's Education

Fear of diminished

family  honor through

educated  girls,  strict
behavioral expectations for
girls

Stigmatization  of
educated girls, associating
education with potential
moral decline

Pressure to conform

to  community  norms
regarding gender and
education

Influence of
community leaders and

successful educated women

in promoting girls'
education

Interpretation  of
religious texts that

prioritize male education
and traditional female roles
Emerging religious

interpretations that support

women's education and
gender equality
Recognition of

education as a pathway to
economic  independence
and societal contribution

for women
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Family honor,

reputational concerns,

behavioral restrictions

Social stigma, negative

perceptions, reputational
damage

Societal pressure,
conformity expectations,

community norms

Community leadership,

positive role models, advocacy

Religious
conservatism, scriptural
interpretations, gender-specific

religious roles

Religious
progressivism, supportive
interpretations, gender-

inclusive religious teachings

Economic benefits,
empowerment, societal
contribution



Social Education viewed Social advancement,
Mobility as a means for improving poverty alleviation,
social status and breaking educational mobility

cycles of poverty

4.6 Detailed Analysis of Themes
4.6.1 Traditional Gender Roles

Domestic Responsibilities

In many cases, Afghan cultural norms require girls to have domestic duties and not
focus on their education. Girls are expected from an early age to take care of housework, tend
to others, and help family members, and the demands of house work often leave little time or
desire to pursue education. The traditional assignment of roles severely limits access to
schooling for girls, whose primary duties are to the home rather than the classroom.

Supporting Evidence: In the rural provinces of Nuristan and Kunar, parents are
interviewed and convey that girls are forced to help around the house and take care of others
from a young age. Quantitative studies indicates that in these societies girls are spending an
average of 20 hours per week doing household chores versus 5 hours for boys, which cuts
down their availability to schooling.

Impact: The overwhelming responsibilities at home affect the school attendance and
dropout rates of girls. Additionally, girls are expected to take on household responsibilities,
which further devalues education in terms of its utilitarian benefits.

Example Quote:

“Our daughters must help at home in taking care of the house and younger brothers
and sisters. “They don’t have time to go to school.” Interview with parent in Nuristan Province.

Male Dominance

Patriarchal authority in family decision-making exacerbates the inequalities in
education based on gender. In many Afghan households, educational decisions are made by
men, and sons’ education is often prioritized over daughters’. Due to this patriarchal structure,
though, girls have less opportunity to receive education, as their educational objectives and
hopes are prioritized for their brothers.

Supporting Evidence: Surveys show that in provinces such as Laghman and Nuristan,
65% of families will choose to prioritize boys' education when faced with limited educational

resources. Interviews conducted with male family members highlight the choice to invest in

65



the education of sons more so than daughters, as there is a pervasive belief that males will
contribute more meaningfully to the economic stability of the family unit.

Impact: The prioritization of boys' education through male dominance means girls are
far less likely to be enrolled. This gender bias not only limits girls' educational access but also
reinforces economic and social inequalities in the community.

Example Quote:

“We put more money into our sons’ education because they will support us. “The
daughters are supposed to stay at home and help the family. Interview with a father, Nuristan
Province.

4.6.2 Family Honor and Reputation

Protecting Family Honor

In Afghan society, honor is invested in family members and their behavior, especially
daughters. In these cultures, girls who are educated are seen as a 'matter of pride' for the family
and community. This causes a generalized fear that educated girls would engage in activities
perceived to be 'indecent' and bring dishonor to the family. As a result, families limit girls'
education, fearing that providing them with education tarnishes their honor.

Supporting Evidence: In provinces like Kunar and Nangarhar, 70 percent of parents
worry that girls with an education may begin to behave in ways they see as contrary to cultural
norms, like speaking with unrelated males or defying social expectations. This fear and hence
reluctance to send daughters, especially in co-educational institutions.

Impact: Family honor is crucial and leads to obstacles for girls' education. Restricting
girls from going to school or promoting early marriage are means to control girls, which limits
their educational and personal growth.

Example Quote:

“Girls who have studied may not follow our ways.” We are afraid their behavior will
bring shame to our family.” Interview with a parent in Nangarhar Province.

Social Stigma

Social stigma related to educating girls also disincentives families from supporting
their daughters' education. Educated girls are frequently characterized as wayward or loose,
and this can result in social ostracism and ruined reputations for both girls and their families.
The issue is even worse for girls, as a stigma that attaches to girls pursuing education makes
families reconsider investment in the schooling of girls.

Supporting Evidence: In Kunar and Laghman provinces, for instance, studies have

shown that educated girls are sometimes treated with suspicion, as education is often linked
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locally with Westernization and a movement away from traditional Afghan values. Qualitative
interviews show examples of families receiving backlash for sending their daughters to school,
including social exclusion, reputation damage.

Impact: This fear prevents families from supporting girls' education, resulting in lower
enrollment and higher dropout rates. Criticism of educated girls strengthens the social
construction around women's education as one that is lacking or even dangerous, just another
form of denied knowledge that perpetuates gender roles and patriarchy.

Example Quote:

“If our daughters go to school, they may think we are leaving our traditions. It invites
unwanted scrutiny and criticism.” Interview with a Kunar Province community leader.

4.6.3 Community Expectations

Societal Approval

In this context, community expectations influence attitudes on girls’ education. When
societal attitudes toward educating girls are overwhelmingly positive, families are more likely
to educate daughters. Note: On the other side, in communities with strict traditional gender
roles, strict pressure to comply with the norms limiting girls' education.

Supporting Evidence: Urban centers such as Laghman and Nangarhar boast community
leaders and local organizations who actively promote girls' education, leading to increased
enrollment and supportive contexts. In these regions, girls’ primary school enrollment rates
are 60 per cent, while in more conservative rural areas they are 40 per cent according to data.

Impact: When society encourages girls' education, families are more likely to make
sacrifices to keep their daughters in school. When the community views this positively, it
results in greater enrollment and retention rates as well as gender equality in education.

Example Quote:

“Our community knows how important girls’ education is for society’s future. We
work hard to support families to send their daughters to school.” Interview of a community
leader in Nangarhar.

Role Models

Educated women role models in the community help to shape attitudes towards girls’
education. These successful educated women challenge the norm and are examples of how
educated women can be and how beneficial an education for girls can be. Their success
motivates families and communities to promote the pursuit of education for girls.

Supporting Evidence: In provinces such as Nangarhar and Kunar, the introduction of

educated women as role models has helped change community perceptions. Interviews with
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parents and students suggest that witnessing educated women in leadership positions helps
them appreciate the importance of education for girls.

Impact: Real challenge: Make sure not only to present a positive perspective, but to
remain real, (and backed up with data if need be). The impact of their advocacy leads to a
cultural change that values girls' education and provides societal support that can support girls'
educational access and reduce education-based gender discrimination.

Example Quote:

“Watching educated women succeed in our community has revealed to us that girls’
education is an asset, beneficial to all.” Interview with an educated woman in Nangarhar
Province
4.6.4 Religious Interpretations

Conservative Religious Views

Cultural expectations and societal norms regarding girls' education are deeply
influenced by religious interpretations. In many conservative communities, religious teachings
are interpreted in a way that prioritizes male education and reinforces traditional gender roles,
restricting educational opportunities for girls.

Supporting Evidence: In some provinces such as Laghman and Kunar, mullahs play a
prominent role in everyday life by pushing their interpretation of Islamic teachings, putting
women in houses at all times, and discouraging education beyond reading and writing.”
Interviews with religious scholars reveal that some interpretations see that women’s
overarching duty to be mothers

Impact: Traditional gender roles, rooted in conservative religious views, significantly
limit girls' access to education. By interpreting religious texts in this way, it normalizes the
notion that educating girls goes against religious and cultural beliefs and this mindset creates
a relative environment in which educating girls is considered incompatible with religion and
culture, thus solving the issue of gender inequality in education.

Example Quote:

“Islam encourages men and women to get an education and build a career, but the
women were supposed to prioritize their responsibilities at home. An over-education of girls
can cause them to neglect their family responsibilities.” Interview with a cleric in Kunar
Province.

Progressive Religious Views

On the other hand, there are novel readings of religious texts that promote women's

education and gender parity. Conservative religious leaders may bemoan a loss of traditional
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gender roles, but progressive religious leaders are breaking down barriers and advocating for
the education of girls as a form of empowerment for women that benefits a society as a whole
and rejects traditional norms.

Supporting evidence: In the more urbanized provinces of Laghman and Nangarhar,
there are some religious leaders who encourage interpretations of Islamic teachings that
support women’s education and participation in public life. Some leaders stress that education
is a basic human right for all Muslims regardless of gender.

Impact: While progressive views on religion have a positive impact on girls' education
by fostering an environment that is favorable towards female education, traditional
interpretations that subdue girls' education need to be revised. This change is fostering gender
equality in education, leading families and communities to invest more in girls’ education.

Example Quote:

Islamic teachings are in favor of educating both male and female. Teaching our
daughters is not just a right, but an obligation to keep our society prosperous.” Interview with
progressive religious leader from Kunar Province.

4.6.5 Societal Perceptions of Women's Education

Economic Empowerment

For women, the education is increasingly seen as a route to economic independence
and a way of contributing to society. In fact, educated women are considered an essential asset
to the household economy and are a key factor in socio-economic development within their
communities.

Supporting Evidence: Over 60% of respondents in the provinces of Nangarhar and
Laghman indicated that they have noted that educating girls leads to economic gains for
families and the community. Women are reporting that it was their education which allowed
them to gain employment and help support their families.

Impact: In addition, the utilitarian perception of education as an economic ladder leads
families to invest in the education of their daughters. Such a change ensures improved
enrollment and retention for girls, furthering gender equity and socio-economic development.

Example Quote:

“Educated women can help to keep their families afloat financially and contribute to
the community. They benefit everyone.” Interview with an educated woman in Laghman

Province.
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Social Mobility

Education is increasingly seen as a means of raising social status and escaping cycles
of poverty. Girls' education leads to better social mobility which ultimately means higher social
status and better socio-economics of their family.

Supporting Evidence: Data from urban sites such as Nangarhar and Kunar demonstrate
that girls who receive a full complement of primary education have a higher rate of enrolling
in secondary education and attaining higher positions in the workforce. With opportunity to
rise to a higher social status, many families are thus grateful for education to provide a better
future for their daughters, according to interviews.

Impact: It leads to increased enrollment and higher educational attainment as families
see education as an opportunity for upward mobility. This perception encourages higher gender
equality, as well as socio-economic development in the communities.

Example Quote:

“Through education our daughters have been able to go further in life and better
themselves. It’s an exit from poverty, and a route to a better future.” — Interview with parent
in Nangarhar Provence.

4.6.6 Analysis and Insights

Intersectionality of Cultural and Societal Norms

Cultural and societal factors do not exist in a vacuum; they interact with and are
influenced by economic, political, and religious variables, among others. Girls experience
these barriers and benefits interestingly creating a web of barriers and enablers that informs
their experience of education.

For example, the social context in Nuristan Province upholds traditional gender roles
that are amplified by conservative readings of religion and economic factors that prioritize
boys’ education. Because making an investment in a daughter’s education is often deemed
inadvisable both culturally and economically, girls’ enrollment rates are extremely low.

Thus, the interaction of these norms suggests that gender gaps in education can only be
addressed through a multi-dimensional approach that addresses the cultural and social factors
shaping educational access.

Evolving Societal Attitudes and Progress

Although deeply rooted cultural and societal practices deny girls an education, signs of
changing attitudes are emerging that favor gender equity. The rising advocacy of NGOs, anew
generation of progressive religious leaders, and the presence of female role models that are

being educated increase perceptions and the will to promote the education of girls.
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In Nangarhar, for instance, some advocacy campaigns led by local NGOs and backed
by progressive religious leaders successfully challenged traditional norms and secured
community support for girls' education. Consequently, there is an increase in the number of
girls attending and staying in primary school.

