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From thirty years of conflict followed by 
the devastating impact of the Taliban’s 
rule from 1996-2001, Afghanistan’s 
education system has been decimated. 
All girls’ public schools were closed 
under the Taliban, leading to tens of 
thousands of female teachers losing their 
jobs. Many were trapped at home, some 
turned to begging or informal labour, 
and many fled to Pakistan and other 
neighbouring countries to find work and 
to escape the Taliban’s oppression. Since 
2002, women have returned to work, 
including to the teaching profession. 
Yet, there remains a serious shortage 
of female teachers. The lack of female 
teachers is a critical challenge to girls’ 
access to education. After the primary 
level, most schools do not offer co-ed 
education, and require that only female 
teachers teach female students. 

Afghanistan’s Teacher Shortfall

Rebuilding Education: Expanding 
Human Resources
UNICEF was instrumental in helping 
kick-start the education sector in 2002, 
after its virtual shutdown for over five 
years. It conducted a Rapid Assessment of 
Learning Spaces to determine what basic 
equipment was needed, an effort that was 
considered the backbone to the Back to 
Learning Campaigns that were carried out 
across the country.  Education researcher 

Jeaniene Spink describes the assessment’s 
findings: “This assessment showed a total 
number of approximately 70,000 teachers 
and approximately 3.2 million students: an 
average of 46:1 student/teacher ratio. At that 
time to achieve a ratio of 30:1 an additional 
35-40,000 teachers were required” (2004). 
By 2007, the teaching force numbered 149,417 
(MoE, 2008), representing “a massive increase 
compared to the total of only 11,708 primary 
teachers in 2001, under the Taliban,” as noted by 
the late Jackie Kirk in her “Teacher Management 
Issues in Fragile States: Illustrative examples from 
Afghanistan and Southern Sudan” background 
paper prepared for the Education for All Global 
Monitoring Report (2009). Today, there are over 
201,000 teachers and over 186,000 of these are 
in general education.  
     The education system post-Taliban was 
focused on reconstruction and expansion, and 
less so on quality. In order to help meet the 
enormous need for teachers, the MoE waived 
the minimum qualification requirements 
for teachers (high school plus two years 
specialized bachelor’s level post-secondary), 
for a newly created category of “contract 
teachers”. Also to help train teachers, the 
World Bank and other donors created the 
Teacher Education Program (TEP), an in-
service teacher training program.
     Today, improving the status of the 
teaching profession, including paying 
higher salaries, is a priority; as well as the 
construction and good management of 
teacher training colleges (Naumann, 2007). 
According to statistics from the Ministry 
of Education (MoE), in the year 2010, only 
27% of teachers had a grade 14 education 
(equivalent of two years of college). 

Quick Metrics:
- Women make up only 31% of 
the teaching force, varying from 
approximately 75% in Kabul City to 
only 1% in Paktika
- In 9 provinces, the percentage of 
women teachers is 10% or less (2013)
- The number of teachers has grown nine 
fold from 20,700 to 158,000 in 2008 
(UNAMA), to over 186,000 in 2013 
(Ministry of Education)
- The Ministry of Education projections  
are that at least 211,000 teachers must be 
recruited by 2020, with most needed in 
remote and insecure areas (Nicholson, 2013) 
- 166 out of 416 urban and rural 
districts do not have a single qualified 
female teacher
- A highly uneven