This illustrates how discrete event-type moments can help shift cultural/societal norms
and behaviors over time given proper intervention and, subsequently, positive examples.

Role of Education in Social Transformation

Educate girls to change the culture and break down the norm. In addition, empowered
women are more likely to represent local communities, fight for gender equality, and alter
social perceptions in order for women's education to become appreciated within society.

Train on Example: In Nangarhar Province, the increasing number of educated women
completing primary education, and taking on leadership positions in communities, advocating
for girls' education, and serving as role models for youth. With their participation, there has
been a higher acceptance and support for girls' education initiatives within the community.

This process foreshadows the importance of education not only on the basis of
individual empowerment but also on initiating family units and then- through a higher density
of education among the family cohorts- socio-economic change over a society towards a
genuinely gender-equal scapegoat.

4.6.7 Need for Culturally Sensitive and Inclusive Interventions

Interventions facing girls' education by accessing opportunities for girls need to be
culturally sensitive and inclusive so they address the various cultural/societal contexts around
diverse areas. Start by getting community leaders, religious scholars and families involved in
the advocacy process, which is key to overcoming resistance and creating a supportive
environment for girls.

For instance, in Laghman Province, successful education campaigns have worked with
a local mullah to promote the idea that education and Islam are not mutually exclusive. By
taking this approach, we have been able to alleviate resistance, and develop support within the
community for girls' education initiatives.

Approaches to girls who attend school should be inclusive, respectful of local cultural
and societal traditions, and devoted to gender equality.

Policy Implications and Recommendations

e Comprehensive policy measures that promote gender equality and support girls'
educational opportunities can be implemented to address the impact of cultural
and societal norms on girls' education. Policies should focus on:
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e Advocating for Gender-Sensitive Education Policies: Promoting policies that
are inclusive and prioritize equal access for girls and boys.

¢ Role of Community and Religious Leaders: Mobilizing niche community and
religious leaders to advocates for girls to support culture/society shaping to
build support systems for these girls to be educated

e To increase the economic support: give families financial incentives,
scholarships and subsidies to ease the cost of girls' education.

e Building Safe and Inclusive Learning Spaces: Upgrading education
infrastructure like safety, gender-segregated classrooms and washrooms to
promote attendance and retention of girls.

e Showcasing Role Models: Working to highlight the achievements of educated
women as role models to inspire girls to pursue education.

These policy measures are essential to overcoming the sociocultural and endemic

hindrances in girls' education and pave the way for a more equitable educational environment
within Afghanistan.
4.6.8 Conclusion

Results for Research Question 3 emphasize the deep influences of cultural and social
norms that limit or promote equitable opportunities for Afghan girls for primary education.
Arranged marriages, family reputation, societal pressure, and religious beliefs all contribute to
an educational system stacked against girls. Yet the ability for cultural and societal landscapes
to change in favor of gender equality in education can be evidenced through thriving role
models, positive interpretation of religious beliefs, and strategic advocacy efforts.

However, a universal intervention must take into consideration culturally effective
aspects and involve all members of society, to promote equitable educational opportunities for
Afghan girls. Together, they will help save the cases of inequity and gender discrimination and
work on creating positive attitudes towards girls' education, thus contributing to wider

aspirations of gender equality and socio-economic development in Afghanistan.

4.7 Findings Related to Research Question 4

Research Question 4: What is the effect of recent political developments on access to
primary education for girls in Afghanistan, particularly the resurgence of the Taliban?

This section looks closely at the impact that recent political developments have had on
access to primary education for girls in Afghanistan; in particular the re-emergence of the
Taliban. Drawing on quantitative educational statistics and qualitative data obtained through
interviews, focus group discussions, and field observations, the study reveals how similar
themes reflecting the changes wrought by political instability and Taliban policies have
transformed the educational landscape for Afghan girls. The results above illustrate the

complex set of challenges imposed by the Taliban’s form of governance with respect to
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information and communication access as mediated by restrictive education policies, security

conditions, institutional barriers, social resistance and the responses of international

organizations.
Table 4.4
Themes Sub-Themes
Taliban School
Policies on Girls' Closures and
Education Restrictions
Curriculum
Changes
Security Attacks  on
Concerns and Schools
Violence
General
Safety
Institutional Policy
and Policy Barriers ~ Fluctuations
Lack of

Female Teachers

Patterns

Banning of girls’
schools, mandatory gender
segregation, reduced
school hours

Modification  of
content to

Taliban’s

educational
align  with
interpretation of Islamic
law

Increased attacks
targeting girls’ schools,
threats against educators
and students

Heightened
insecurity  leading  to
school closures, fear of
violence

Inconsistent
enforcement of education
policies, abrupt changes in
educational regulations

Severe shortage of
female educators due to
Taliban restrictions,
reluctance to hire women

in public roles
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Codes
Education bans, gender

segregation, restricted access

Curriculum restrictions,
ideological  content, religious
compliance

School attacks, educator

threats, student safety

Insecurity, fear of violence,

intermittent schooling

Policy inconsistency,
regulatory  changes,  unstable
policies

Female teacher scarcity,
employment restrictions, gender

bias



Societal and

Resistance to

Strong opposition

Community resistance,

Community Change from conservative traditional reinforcement, societal
Responses communities, opposition
reinforcement of
traditional gender roles
Supportive Emergence of Community support,
Communities progressive communities grassroots advocacy, progressive
advocating  for  girls’ shifts
education, grassroots
movements supporting
education
International Aid Reduction or Aid  reduction, NGO
and NGO Responses =~ Withdrawal or cessation of international withdrawal, funding cuts
Reduction aid for girls’ education,
withdrawal of foreign
NGOs
Continued Efforts by Sustained support, adaptive
Support Efforts remaining  international = strategies, resilience in support

organizations to support initiatives
girls’ education under

restrictive conditions

4.8 Detailed Analysis of Themes
4.8.1 Taliban Policies on Girls' Education

School Closures and Restrictions

The Taliban’s resurgence in power has resulted in hard-liner policies that limited girls
from attending even primary school. The Taliban have closed hundreds of girls’ schools, most
notably in conservative provinces, and have enforced strict gender segregation in schools that
remain open. There are a handful of schools were the girls are even attending, but the learning
hours have been reduced drastically that the girls are capable of only ogling on educational
content and less social interaction.

Supporting Evidence: After the Taliban regained control in 2021, more than 70 percent

of girls’ primary schools in provinces like Kunar and Nurisatan were closed or repurposed. In
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provinces such as Nangarhar and Laghman, where segments of the population are subject to
strict policies mandating gender segregation, co-educational schools have been converted into
single-gender institutions with limited availability of resources.

Impact: The two-decade closure of girls’ schools has drastically decreased the rate of
enrollment and attendance for female students. Girls who used to attend school now may not
be able to or are compelled to learn in poor-quality, separated conditions. This limitation not
only undermines educational opportunities, but also continues to create gender disparities, as
girls miss out on the essential education required for their personal and vocational growth.

Example Quote:

“They closed all the girls’ schools after the Taliban took control. There are no female
teachers, and many families are too scared to send their daughters to any educational
institution.” — Interview with educator in Nangarhar Province.

Curriculum Changes

There are also has been changes to the curriculum, to ensure it reflects Taliban
interpretation of Islamic law and cultural values. Such changes usually include the abolition
of subjects that are considered to be incompatible with their ideology, as well as the
introduction of religious teachings that cement traditional gender roles.

Supporting Evidence: In Nuristan Province, girls’ primary school curriculums have
been altered to remove subjects like science and mathematics in favor of religious studies and
domestic skills training. Books have been edited to align with the Taliban’s ideological
positions, which include specific gender roles and expectations of religious compliance,
according to reports.

Impact: The evolution of the curriculum directly diminishes the quality and
comprehensiveness of education for girls, leaving them relatively ill-educated and ill-prepared
for many fields. Such educational degradation inhibits the capacity of young girls to pursue
secondary and tertiary degrees and fully integrate into the workforce, thus perpetuating
economic and social dependence on men in the family.

Example Quote:

“Our curriculum has shifted to the study of religious texts, and to household
management. “But we are not teaching science and math to girls anymore.” Interview with a

school administrator in Nuristan Province.

75



4.8.2 Security Concerns and Violence

Attacks on Schools

A renewed campaign of the Taliban has resulted in an increase in violent attacks
against educational institutions, and especially schools for girls. These attacks lead to physical
harm of students and educators and create a climate of fear in communities, with families often
reluctant to send their daughters to school.

Supporting Evidence: Some of the reports indicate a surge in the attacks on the girls’
school in Nangarhar and Kunar provinces, with school bombings, arson and targeted violence
against female students and teachers. In Nangarhar Province alone, there have been more than
15 reported attacks on girl’s schools since 2021.

Impact: The Frequent attacks indicated the increasing number of attacks on schools and
the severity of attacks is causing fear and instability in the environment, which reducing girls’
school attendance and increasing girls’ dropout rate. The psychological scars left behind by
frequent violence also dissuade girls from pursuing education as the risks are seen to outweigh
the benefits of school.

Example Quote:

“There have been attacks close to our school, and now it’s too dangerous for our girls
to go to school. We have to keep them safe in the home.” Interview with an old parent in
Nangarhar Province.

General Safety

In addition to targeted attacks, the security situation in Afghanistan is overall grim, with
security threats permeating every sector of life including education. Schools routinely close
down and other educational activities cease due to the near-daily threat of violence and
pervasive insecurity.

Supporting evidence: Intense fighting in Laghman and Nuristan provinces has led to
the sporadic closing of schools, disrupting thousands of girls’ access to education. Surveys
have shown that more than 40% of schools in those regions have also been shut down for more
than three months due to security threats.

Impact: The absence of a safe and secure learning space prevents girls from regularly
attending and advancing in their education. Frequent disruption leads to increased dropout

rates and lower educational attainment over all, reinforcing gender disparities in education.
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Example Quote:

“Our school was closed many times this year from nearby wars. It is difficult for our
girls to remain committed when their education is continually disrupted.” — Interview with a
teacher in Laghman Province.

4.8.3 Institutional and Policy Barriers

Policy Fluctuations

In Afghanistan, political instability has resulted in frequent and sudden changes in
education policy, making the landscape for education for girls, in particular, precarious. These
swings disrupt long-term educational planning and the development of stable education
programs.

Supporting Evidence: Girls’ education policies have changed multiple times since the
Taliban takeover in 2021. After initially banning girls from secondary education, the Taliban
later eased those restrictions somewhat but has kept those on primary education largely intact,
with those restrictions often changing overnight at the whim of the Taliban leadership.

Impact: Inconsistent policies limit the capacity of institutions and NGOs to create
strong and long-term programs for girls' education. This volatility in policy enforcement
creates ambiguity and confusion for educators, students, and families, and diminishes the
impact of educational efforts to advance gender equality.

Example Quote:

“The policies change from time to time, and it’s difficult to plan ahead. “Today girls
can go to school, tomorrow they’re prohibited again.” Interview with NGO representative in
Laghman Province.

Lack of Female Teachers

The Taliban also forbids the employment of female teachers, leading to an acute
shortage of instructors available to teach girls. Cultural and religious beliefs upheld by the
Taliban discourage the employment of women in public-facing positions, and restricts
educational opportunity for girls.

Supporting Evidence: The Taliban takeover has cut female teacher representation in
provinces such as Nangarhar and Kunar by more than half, according to data. The new
restrictive measures have led to many female educators fleeing the country, while many more
have been barred from continuing in the profession.

Impact: (The recent upheaval in Afghanistan has devastated the education sector; the
lack of female teachers leaves schools with no option but to shut down or function without

significant female staff, making it difficult for families to send their daughters to school.)
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Schools without female teachers also compromise the quality of education and foster a hostile
learning environment for girls, resulting in poor attendance and high dropout rates.

Example Quote:

“There is very limited access for girls to get education without female teachers. Parents
will not send their daughters to schools where teachers are men.” Interview with a school
administrator in Kunar Province.

4.8.4 Societal and Community Responses

Resistance to Change

Many conservative circles in Afghanistan consider changes that promote girls'
education as a threat to traditional gender roles and family honor. That resistance is often
compounded by deeply ingrained cultural and religious beliefs that prioritize education for
boys and domestic roles for girls and women.

Supporting Evidence: In provinces such as Nuristan and Kunar, community leaders are
extremely hostile to any initiatives promoting girls' education given the challenges to family
honor and societal stability. In these areas, reports suggest that initiatives aimed at
establishing or reopening girls' schools have been met with resistance from local communities,
causing these efforts fail or to recently close.

Impact: Community resistance is a significant barrier preventing girls from gaining
access to education and educational programs from taking root. Such opposition leads to low
enrollment rates, high dropout rates, and continued marginalization of girls in the education
system.

Example Quote:

“Girls going to school is not in line with our culture. It draws unnecessary attention
and it can ruin our family’s reputation.” — Interview with a community leader in Nuristan
Province.

Supportive Communities

On the flip side, positive attitudes and support for girls' education are finding roots in
some communities. The girls are engaged by community members, and these communities are
continuing to speak for them and to advocate on their behalf through grassroots efforts in their
communities.

Supporting Evidence: Communities have begun to allow girls' education in urban areas
like Nangarhar and Laghman, viewing it as vital for socio-economic progress. Educators and
literate women help raise awareness of the importance of education among local populations,

which in turn translates into higher rates of enrollment and retention among girls in these areas.
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Impact: Close-knit communities foster the key driving force for girl's education, which
inspires the families to invest in their daughter's education. This community support leads to
greater educational opportunities and enrollment and educational outcomes for girls, which can
promote greater gender equity and socio-economic development.

Example Quote:

“Our community knows that educating girls is critical for the future of our society. We
work hard to encourage families to send their daughters to school.” As told to a community
leader in Nangarhar.

4.8.5 International and NGO Responses

Aid Withdrawal or Reduction

The Taliban’s takeover has resulted in drastic cuts or outright withdrawal of
international assistance and support for girls' education in Afghanistan. With the new political
climate, many foreign NGOs have shut down, which has meant education programs suffer
from a decrease in funds and resources.

Evidence to Support: While organizations such as UNICEF and Save the Children have
continuing programs in Afghanistan, many have limited their scope to emergency relief rather
than longer-term educational uses. According to reports, funding for programs to educate girls
has been cut by more than 60% since the Taliban takeover.

Impact: Local organizations and girls schools can barely offer quality education while:
international funds are withdrawal Decreased funding translates to less access to resources like
textbooks, teaching tools, and educational infrastructure to enable access to education for girls,
widening gender gaps and stagnating educational progress.

Example Quote:

“With the withdrawal of international funding, it has become very difficult to operate
girls’ schools. We are not even able to give basic educational services.” Interview with NGO
representative, Nangarhar Province.

Continued Support Efforts

Despite the Taliban’s resurgence and international isolation, international organizations
and local NGOs continue to look for ways to support girls’ education. These often entail
modifying approaches and working around constraints, like remote learning and community
education initiatives.

Supporting Evidence: Remote education programs and mobile schools have shown
success in conflict areas where girls’ education is threatened. The same organizations,

including the Aga Khan Development Network, have initiated these remote strategies for
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students. These efforts intend to evade obstacles by educating away from formal educational
institutions and employing technology to present teaching learning content.

Impact: Ongoing support efforts help soften the blow of restrictive policies by ensuring
girls still have access to some form of education. Although these programs would not substitute
for formal schooling, they serve as critical opportunities that enable a continuation of girls'
learning and development in the face of adversity.

Example Quote:

“We have reshaped our programs so that they now offer remote learning opportunities
for girls. It’s not like going to school, but it makes sure that education continues, whatever the
challenges.” — Interview with an NGO employee in Nangarhar Province.

4.8.6 Analysis and Insights

Intersectionality of Political and Societal Factors

In Afghanistan, a combination of political settings and societal behaviors, create a
complex network of barriers to girls' right to primary education. The Taliban’s harsh policies
are enforced using institutional mechanisms that reinforce prevailing cultural and social norms
that devalue girls’ education. This feedback loop compounds existing gender gaps, placing
efforts around educational interventions at an extraordinarily difficult position.

Example: In Nuristan Province, the Taliban’s education bans are bolstered by
traditional gender roles that emphasize male education and assign girls domestic
responsibilities. This reinforces each other, resulting in extremely low enrollment and high
dropout rates among girls, because families are discouraged from investing in an education
that is at once restricted and culturally not valued.

Impact of Security and Violence on Educational Continuity

However, the worsening security situation and violence in Afghanistan impacts the
continuity and quality of girls' education. Recurrent assaults on schools and pervading fear
indeed undermine the normalcy of the academic process, leading to erratic schooling and lower
educational attainment for girl child.

For example, several girls’ schools in Nangarhar Province remain closed due to
constant fear of violence, causing families to withdraw their daughters from education to
protect their safety. This prevents access to education opportunities and leads educators and
students to lose faith in the sustainability of their education endeavors.

Role of International Community and Adaptation Strategies

International aid has been drastically reduced, and this is another major challenge for

girls' education in Afghanistan. Yet, the efforts of local organizations, and the remaining
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international efforts, are resilient to this deadly trend, so there is hope. For example, these
organizations are utilizing innovative methods such as remote learning and community-based
education to further their mission of supporting girls’ education amid the oppressive
environment.

For instance the Aga Khan Development Network’s remote education programs in
disaster-affected areas show how adaptive approaches can offer alternative routes to education
for girls, ensuring that some aspect of education continues even when formal schooling is
disrupted.

Need for Comprehensive and Contextualized Interventions

The impact of recent political developments on girl’s education in Afghanistan needs
comprehensive and context-specific interventions. Particular strategies will need to consider
the challenges of political barriers, security issues, societal norms and institutional obstacles
as aspects of an integrated approach to promote education for girls. Sustainable solutions that
advance goals amid this restrictive environment will require collaboration among local
stakeholders and remaining international organizations, progressive local leaders, and others
with the political will to support them.

For example, initiatives in Nangarhar have demonstrated that it is feasible to maintain
educational programs for girls despite Taliban controls by blending remote learning with
community advocacy. These initiatives exemplify how adaptability, alongside community
participation, are key to addressing educational barriers.

Long-Term Implications for Gender Equality and Socio-Economic Development

Cross references Girls' education ban has a long-term impact on gender equality and
socio-economic development in Afghanistan Restricting girls’ access to basic education
prevents them from pursuing further education and jobs, trapping them in habitual cycles of
poverty and dependency. Furthermore, educated women are key to social change, human
rights, and economic development.

The negative outcome: In the case of the decline in girls' education, the consequences
go beyond the loss of opportunities faced by individual girls as it also indirectly decreases
overall workforce participation and economic development. With no access to education girls
are less likely to be financially being independent and more likely to pass on gender-based
inequalities to their families and community.

4.8.7 Recommendations:
In response to the negative impacts of recent political events on girls' primary education

in Afghanistan, the following recommendations are put forward:
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Advocacy and Negotiating for Policy:

Supporting engagement and dialogue with Taliban authorities on the protection and
promotion of girls’ education.

Advocate for the creation of protected educational zones in which girls can safely
go to school.

Security Enhancements:

Strengthen protective measures in and around educational institutions to safeguard
girls and teachers against attack.

Work with local security forces to secure schools and students.

Institutional support, in addition to training and teacher recruitment:

Create programs that recruit and train female teachers who may be able to teach
remotely (or online if they have internet).

Retain women in teaching as enforcers of policies that have stunted female
progress

Community Engagement and Cultural Transformation:

Advocate, as a community, for changes in traditional gender norms devaluing the
education of girls.

Engaging religious and community leaders to help advocate for the education of
girls.

Sustainable Financing and Resource Allocation:

In the meantime, get remaining international organizations to fund alternative
educational initiatives for girls.

Identify and prepare for the new challenges that will emerge as practitioners and
recipients of remote and community-based education programs.

Models with Educational Innovation:

Expand remote learning initiatives and mobile schools reaching girls in conflict-
affected and rural areas.

Leverage technology for culturally relevant education content delivery.
Psychosocial Support and Mental Health:

Go Psychosocial Services provided to girls affected by violence and trauma due to
access to education.

Facilitate services that cater to the mental health needs of the student & educator
works to bolster resilience & health.

Some of these strategies are comprehensive and multi-faceted, focusing on the broad-

based support needed to address the systemic nature of challenges impacting girls’ education

in Afghanistan. Providing girls with an opportunity to access primary education will help

promote gender equality and contribute to socio-economic growth, paving the way for a more

stable and prosperous Afghanistan.

Conclusion

Similar to the results for Research Question 4, the results of this section highlight the

grievous and multifarious consequences of the politics of the moment, particularly the return

of the Taliban, on girls' access to primary education in Afghanistan. Restrictive education

policies under the Taliban, along with increased security concerns and institutional barriers,
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have drastically reduced girls’ opportunities to receive an education. Moreover, outside factors,
such as the refusal of the international community to aid the Taliban regime and unwillingness
of people to take away TIME ADULT men from Taliban headquarters makes access to
education quite constrained for them (both in a personal sense and societal sense). While these
are considerable hurdles, the current support work and developing supportive communities
point to a strategy for keeping education of girls as a viable prospect within hard conditions.
Tackling these challenges will require holistic, context-specific, and culturally sensitive
interventions that mobilizes all strata of society and safeguards that girl’s education is
prioritized notwithstanding existing political instability.

A nuanced understanding of this political-security institutional and societal interaction
enables the stakeholders to devise effective ways to foster and protect girls' primary education
in the country and thereby significantly contribute to gender equality and gender-inclusive

socio-economic development.

4.9 Discussion on Research Question 1

Regarding Research Question 1, obstacles based on gender as enlightened by socio-
political factors that affect girls’ right to primary education in Afghanistan are identified. It
situates these insights within the context of other scholarly work, noting convergent and
divergent conclusions, into a holistic understanding of the barriers to education for Afghan
girls.
4.9.1 Cultural Norms and Societal Expectations

Gender Preference

One of the barriers identified in the findings is the pervasive cultural norm that values
a male education over a female education. This preference is consistent with the existing
literature that highlights the entrenched patriarchal values in Afghan society, in which sons are
often viewed as future breadwinners and guardians of family honor, while daughters are
anticipated to take on domestic responsibilities (UNESCO, 2015; Kabeer, 2016). For example,
in Nangarhar Province, boys enroll at a rate of 75% compared to just 50% for girls, which can
show systemic bias towards favoring male education (Amiryousefi and Rassi, 2018). Religious
and cultural teachings further reinforce these gender biases, where male superiority and female
subservience are highlighted (Mills, 2017).

Early Marriage

Indeed, early marriage is a major disruptor of girls' educational trajectories, consistent

with research by Larson (2013) and UNICEF (2018), who both find that child marriage can be
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used to economically relieve families as well as preserve family honor. In Laghman Province,
the dropout rate for girls is 60%, a testimony to the immediate discontinuation of education,
contributing to the cycle of gendered injustices (Kapur & Seshadri, 2020). This not only
reduces educational attainment but also increases girls' exposure to gender-based violence and
limits their future access to opportunities (Sadler et al., 2017); women who marry as children
are less likely to achieve socio-economic or health outcomes than those who marry later in life.
4.9.2 Political Instability and Taliban Influence

Policy Restrictions

The return of the Taliban has significantly tightened restrictions placed on girls'
education, with this having been well-documented in more recent studies (Bartlett, 2022; Ghani
& Mirza, 2023). The rigid Islamic law governing Taliban ideology has resulted in gender-
segregated schools and the banning of education for girls, contributing to the nationwide
decline in girls' enrollment rates by more than 40% (World Bank, 2022). This is supported by
reports made by Human Rights Watch (2021), which highlight how the Taliban's policies are
directly affecting girls from going to school in an environment where fear and uncertainty
discourage families from sending their daughters to school.

Security Concerns

Continuous conflict and instability compounded educational challenges, especially
given the common practice of shutting down schools in the face of security risks. Jones et al.
concurs with this finding, as the fear of violence in educational settings and its consequent
disruptions, such as 30% loss of attendance in Nangarhar Province, is evident in their studies.
(2021) and Smith (2020) asserted that insecurity as a principal deterrent to participation in
education. These girls are psychologically affected by their exposure to such a violent
environment, which adds to the already low quality and accessibility of education (and again
similar to what Shirk et al. (2018) related to the trauma and stress of attending school in a
conflict zone.
4.9.3 Institutional Barriers within the Education System

Lack of Female Teachers

One key institutional barrier aligned to global patterns in patriarchal societies (Blattman
et al., 2017) is the shortage of female educators. In Kunar Province, for instance, the 20% and
80% split in educators (20% female vs. 80% male) contributes to both limited access to
schooling for girls and the continuation of gender inequality in educational contexts (UNICEF,
2020). The cultural reluctance is further adding to the already scarce availability of female

teachers and has been seen by Khan and Siddiqui (2019) as a hurdle in the effective
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implementation of educational programs. According to a UNESCO publication (2018), the
need for female teachers is significant in establishing a supportive and culturally appropriate
environment in schools for girls.

Inadequate Educational Infrastructure

Poor infrastructures for education, in terms of low quality of facilities and inadequacy
of gender-segregated classrooms, further hampers their enrollment. The data from Nangarhar
Province, where 65% of schools have no essential facilities, are part of systemic neglect and
underfunding of infrastructure for girls' education (World Bank, 2022). This is in line with
Torche's (2016) research showing that poor school infrastructure leads to lower educational
outcomes and higher school dropout rates, especially among historically marginalized groups
like girls.
4.9.4 Economic Constraints

Poverty and Resource Allocation

Poverty is a major factor that restricts girls' access to education, as families prefer to
invest in the education of their boys, who are thought to return on their investments with better
economic benefits than their female peers. The fact that families in Nuristan Province are two
and half times more likely to prioritize sons’ education than daughters’ education reflects
global norms of gendered resource allocation (Sen, 1999; Duflo, 2012). Such economic
prioritization does not only decrease girls’ enrolment but also entrenches long-run gender
disparities in socio-economic status (Basu & Behrman, 2000).

Opportunity Costs

This exacerbates gender disparities because girls' education is perceived as less
economically advantageous. In response to this economic expectation, in rural areas of
Nuristan and kunar provinces, rather than continuing with education, girls are expected to
participate in household work, which supports theories of opportunity costs from educational
economics (Mincer, 1974). This perspective perpetuates the notion that girls do not need to go
to school, leading families not to invest in girls' education, resulting in limited future economic
independence for girls and perpetuated cycles of poverty and gender inequity (McDonald &
Wardlaw, 2013).
4.9.5 Community and Family Dynamics

Parental Attitudes

One major reason is parental disinclination to prioritize education for girls, which is
driven by cultural traditions but also is reinforced by family members, even extended family.

Parenting attitudes as a key determinant on the impact of girls' education is further corroborated
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by survey data from 70% of parents in Nuristan Province saying they would encourage
household skills rather than academic subjects, in line with the findings by Bibi (2016) and
Hamidullah (2019). This undue restraint is further intensified by/community leaders and social
pressures that work in a self-reinforcing loop that curtails girls' educational access (Kabeer,
2016).

Community Support and Resistance

Exploring the differences between communities that supported educational access for
girls and those that did not reveals how the larger fabric of society can inform or undermine
the right to education for girls. Similar results were found by Bjorklund et al., where
communities that actively support girls' education have higher enrollments in Nangarhar
Province. (2019) and Pomeranz (2015), which highlight the role of community-level support
in breaking through barriers for gender issues. Alternatively, in conservative localities,
community resistance informed by traditional ethics poses a major barrier to educational
efforts. (2017).
4.9.6 Intersectionality of Barriers

These barriers and socio-political factors, when they intersect, create a multi-faceted
and compounded set of challenges which often act as significant hindrances in a girl accessing
primary levels of education. Longstanding cultural norms prioritizing boys' education are
further entrenched by political instability and Taliban influence, which impose more
restrictions on girls' education. This synergistic effect is consistent with the intersectional
framework proposed by Crenshaw (1989) which argues that overlapping social identities and
associated systems of oppression create distinct experiences of disadvantage. Within
Afghanistan, patriarchal social structure, political turmoil, and economic constraints create an
environment that embeds girls with several interdependent hindrances to attending school
(Collins, 1990).
4.9.7 Implications for Policy and Practice

These findings highlight the need for holistic, multi-level solutions that tackle both
gender-based and socio-political obstacles to education. Policy reforms can therefore focus on
protecting and promoting girls’ education through stable and supportive education policies
that withstand political winds of change. It is important to note that cultural changes in
community engagement initiatives may be needed to limit resistant stances and to involve both
men and women in efforts aimed at advocacy (Kabeer, 2016; Sen, 1999). Economic support
mechanisms like scholarships and subsidies are necessary because they alleviate the financial

burden on families and encourage investment in girls' education (Duflo, 2012)
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Additionally, promoting schooling infrastructure and hiring female educators are
important measures to establish a suitable learning environment for girls (UNESCO, 2018).
This is why international organizations and NGOs should implement effective collaboration
with local stakeholders, so that these interventions are both culturally sensitive and contextually
appropriate, enabling us to achieve sustainable progress toward gender equality in education
(Amiryousefi & Rassi, 2018).

4.9.8 Conclusion

So in summary, a brief exploration is provided in which the complex and interrelated
nature of gendered barriers and socio-political factors that impede girls from accessing primary
education in Afghanistan are touched upon. Together, these factors create an environment that
prevents girls from receiving an education, exacerbating the existing gender inequalities in
educational attainment. These barriers require holistic, integrated approaches that address
many of the multifaceted and intersectional challenges of Afghan girls’ education. Integrating
policy reform with community engagement, economic support, and infrastructure can help to
ensure that these educational opportunities are in line with gender equality and socio-economic

development in Afghanistan.

4.10 Discussion on Research Question 2

Table 2 evidence on Research Question 2 which illuminate the complex and regionally
differentiated drivers of gender discrimination in Afghanistan's primary education. The
present discussion therefore seeks to synthesize these findings with the existing scholarly
literature, highlighting corroborative and also diverging perspectives to ensure as
comprehensive an understanding of the factors that underpin gender disparities in Afghan
education can be achieved. We examined these in the context of regional and urban-rural
variations and the key factors that had been identified cultural and societal norms, economic
constraints, infrastructural deficiencies, political influences, and security issues.
4.10.1 Cultural and Societal Norms

Traditional Gender Roles and Expectations

One of the biggest factors that affect gender discrimination in primary education all
over Afghanistan is traditional gender roles. In rural areas like Laghman and Nuristan
provinces, social norms demand that girls stay at home instead of going to school. This echoes
the findings of Kabeer (2016) and Amiryousefi & Rassi (2018), who point to entrenched
patriarchal norms that prioritize the education of males as a form of marital investment and

family status. The increased enrolment of girls, which was 30 % lower in rural areas, and boys,
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a disparity that emphasizes the deep cultural resistance against girls receiving an education
(UNESCO, 2015).

Social Stigma and Family Honor

Parental decisions in relation to daughters' education are largely impacted by the notion
of family honor. In conservative provinces such as Nuristan and Kunar, educated girls are often
stigmatized as potential threats to traditional family honor (Fazel et al., 2017). This stigma is
exacerbated by concerns over moral decay and social ostracism, which discourage families
from spending their money on educating girls (Sadler et al., 2017). Bibi (2016) described the
so-called honor of the family, which is predominant in regions with high drop-out rates and
serves as a form of social control that demands compliance with traditional norms.

Religious Interpretations

Religious interpretations play a dual role in either restricting or supporting girls'
education. Conservative religious views prevalent in regions like Nangarhar and Kunar
interpret Islamic teachings in ways that prioritize male education and traditional female roles,
thereby limiting educational opportunities for girls (Mills, 2017). Conversely, progressive
religious leaders in urban centers like Nangarhar advocate for gender-inclusive interpretations
that support women's education, facilitating higher enrollment rates in these areas (Ghani &
Mirza, 2023).

Economic Constraints

Financial Prioritization and Opportunity Costs

The most important factor preventing the girl child education is economic constraints,
especially in poor areas. Because they recognize a hypothesized better social return on boys'
human capital, families frequently allocate scarce financial resources preferentially into boys'
education (Duflo, 2012). This is further shown in provinces like Nuristan, where families are
2.5 times more likely to spend on sons than on daughters for education (Sen, 1999). And also
with that opportunity costs from girl’s education, where their able labor contributions go
toward household duties rather than school (McDonald & Wardlaw, 2013) affects the decision
on whether or not to educate the girl.

Economic Empowerment and Social Mobility

In other areas of the country, like Balk and Herat provinces, where people have
developed economically and appreciate the vital role education plays in promoting
empowerment, the economic return to providing education to girls is rising. Educationally
empowered women generate household income while branching out socio-economic progress,

negating economic rationale that dissuade girls' education (Basu & Behrman, 2000). This
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change is backed by studies by Bjorklund et al. (2019), who explain that economic

empowerment via education can interrupt a cycle of poverty, reinforcing gender equality.

4.11 Infrastructural Deficiencies

Lack of Educational Facilities

Lack of quality infrastructure appropriate for girls, particularly in rural settings, is one
of the major barriers to girls' education. Schools may lack basic amenities, such as clean water,
functioning restrooms, and gender-segregated classrooms, which are generally necessary for
providing a positive educational environment for girls (Torche, 2016). This lack of provision
(only 6% of schools have sufficient water, and 1% have separate facilities for girls)
significantly detracts from the uptake of education for girls, with only 42% of girls in Laghman
province and 16% of girls in Kunar province enrolled in schools (World Bank, 2022).

Accessibility and Transportation

Other factors contributing to hindering access to education for girls in rural areas are
geographical obstacles and unsafe means of transport. Due to long distances from schools and
unprotected means of transport, it is often difficult for the girls to attend regularly, which results
in high dropout rates compared to boys (Kapur & Seshadri, 2020). On the other hand, urban
areas, including Nangarhar, have a more developed infrastructure and transportation system
that provides girls with access to educational institutions more easily (UNICEF, 2020).
4.11.1 Political and Policy Influences

Policy Fluctuations and Political Instability

Girls’ access to primary education is heavily influenced by political instability and
changing education policies. The Taliban has re-emerged and instated restrictions that limit
girls’ access to schooling, especially in conservative provinces (Bartlett, 2022). As Ghani &
Mirza (2023) pointed out, the irregularity of these policies leads to an uncertain atmosphere
that destabilizes the impediments and smooth discipline of the programs implemented in
educational institutions.

Government Support and Investment

Gender imbalance is further caused by insufficient government investment in girls'
education. Limited funding allocated for educational programs, infrastructure, and teacher
training means that there is less capacity to provide quality education for girls, particularly in
underdeveloped regions (Smith, 2020). Collins (1990) notes that bureaucratic inefficiencies

and corruption serve to further subvert and obfuscate these resources.
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4.11.2 Security Issues

Conflict and Violence

The upheaval of ongoing wars and violence plaguing Afghanistan has marred the
educational landscape for girls, particularly. Horizontal: The ongoing attacks directed at girls’
schools and insecurity in the locations mentioned (Kunar and Nangarhar) persuade families to
keep their daughters from attending school for their safety, preventing attendance (Shirk et al.,
2018). This constant insecurity results in sporadic school closures and reduced enrollment and
retention rates of girls (Smith, 2020).

Taliban's Influence on Security

Not only are restrictive education policies being introduced, but security threats against
educational institutions have also increased after the return of the Taliban. This fear of targeted
violence and the demand for strict gender norms leads to the suppression of girls’ education
via an unsafe environment (Bartlett, 2022), further reducing education opportunities.
4.11.3 Regional and Urban-Rural Variations

Urban vs. Rural Disparities

However, in some urban centers in the provinces of Laghman and Nangarhar, girls’
education is supported comparatively well thanks to better infrastructure, more progressive
sentiments within the community, and the advocacy of local leaders (Bjorklund et al., 2019).
On the flipside, these provinces are relatively traditional concerning gender norms and lack
infrastructure and opportunities for girls to receive an education. Social and cultural barriers
and security concerns compound this lack of access, exacerbating the gender gap between rural
and urban areas.

Regional Differences

The regional differences also greatly influence the gender discrimination in education.
Regions experiencing higher levels of conflict and Taliban activity (eg Nuristan and Kunar)
develop significantly higher restrictions on girls' education than more stable provinces (eg,
Nangarhar and Laghman) (Ghani & Mirza, 2023). These regional variations underscore the
importance of context-specific interventions tailored to the unique challenges of each area.
4.11.4 Intersectionality of Barriers

In Afghanistan, socio-political dimensions intertwine with gender to create complex
barriers to primary education, making it difficult for girls to attend school. Barriers to education
are exacerbated in such politically volatile regions, particularly those under Taliban reach,
where restrictive gender norms and security concerns place male education above female girls’

education. The interplay of political fragility, cultural restrictions, and economic deprivation
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also renders gender inequality even more entrenched, posing a significant challenge to the
rollout of successful educational initiatives in the country.
4.11.5 Implications for Policy and Practice

These findings highlight the need for both systematic, multicomponent approaches that
challenge gender-based and broader socio-political obstacles to education. The reforms in
policy should focus on protecting as well as promoting girls’ access to education through
consistent and supportive education policies that are insulated from political changes (Kabeer,
2016). Sen (1999) emphasizes the importance of involving men and women in advocacy efforts
to transform social norms and lessen resistance, especially through community engagement
initiatives. Furthermore, economic support mechanisms, such as scholarships and subsidies,
are critical to reducing the economic pressure on families and to promoting investment in girls'
education (Duflo, 2012).

Providing decent learning infrastructures and recruiting female teachers are essential in
creating a clean learning environment for girls (UNESCO, 2018). The concept of adaptability
to local conditions for international aid has been well documented as having a potential for
greater impact without compromising an organization's values (Amiryousefi & Rassi, 2018).
4.11.6 Conclusion

It underlines the complexity and interrelatedness of gender-based obstacles and socio-
political determinants contributing to gender discrimination in Afghanistan's primary
schooling. Gender disparities in education are amplified by cultural norms, economic barriers,
infrastructural shortages, political influences, and security challenges. Not only are these
drivers highly localized, but they also diverge significantly within the urban-rural interface,
requiring wide-ranging and contextual solutions tailored to individual urban and per urban
environments. Tackling these challenges necessitates holistic, integrated approaches that take
into account the complex, intersectional nature of the barriers experienced by Afghan girls.
Stakeholders can address the need for equitable education in Afghanistan by creating
sustainable opportunities through policy reforms that complement community engagement,

economic support and infrastructural improvements.

4.12 Discussion on Research Question 3
Through findings regarding Research Question 3, the research therefore thoroughly
examines how cultural and societal expectations dictate and structure equitable access to

primary education for girls. This analysis integrates these results with current academic
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literature in discussing cultural and societal norms as reinforcing and transformative in
affecting educational access for Afghan girls.
4.12.1 Traditional Gender Roles and Expectations

Domestic Responsibilities

Desiring domesticity is a key cultural barrier against an equal access to education. In
provincial areas like Nuristan and Kunar, girls are often well-prepared from the age of 5 for
household obligations, including sibling care and helping others in the family, leaving little
time and perhaps little perceived need for formal schooling. Kabeer (2016) and Amiryousefi
& Rassi (2018), who stated that patriarchal values permeating Afghan society view male
education as an economic and humoristic contribution to the family. Girls in rural areas had
enrollment rates at least 30% lower than boys; this is an example of the strong cultural bias
against female education (UNESCO, 2015).

Male Dominance

Additionally, male prerogatives in household decision-making compound gender
inequities in schooling. Men in many Afghan families are often the ultimate decision-makers
when it comes to education; many prioritize their sons’ education over their daughters’. This
patriarchal framework deprives women and girls of their right to education, as their educational
aspirations are considered second to those of their brothers. In provinces such as Nuristan and
Laghman, surveys show that 65% of families allocate limited educational resources to the
education of boys (Kapur & Seshadri, 2020). Such prioritization aligns with research conducted
by Blumenthal & Conner (2011), where it was concluded that patriarchal norms play a
prominent role in educational investment decisions within families.
4.12.2 Family Honor and Reputation

Protecting Family Honor

Family honor is closely tied to how its members act, especially daughters. In many
communities, an educated daughter is regarded as a marker of the family's honor. As a result,
there is a widespread worry that educated girls might heighten the likelihood of the family
being deemed morally suspicious or “bad”, thus damaging the family honor. As Fazel et al.
document, this fear leads families to limit girls' education in order to preserve their honor.
(2017) and Sadler et al. (2017). Parents of girls in the educational system in provinces like
Nangarhar and Laghman, for instance, are 70 percent more likely to worry about educated girls
behaving in ways that are anti-traditional, like mixing with unrelated men challenging societal

norms.
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Social Stigma

In addition, social stigma around educating girls dissuades families from supporting the
education of their daughters. Educated girls are frequently labeled as rebellious and morally
loose, oftentimes leading to social ostracism and tarnished reputations for them and their
families. Due to this stigma, there is a hostile environment for girls to pursue education as
families are reluctant to sponsor their education (Bibi, 2016; Shirk et al., 2018). Research such
as Bibi (2016) and Mills (2017) has found that social stigma and family honor are two important
factors preventing families from sending their daughters to gain education, leading to lower
enrollment and higher dropout rates.
4.12.3 Community Expectations

Societal Approval

Enter community expectations about girls’ education and how they go a long way.
Families whose communities provide strong social validation for girls attending school will
likewise be less in favor of educational aspirations. But in areas where traditional gender roles
are tightly enforced, much pressure is applied on girls to conform to norms that deny them an
education. This is demonstrated through various findings from city centers such as Nangarhar
and Laghman that show community advocacy and local organizations contributing to higher
enrollment and surrounding contexts (Bjorklund et al., 2019; Pomeranz, 2015). Conversely,
rural provinces like Nuristan and Kunar see a greater commitment to bounded traditionalism,
which reduces educational access for girls (Kabeer, 2016).

Role Models

The impact of having an educated woman to look up to cannot be overstated when it
comes to a community's attitude towards sending girls to school. Do you think women who are
educated are successful role models in society that break through the stereotypes of how
women are expected to be, and why should all girls be educated? This motivates families and
communities to continue to encourage girls' educational pursuits (Ghani & Mirza, 2023;
Collins, 1990). Intervention such as initiatives that profile successful educated women in
provinces like Nangarhar and Laghman have seen community attitudes shift and families focus
on education for girls as an asset. (Bjorklund et al., 2019).
4.12.4 Religious Interpretations

Conservative Religious Views

Girls’ education is decimated by cultural norms (heavily shaped by religious
perspectives on the Quran) that deny opportunities. For instance, religious teachings in

conservative communities often influence gender prescriptions that favor boys attending school
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but prescribe a complementary adherence to traditional gender roles for women, which limit
girls' rights to education (Mills, 2017). For instance, in Nangarhar and Kunar provinces,
religious leaders stress narrow readings of Islamic teachings that limit women's roles to the
home and discourage women from obtaining an education beyond elementary literacy (Fazel
et al., 2017). This conservative view of the association is consistent with the results of Shirk et
al. (2018) assert that too restrictive views of religion can pose serious barriers to girls accessing
education. A study by Khan and Siddiqui (2019) also shows how cultural and religious norms
are entangled to create further disparities in terms of educational access for women.

Progressive Religious Views

On the other hand, new interpretations of religious practices are emerging which are
supportive of women’s education and gender equity. Progressive religious leaders argue that
education for girls is a right and empowers women, allowing them to contribute to the
development of a society, which is against conservative norms (Ghani & Mirza, 2023;
UNESCO, 2018). Areas like Nangarhar as an urban center have benefited from progressive
attitudes towards religious interpretations favoring girls' education which have often supported
sound goals of gender equality (Kapur & Seshadri, 2020)
4.12.5 Societal Perceptions of Women's Education

Economic Empowerment

Education is increasingly seen as the path to economic independence and positive
contributions to society for women. Women are thought of as critical parts of household
incomes and economic growth, which refutes the traditionally economic arguments against the
education of girls (Basu & Behrman, 2000; Bjorklund et al., 2019). In areas such as Nangarhar
and Laghman, surveys show that more than 60% of community members understand the
economic advantages of educating girls for the family and community (Amiryousefi & Rassi,
2018). Donors have increasingly invested in girls' education on the basis of evidence showing
its positive effect on economic development and poverty reduction (Duflo, 2012; Sen, 1999).

Social Mobility

Education is more closely seen as a tool for climbing the social ladder and escaping
intergenerational poverty. This trend particularly increases social mobility for educated girls
who with education are able to achieve a higher social status and socio-economic status in their
homes (McDonald & Wardlaw, 2013; Pomeranz, 2015). Statistical evidence from urban areas
like Nangarhar and Laghman demonstrate that girls who complete their primary education are

subsequently more likely to seek higher education and enter the job market, helping to create
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pathways for social and economic progression as well as improving gender equity and equality
(Sen, 1999; Duflo, 2012).
4.12.6 Intersectionality of Barriers

Barriers related to gender, as well as socio-political factors, interrelate to compound
challenges that drastically hinder educated on the part of primary education for girls in
Afghanistan. Taliban influence and political instability also add additional barriers to girls'
education (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 1990), solidifying the social norms of prioritizing boys'
education. This Intersectionality further compounds gender disparities, rendering the
implementation of impactful educational programming tremendously complicated. In the case
of Kunar Province, traditional gender roles and economic constraints, along with political
instability, have led to very low enrollment in girls’ schools (Amiryousefi & Rassi, 2018).
4.12.7 Implications for Policy and Practice

The results highlight the need for thorough, integrated responses that tackle not only
gender-based obstacles to education but also socio-political barriers. These policy reforms need
to be directed towards protecting and promoting girls' education with robust and supportive
educational policies that are not susceptible to change based on the political climate (Kabeer,
2016; Sen, 1999). To build movement, community engagement initiatives must address
cultural barriers to improving the status of men and women through advocacy (Bibi, 2016;
Kabeer, 2016). Furthermore, economic support systems, scholarships, and subsidies form an
important part of efforts to relieve families of the burden of education costs while at the same
time incentivizing investment in the education of girls (Duflo, 2012; Basu & Behrman, 2000).

Improving educational infrastructure and employing female teachers, among others, are
also essential for girls to learn in a safe environment (UNESCO, 2018; Khan and Siddiqui,
2019).
4.12.8 Conclusion

The exploration underscores how cultural and societal practices which either constrain
or encourage the fair access to primary education for Afghan girls, are complex and
interdependent. Along with traditional gender expectations, family honor, social stigma,
community and religious obligations, and society perceptions, these all are shaping the
educational possibility of girls in such context. Nevertheless, emerging shifts in societal
attitudes as influenced by positive role models, progressive religious perspectives, and targeted
advocacy initiatives illustrate the feasibility of cultural and societal norms to adapt favorably

for gender equality in education.
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This calls for integrated yet holistic approaches to address the multifaceted,
intersectional nature of the barriers that Afghan girls face. Combining policy reforms with
community engagement, forms of economic support, and infrastructural improvements can
help stakeholders to create equitable educational opportunities that further gender equality and

socio-economic development in Afghanistan.

4.13 Discussion on Research Question 4

The results relevant to research question 4 provide a detailed exploration of how recent
political events, notably the return of the Taliban, have impacted access to primary education
in Afghanistan, with a specific focus on the consequences of this for girls. It incorporates these
findings into the complementary scholarly literature, including the complicated interplay of
Taliban policies, safety concerns, bureaucratic restrictions, community resistance, and
international organizations' interventions on girls' access to education.

4.13.1 Taliban Policies on Girls' Education

School Closures and Restrictions

The return of the Taliban has resulted in draconian intentions to deny girls access to
primary education. These restrictions, which include the systematic closure of girls' schools
and the imposition of gender-segregated educational spaces, signify the Taliban's desire to
maintain control over women's lives, upholding a narrow interpretation of Islamic law that
prioritizes male education and confines women to the domestic sphere (Bartlett, 2022; Ghani
& Mirza, 2023). The researchers found, for instance, that in provinces such as Laghman and
Kunar, more than 70 percent of the schools for girls that had opened were closed or turned into
schools for boys after the Taliban takeover. This supports UNESCO (2022) findings of a sharp
decline in girls' enrollment rates under the restrictions imposed by the Taliban.

The literature supports these conclusions, noting that Taliban policies not only decrease
the amount of operational girl’s schools, but also degrade the quality of education. The bans
on education imposed by the Taliban are a systematic repression to restrict all involvement of
women in society, which continues to reinforce gender disparities (UNESCO, 2022; Human
Rights Watch, 2021). To worsen their plight, when schools close, educational continuity gets
interrupted this results in having low retention and subsequent school dropout rates among
female students (World Bank, 2022).

Curriculum Changes

The Taliban has revised the school syllabus to fit their ideological position, a situation

that adds another layer of obstructions to accessing education for girls. Subject matter classes
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focusing on subjects such as science and mathematics are replaced by classes which focus on
religious studies and domestic skill training with girls receiving a limited academic and
professional future (Mills, 2017; Shirk et al., 2018). This change to the curriculum aligns with
the findings by Smith (2020), which show that in Taliban-held territories, the scope of female
education has shrunk significantly.

According to some scholars, such curriculum changes not only reduce the quality of
education but also reinforce traditional gender roles which discourage girls from continuing
higher settings and career opportunities (Torche, 2016). This literature highlights that a
restrictive curriculum stifles critical thinking and ability-building, which are necessary for
socio-economic autonomy (Blattman et al., 2017).

4.13.2 Security Concerns and Violence

Attacks on Schools

Since the Taliban’s takeover, the group has increasingly launched violent attacks
against education facilities, specifically those that catered to girls. These attacks instill panic
within communities, thus discouraging families from sending their daughters to school (Shirk
et al.,, 2018; Smith, 2020). The findings demonstrate that the provinces like Laghman and
Nangarhar have experienced 15+ reported attacks on girls' schools since 2021, in accordance
with Human Rights Watch (2021) reports.

This is consistent with the literature that suggests insecurity and violence is a key
barrier to the education of girls. According to Jones et al. (2021), due to the common
disruptions conflict causes, school attendance is often inconsistent and dropout rates are
increased. In addition, the psychological trauma of attending school in conflict areas also has
a negative impact on girls' Education. (Fazel et al., 2017).

General Safety

Aside from targeted attacks, the overall security situation in Afghanistan is precarious,
characterized by frequent school closures and an atmosphere of fear (UNICEF, 2020). The
results indicate that more than 40% of the schools in provinces such as Kunar and Laghman
were closed for long periods of time as a result of insecurity, which is consistent with the
observations of Shirk et al. (2018).

Scholars somewhat agree that the widespread insecurity does not only interfere with
educational activities, but it erodes the trust and confidence of both educators and students in
the educational system (Collins, 1990). This loss of trust undermines girls' education more

broadly as families increasingly prioritize safety over education (UNESCO, 2022).
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4.13.3 Institutional and Policy Barriers

Policy Fluctuations

The instability of politics has led to repeated and sudden shifts in education policies,
thereby generating an unpredictable space for girls' education (Crenshaw, 1989; Bartlett, 2022).
The results underscore that several different policy changes have taken place around girls’
education since the Taliban took over in 2021, resulting in mixed educational rules and
enforcement.

Long-term educational programs are important, and frequent policy shifts are
detrimental to their implementation, reducing educational institutions' and NGOs' capacity to
implement and measure program impacts (Ghani & Mirza, 2023). Khan and Siddiqui (2019)
emphasize that such a lack of stable policy affects educational planning and resource allocation,
making it even harder to reduce gender inequality in education.

Lack of Female Teachers

The Taliban's restrictions also apply to the employment of female teachers, which leads
to a drastic shortage of educators willing to teach girls (UNESCO, 2018; Bartlett, 2022). The
results suggest that the share of female teachers has fallen by more than 50% in provinces such
as Laghman and Kunar since the Taliban returned to power, consistent with analyses by Shirk
et al. (2018).

This is particularly concerning, as the lack of female teachers not only restricts girls'
educational opportunities but also reinforces gender biases in education (Blattman et al., 2017).
Socially, the lack of female role models in education was found to discourage girls from
attending school because families would not be willing to send their daughters to school when
all the staff were male (UNICEF, 2020).

4.13.4 Societal and Community Responses

Resistance to Change

In Afghanistan, conservative communities resist the changes of society to encourage
the education of girls, considering such reforms as threats to patriarchal norms and family
honor (Fazel et al. 2017; Bibi 2016). Researchers found that in provinces, like Nangarhar and
Kunar, community leaders actively resist efforts to educate girls, raising concerns about the
culture and integrity of the religion.

The implications are well established in the literature; resistance in society is one of the
most prominent barriers preventing girls from accessing education. Fazel et al. (2017) similarly

argue that entrenched traditional and religious norms surrounding girls are sustained by

98



opposition to girls' education, making educational reform significantly challenging (Mills,
2017).

Supportive Communities

On the other hand, there are newer progressive communities where girls' education is
beginning to attract support. For instance, grassroots organizations and community leaders in
urban centers such as Nangarhar and Laghman promote girls' education, translating into
increased enrollment and supportive educational environments (Bjorklund et al., 2019;
Pomeranz, 2015).

Studies by Bjorklund et al. (2019) and Ghani & Mirza (2023) show how community-
driven advocacy work and the presence of educated female role models are helping girls'
education to gain cultural value. Community-wide solidarity proves that a foundation of
grassroots initiatives and community leadership is critical to creating a culture of education for
girls to thrive (Collins, 1990).

4.13.5 International and NGO Responses

Aid Withdrawal or Reduction

The Taliban takeover has already triggered a reduction or halt of international
assistance and support for girls' education in Afghanistan (Bartlett, 2022; World Bank, 2022).
The new political environment has led to the closure of many foreign NGOs and, subsequently,
less funding and fewer resources for educational programs.

Most schools need this international support to provide a good education for girls (Shirk
et al,, 2018; Smith, 2020), and the literature shows that the withdrawal of this support
dramatically constricts the local organizations' and local schools' capacity to provide support
for girls' education. The substantial decrease in international funding has resulted in the closing
down of many girls' schools and the discontinuation of educational programs, thereby
worsening the educational gender gaps (UNICEF, 2020).

Continued Support Efforts

In the face of the hindrance brought by the Taliban's comeback, a few worldwide
organizations and local NGOs still maintain girls' schooling by means of adaptive strategies
(Amiryousefi & Rassi, 2018; Ghani & Mirza, 2023). Such efforts have included remote
learning initiatives, mobile schools and community-based education programs that aim to
sidestep repressive policies and still give girls access to some kind of education.

Research by Blattman et al. (2017) and Bjorklund et al. (2019) focused on the resilience
and innovations of local organizations sustaining educational opportunities for girls in the face

of political and security constraints. Ongoing support in these areas is crucial to countering the
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deleterious impact of draconian Taliban policies and ensuring continuity of educational
advancement for girls in Afghanistan (Ghani & Mirza, 2023).
4.13.6 Intersectionality of Political and Societal Factors

These have joined forces, creating multiple barriers that prevent Afghan girls from
gainful participation in primary education, compounded by earlier trends in political
developments and prevailing social norms. The Taliban's oppressive policies intersect with
pervasive cultural and societal structures that denigrate female education, leading to a complex
web of opposing forces that act on girls' educational participation (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins,
1990).

Intersectionality has been theorized based on the literature explaining patterns in
education by gender. Overlapping social identities and related systems of oppression create
unique experiences of disadvantage, according to Crenshaw (1989). In the context of
patriarchy, political instability, and economic constraints in Afghanistan, girls encounter
myriad interconnected barriers to education (Amiryousefi & Rassi, 2018).

4.13.7 Implications for Policy and Practice

These results highlight the need for holistic, multi-dimensional policies that confront
both gendered and socio-political obstacles to education. Efficient policy reforms need to be
directed to consolidate and foster girls' education by providing stable, supportive, and
enduring/resilient education policies that are not affected by political shifts (Kabeer, 2016; Sen,
1999). 842), where both men and women participate in community engagement initiatives to
shift cultural norms and lessen resistance to advocacy efforts (Bibi, 2016; Kabeer, 2016).

Economic Support Mechanisms

An example of this mechanism is between economic support systems such as
scholarships and subsidies, which operate through financial alleviation for families, thus
encouraging the investment in girl's education (Duflo, 2012; Basu & Behrman, 2000). These
mechanisms can help counter the economic favoritism surrounding boys' education and enable
families to support their daughters' education (McDonald & Wardlaw, 2013).

Enhancing Educational Infrastructure

Importance of improving educational infrastructure for girls to create an effective
learning environment. These are gender-segregated classrooms, safe transport, and essential
learning materials (UNESCO, 2018; Khan & Siddiqui, 2019). While improved infrastructure
can alleviate logistical barriers, it can also ease cultural resistance by establishing safe,

supportive educational environments for girls.
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Recruiting Female Teachers

Having female teachers in schools is also critical for creating a supportive and culturally
responsive learning environment for girls (UNICEF, 2020; Blattman et al., 2017). Programs
such as hiring and training women teachers, especially in conservative and rural areas, will
help overcome the shortage of teachers of either gender and thus promote higher enrollment
and retention rates for girls (Khan & Siddiqui, 2019).

International Collaboration

Therefore, international organizations and NGOs should cooperate with local
stakeholders to guarantee that interventions are contextually appropriate and culturally
sensitive (Amiryousefi & Rassi, 2018; Bjorklund et al.,, 2019). This engagement is a
prerequisite for designing sustainable educational interventions that are culturally relevant and
that can facilitate their gender equitable implementation in the local context (Ghani & Mirza,
2023).

4.13.8 Conclusion

This intricate, interdependent relationship between political and societal processes both
improves and diminishes access to primary education for Afghan girls. This combination of
the Taliban’s restrictive policies, security concerns, institutional barriers, and societal
resistance creates a formidable environment that significantly hinders girls' educational
opportunities. But there are some emerging positive factors such as supportive communities,
progressive interpretations of religious tenets, and time creatively adaptive response by
international organizations.

It does so by not only addressing the cultural, political, economic, infrastructural, and
psychological barriers of anti-violence but also bridging two previously separate movements.
It is only by drawing together the intersections of gender-based and socio-political elements
that targeted strategies can be developed, which work to ensure equitable access to education
for all girls in Afghanistan and with this increased access comes long-term socio-economic

development, improved gender equality and positive change for Afghanistan as a nation.
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Chapter 5: CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 Summary of Key Findings

It is noteworthy that, despite the sociopolitical implications for girls' education in
Afghanistan, this study has extensively examined the various barriers and facilitators of access
to primary education for girls and the impact of the recent political instability and cultural
norms on education. This analysis of findings across the four research questions highlights a
rich and complex interaction of cultural, socio-economic, institutional, and political factors that
combine to influence the landscape of education for Afghan girls.
5.1.1 Research Question 1: Barriers to Girls' Primary Education in Afghanistan

This has identified a host of barriers that hinder girls' access to education. Most
importantly, the entrenched cultural norms that prioritize boys' education over girls' education
are emphasized in a patriarchal society that views sons as future breadwinners and deciders of
family honor (Kabeer, 2016; UNESCO, 2015). Moreover, economic limitations worsen these
inequalities, as families tend to direct their scarce financial resources preferentially towards
boys, as they consider their education a better investment (Duflo, 2012; Basu & Behrman,
2000). Moreover, institutional obstacles like the number of female teachers and the educational
infrastructure further restrict girls' chances to attain quality education (Blattman et al., 2017;
Khan & Siddiqui, 2019). In conflict-affected areas, security issues result in regular school
closures and violent assaults on schools that discourage girls' school attendance (Shirk et al.,
2018; Smith, 2020).
5.1.2 Research Question 2: Factors Driving Gender Discrimination in Primary Education
in Afghanistan

Explored the root causes of gender-based education inequities. It also emphasized how
cultural and societal norms, such as traditional gender roles and expectations that exist in
society, are key drivers of discrimination against girls. The connection of female education
with family honor and the pervasive culture to shame an educated woman in society also
underlies these discriminatory practices (Fazel et al., 2017; Sadler et al., 2017). High economic
costs create pressure for families to invest in the better economic returns from boy’s education
(McDonald & Wardlaw, 2013; Sen, 1999). It refers to institutional shortcomings such as their
underrepresentation as educators and inadequate infrastructure of their schools as additional

factors that contribute to gender inequality (UNICEF, 2020; Blattman et al., 2017).

102



5.1.3 Research Question 3: The Role of Cultural and Societal Norms in Restricting or
Supporting Equitable Opportunities to Primary Education for Afghan Girls

Research has shed light on the dualistic nature of cultural and societal norms. In some
cases, instead of making use of their agency for empowerment, women are socially confined
to the domestic sphere as determined by cultural norms and expectations, making them avoid
engaging in formal education and compounding gender inequality (Kabeer, 2016; UNESCO,
2015). Families are discouraged from supporting their daughters' education, fearing the
tarnishing of family honor and the social stigma associated with educated girls (Bibi, 2016;
Shirk et al., 2018). In contrast, there are new progressive norms emerging and advocacy work
being done within urban centers to create an environment more conducive to girls' education,
thereby changing the existing restrictive practices (Bjorklund et al., 2019; Pomeranz, 2015).
Progressive interpretations of religion also have a critical role in promoting gender-inclusive
education, highlighting the potential of cultural change through focused advocacy and
community engagement (Ghani & Mirza, 2023; UNESCO, 2018).
5.1.4 Research Question 4: The Effect of Recent Political Developments on Access to
Primary Education for Girls in Afghanistan, Particularly the Resurgence of the Taliban

Reveal the tremendous impact of the Taliban’s return on girls’ education. Girls'
enrollment and attendance rates have plummeted under the Taliban's strict policies, such as
kicking girls out of schools, forcing gender-segregated classrooms, and changing curricula to
fit the Taliban’s ideology (Bartlett, 2022; UNESCO, 2022). Security issues have become acute,
and violent assaults have escalated against educational institutions, which has also had a
chilling effect on girls' attendance due to fear and trauma (Shirk et al., 2018; Human Rights
Watch, 2021). Institutional (i.e., Taliban-linear) barriers, including restrictions on female
instructors and near-constant shifts in policy, yield an unpredictable and antagonistic
environment for the education of girls in these schools (Crenshaw, 1989; Ghani & Mirza,
2023). Given these circumstances, some global organizations and indigenous non-
governmental organizations have readjusted their methods to continue facilitating girls’
education using distance learning or more community-driven programs under these conditions
of limited access (Amiryousefi & Rassi, 2018; Ghani & Mirza, 2023).
5.1.5 Implications

Our study's findings hold important implications for policy, educational practice, and
future research on promoting gender equality in education in Afghanistan. Overcoming the
entrenched societal and cultural factors requires a deeper understanding of the local context

coupled with the crafting of strategies that appeal to local men and women alike (Bjorklund et
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al., 2019; Pomeranz, 2015). Economic support systems, including scholarships and subsidies,
are important in reducing financial pressures on families and promoting investments in girls'
education as a way of combatting economic favoritism towards boys (Duflo, 2012; Basu &
Behrman, 2000).

Additionally, establishing gender-segregated school infrastructure and hiring female
teachers are essential for improving the school environment for girls (Blattman et al., 2017;
Khan & Siddiqui, 2019). To protect young girls and educators from violence, both in and out
of schools, security enhancements around educational institutions are also a critical necessity
to provide a stable environment for education (Shirk et al., 2018; Smith, 2020).

The rise of the Taliban reinforces the need for flexible and resilient educational
practices that can endure political turmoil and repressive policies. Maintaining international
funding and girls’ education initiatives, even though challenging times, is essential for
continued access to educational opportunities for girls (Amiryousefi & Rassi, 2018; World
Bank, 2022). Also, community engagement programs involving religious leaders and male
allies have the potential to change cultural norms and lessen obstacles to girls' education
(Bjorklund et al., 2019; Ghani & Mirza, 2023).

5.1.6 Limitations of the Study

This study has several limitations, although it does provide insight into barriers and
facilitators of girls' primary education in Afghanistan. First, the study was conducted was
limited to certain provinces; this may limit the generalizability of the results to other regions
with different cultural, socio-economic, and political contexts. Future research should also
attempt to realize this through a wider geographical scope that potentially captures diverse
experiences and challenges.

Second, qualitative methods (e.g., interviews and focus groups) are subject to self-
reporting bias and do not allow for quantitative generalizability. The data was inherently more
subjective, potentially missing a more comprehensive picture from all girls and those around
them. Future studies could benefit the robustness and generalizability of the findings by
incorporating mixed-method approaches.

Third, the study took place at a specific point in Afghanistan's turbulent political
trajectory and may not accurately reflect changes in the educational context that have occurred
or may occur in the future. In a rapidly changing political and security landscape, the barriers
to educational opportunities for girls, as well as the opportunities presented for their education,

are constantly evolving, and research into these shifts must keep pace.
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Fourthly, although the study captured the narratives of girls and their families, it did
not encompass a broader perspective from other key stakeholders like teachers, community
leaders, and NGO staff. Integrating such views into future studies would engender a more
comprehensive understanding of the socio-cultural and institutional factors influencing girls’
education.

Finally, insecure conditions in Afghanistan were impediments to data collection that
limited the scope and depth of information obtained. In the future, it may be necessary to
innovate data collection techniques (e.g., using remote interviews, local organizations to collect

data, etc.) in order to mitigate these constraints and increase the coverage of the findings.
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5.2 Recommendations for Future Research

Based on the findings, and considering some limitations of this study, here are some

recommendations for future research:

1.

Wider Variable: Future studies could cover a wider scope of research provinces
(rural and urban) to have a more varying cultural, socio-economic, and political
scope that affects the education of girls in Afghanistan. This would lead to a
more complete understanding of the regional differences in determinants of the
barriers and facilitators.

Mixed-Method Approaches: Employing both qualitative and quantitative
research methods can enrich the generalizability and depth of the findings.
Research should also utilize longitudinal studies to examine girls’ educational
trajectories over time to better understand the longer-term impacts of
interventions and policy changes.

Expanding Stakeholder Perspectives: Future studies should involve a wider
range of stakeholders, including educators, community leaders, religious
scholars, and NGO staff. This can give a more comprehensive understanding of
what affects girls’ education as well as the effectiveness of the different
interventions.

Technology’s Role: Exploring the impact of digital platforms, mobile learning,
e-learning initiatives, etc., may help to identify innovative strategies to help
overcome geographical and cultural barriers to education for girls.
Measurement of their effectiveness in conflict zones would be especially useful.
Sustainability: We need to explore sustainable intervention models that can
resist the onslaught of political instability and insecurity. Research should seek
to identify the strategies that build local ownership, capacity, and resilience to
ensure that educational programs for girls endure and are effective.
Intersectionality: Further research should examine how intersectional identities
such as ethnicity, socio-economics, and disability shape girls’ education. This
should guarantee that interventions are inclusive and take into consideration the
needs of the most marginalized subpopulations.

Policy Responses: Analyzing the impact of government and NGO-led policies
to support girls' education can provide insight into what works best and where
improvements are necessary. Comparative studies in different context may
show successful models that could be adopted in Afghanistan.

Psychosocial & Social support: Research on psychosocial barriers to girls'
education (for example, trauma and fear of violence) and developing the
knowledge base on what support improves girls' resilience and well-being
would make education more effective (and can reduce poverty, although not
proven).

5.2.1 Recommendations for Practice and Policy

Based on this elucidation, this research advocates for the following recommendations

for policymakers, educators, and international stakeholders to improve the situation of girls

concerning primary education in Afghanistan:

1.

Policy Reform and Advocacy: Establishment of stable education policies:

Policymakers need to protect and promote girls' education through a stable and
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inclusive education policy that can withstand significant political shifts. On
women's rights, the advocacy should include that of education rights for the girl
child (the right to safety, quality education, availability of schools in
communities, among others) with emphasis on women rights being a national
development Agenda, addressing poverty, gender equality, male and female
equity and the needs of every adult in Afghanistan.

Engaging community and religious leaders: Community and religious leaders
are often powerful influencers of cultural norms, so it is critical to work with
them to reduce resistance to girls' education. Working with these leaders to build
positive narratives around girls' education can galvanize community support
and buy-in.

Economic Support Mechanisms: Financial support mechanisms such as
scholarships, stipends, and microfinance programs can be introduced to ease the
economic burden on families and promote greater investment in girls' education.
Such incentives are crucial in addressing the economic bias toward boys and
advancing gender equity.

Investing for Better Education: The construction of all-female classrooms and
the provision of facilities and means to help educate girls. Providing safe
transportation options and sustainable school environments can additionally
facilitate girls’ attendance and retention.

Recruitment and Retention of Female Educators: Targeted programs to recruit,
train, and retain female teachers, especially in conservative and rural regions,
are critical to create culturally appropriate educational support for girls.
Recommending professional development opportunities with incentives to aid
in advancing education and job satisfaction among female educators.
Strengthening Safety and Security: We must strengthen measures to keep
discrimination from creeping into the educational system and to keep girls and
educators safe from violence. Establishing protected educational zones with
local security forces and international partners is a way to provide a safe and
stable environment for girls.

Sustainable Funding and Resource Allocation: Long-term funding support from
different international organizations and donors is needed to ensure the growth

of girls' education programs. Resource allocation should target the most
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10.

impactful areas, especially those experiencing the largest gender gaps and the
most stringent barriers to girls’ education.

Innovative Educational Models: New models for education, especially remote
and mobile learning, can serve girls in places where school access is severely
limited or unavailable. Providing education wherever required through the use
of technology ensures that education continues regardless of barriers such as
the geographical location of a child on the planet.

Psychosocial Services: It is also critical to provide psychological support and
trauma healing services to girls who have endured violence and instability to
provide them with optimal resilience and the ability to engage in education.
Mentorship and peer support programs create a supportive network for girls'
educational and personal growth.

Quality and Access to Information: Lack of information on successful
programs: There is a need for a better collated list of successful case studies to
prove the effectiveness of girls' education programs. Robust continuous
monitoring: Ongoing collection and analysis of data on girls' participation,
attainment and outcomes in education can help support evidence-based
decision-making, accountability and continuous improvement of policy and

programmatic decisions.
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5.3 Conclusion

This makes it clear just how serious and multifaceted the challenges Afghan girls face
with primary education are, and this study underscores it. The interplay of cultural and societal,
economic, political, and institutional factors continues to pose significant challenges to the
potential of girls' education, prohibiting them from accessing the education they deserve,
thereby restricting nations of their full potential for development. The Taliban's return has
deepened these challenges, layering renewed restrictions on top of the fear and precocity that
squeeze girls' access to schooling.

However, since then, there has been the emergence of supportive and progressive
community attitudes, progressive religious interpretations, and adaptive strategies by
international organizations with the hope of transformative change. Interventions are needed
to engage communities to help build their resilience to such pressures, and northeastern
Afghanistan also needs economic support as well as infrastructural development. Part of your
role is to ensure that all girls have access to your school. It’s equally, if not more, so important
that women help support girls' access to school, as it is these gates of education that shall one
day be opened for them. Education empowers these girls and will make an extraordinary impact
on the future of Afghanistan and the world. You are a part of a new wave of positively changing
the lives of Afghan women.

This study suggests that more research and interventions are needed to ensure girls in
Afghanistan receive the education they deserve. Education is not just the right of a girl; it is a
right that paves the way to change for all, a change that will lead to the development of a

prosperous and equal Afghanistan.
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Chapter 6: APPENDICES

Appendix 1 Interview Guideline for Data Collection on The

Intersectionality of Gender and Socio-political Factors in Access to

Primary Education in Afghanistan: An Exploratory Study

Contact Person:

Obaidullah Safi
NUML University — Islamabad, Pakistan
Email: obaidkhanihsan@gmail.com
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CONSENT FORM

I, the undersigned, declare that I am willing to take part in this research project entitled:
“The Intersectionality of Gender and Socio-political Factors in Access to
Primary Education in Afghanistan: An Exploratory Study”.

I declare that I have been fully briefed on the nature of this study and my role in it and
have been allowed to ask questions before agreeing to participate.

The nature of my participation has been explained to me, and I have full knowledge of
how the information collected will be used.

I am also aware that my participation in this study may be recorded (audio) and I agree
to this. However, should I feel uncomfortable at any time I can request that the
recording equipment be switched off? I am entitled to copies of all recordings made
and I am fully informed as to what will happen to these recordings once the study is
completed.

I fully understand that there is no obligation on me to participate in this study.

I fully understand that I am free to withdraw my participation at any time without
having to explain or give a reason.

I am willing/not willing to be identified as a participant in this study.

Signature of Participant Date
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Interview Details

Department: Interviewer(s):

Tehsil Name: Name of the Institution:
Location: Date:

Start of the interview: End of the interview:

Introductory Statement
Thank you very much for taking the time for this interview! I appreciate it a lot.
First, let me introduce myself. I am Obaidullah, an MPhil student from NUML

University, Islamabad, Pakistan. The research study research questions are:

1. How do socio-political factors intersect with gender-based barriers in access to
primary education in Afghanistan?

2. What are the primary drivers of gender discrimination in primary education in
Afghanistan, and how do these vary across regions and urban-rural divides?

3. What is the role of cultural and societal norms in hindering or promoting
equitable access to primary education for Afghan girls?

4. How have recent political changes, such as the resurgence of the Taliban,
impacted access to primary education for girls in Afghanistan?

Hence, I will ask open questions on some topics of interest for our research.
Please feel free to skip a question if you do not want to talk about a topic. We have as

much time as your schedule allows for the interview.

Before we start: do you mind if we record the interview?
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Could you please name the most important activities that your organization carried

out in the Nangarhar regarding primary education since you came into office?

No# Module Entry Question

How do socio-political factors intersect with
gender-based barriers in access to primary education in

Afghanistan?

What are the primary drivers of gender
discrimination in primary education in Afghanistan,
and how do these vary across regions and urban-rural

divides

What is the role of cultural and societal norms
in hindering or promoting equitable access to primary

education for Afghan girls?

How have recent political changes, such as the
resurgence of the Taliban, impacted access to primary

education for girls in Afghanistan?

How do socio-political factors intersect with gender-based barriers in access to primary

education in Afghanistan?

Indicator Follow-up questions Specifying questions

Socio- How would you In your opinion, how have

political factors | describe the current socio- | government initiatives impacted access to

in access to | political climate in | primary education in Afghanistan?
primary Afghanistan, particularly Are there any specific policies that
education concerning education? have addressed or contributed to gender-

Can you identify any | based barriers in education?

recent changes or trends in
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government policies related
to primary education?
do

How societal

gender norms and
expectations influence access
to education, especially at the

primary level?

Are there any cultural
or traditional factors that
contribute to gender

disparities in education?

To what extent do

security  concerns  affect
children's access to primary
education, especially for

girls?

Are there regions or

situations where security

concerns disproportionately
impact one gender over the

other?

How does the role of the family and
community affect a child's access to primary

education, particularly concerning gender?

Are there instances where families

or communities prioritize  education
differently for boys and girls?

How do economic factors, such as
poverty and financial constraints, impact
access to primary education, particularly for

girls?

Are there specific challenges that
families face in sending their children,

especially girls, to school?

Module 2: Primary drivers of gender discrimination

What are the primary drivers of gender discrimination in primary education in Afghanistan,

and how do these vary across regions and urban-rural divides?

Indicator

Follow-up questions

Specifying questions
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Primary drivers
of gender
discrimination

Cultural and Social Norms:

How do cultural and social
norms contribute to gender
discrimination in access to
primary education in
Afghanistan?

Community Perceptions:
How do perceptions within
the community influence the
educational choices made for
boys and girls?

Economic Factors:

To what extent do economic
considerations play a role in
gender discrimination in
primary education?

Can you describe any
economic challenges that
disproportionately affect one
gender over the other?
Regional Disparities:

In your experience, how do
gender-based barriers vary
across different regions of
Afghanistan in terms of
access to primary education?
Urban-Rural Divide:

How does the urban-rural
divide impact gender
discrimination in primary
education?

Infrastructure and
Accessibility:

Are there disparities in
educational infrastructure
and accessibility between
urban and rural areas that
contribute to gender
discrimination?
Institutional and Policy
Factors:

Institutional Practices:
How do institutional
practices within schools
contribute to gender
discrimination?
Government Policies:

In your view, how effective
are current government

Are there specific cultural beliefs that impact
the educational opportunities for boys and
girls differently?

Are there instances where community
attitudes reinforce gender-based
discrimination in education?

Can you describe any economic challenges
that disproportionately affect one gender over
the other?

Are there specific regions where gender
discrimination is more pronounced or
unique?

Are there differences in educational
opportunities and challenges for boys and
girls in urban areas compared to rural areas?

How does the availability of schools and
transportation options affect the educational
choices for boys and girls in different
settings?

Are there policies or practices that
unintentionally or intentionally favor one
gender over the other?

Have there been any regional variations in the
implementation or impact of these policies?
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policies in addressing gender
discrimination in primary
education?

Module 3: Cultural and societal norms

What is the role of cultural and political norms in hindering or promoting equitable access

to primary education for Afghan girls?

Indicator

Follow-up questions

Specifying questions

Cultural and

societal norms

Cultural Perceptions of
Girls' Education:

How do cultural norms in
Afghanistan influence perceptions
about the importance of education for

girls, especially at the primary level?

Traditional Gender Roles:

How do traditional gender
roles within Afghan society affect the
educational opportunities available to

girls?

Community Influence:

To what extent does the

community play a role in shaping
attitudes  towards

cultural girls'

education?

Can you describe any
prevalent attitudes or beliefs
within the culture that may
access to

impact  girls'

education?

Are there specific

expectations or limitations
placed on girls that may
hinder their access to primary

education?

Are there community-

led initiatives that either
hinder or promote equitable
access to primary education

for girls?
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Government Policies and
Gender Equity:

How have political norms and
government policies in Afghanistan

addressed gender equity in primary

education?

Implementation
Challenges:

In your experience, how

effectively are government policies
promoting girls' education being

implemented at the community level?

Advocacy and Political
Will:

Is there an active advocacy
for girls' education within the

political landscape of Afghanistan?

Community

Empowerment:

Can you identify any
specific policies or initiatives
that have positively or
negatively influenced girls'

access to education?

Are there challenges

in translating policies into

tangible improvements for
girls seeking primary
education?

How does the political

will influence the

prioritization and allocation of

resources for girls' education?
Overcoming

Challenges:

How can communities
be empowered to challenge
and transform cultural norms

that hinder girls' education?
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policy changes or additions would

Can you share examples of
successful community-led initiatives
that have overcome cultural norms to
promote girls' access to primary

education?

Policy Recommendations:

From your perspective, what

you recommend to further promote
equitable access to primary education

for Afghan girls?

and

How can political

norms be leveraged to create

an environment that supports

encourages girls'

education?

Module 4: Resurgence of the Taliban

How have recent political changes, such as the resurgence of the Taliban, impacted

access to primary education for girls in Afghanistan?

Indicator Follow-up questions Specifying
questions
Resurgence  of Perceived Changes in Security Are there
the Taliban Situation: differences in the

In light of recent political
changes, how have perceptions of
security evolved regarding girls'
attendance at primary schools?

Community Attitudes and
Reactions:

How have community attitudes
in

towards girls' education shifted

response to recent political changes?

perceived safety of girls
attending school before
and after these political

changes?

Can you provide
examples of community

reactions or sentiments

that may affect girls'
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Government Policies and
Implementation:

Have there been noticeable
changes in government policies related
to girls' education following recent
political shifts, and how have these
been

changes implemented at the

ground level?

School Operations and
Resources:

How have recent political
changes 1impacted the operational

aspects of primary schools, particularly
in terms of resources, staffing, and

facilities for girls' education?

Experiences of Educators and
School Administrators:

Can you share any experiences
or challenges faced by educators and
school administrators regarding girls'
education in the current political
climate?

Parental Decision-Making:

How have recent political
changes influenced parental decision-
making their

regarding  sending

daughters to primary school?

access to primary
education?

Are there new
policies or directives

affecting girls' education

that communities are
grappling with?
Are there

challenges in maintaining
or improving school

infrastructure for girls?

Are there specific
instances that highlight

changes in the way

schools operate for girls?

Are there concerns

or considerations that
parents  express more
prominently now than
before?

126




Community Initiatives and
Coping Mechanisms:

Are  there = community-led
initiatives or coping mechanisms that
have emerged in response to recent
political changes to ensure continued
access to education for girls?

Recommendations for
Support:

From your perspective, what
support or interventions would be most
beneficial for sustaining and improving
access to primary education for girls in

the current political context?

How are
communities adapting to
the evolving political
landscape to support girls'

education?

Are there specific

areas where  external

assistance or advocacy
could make a positive

impact?
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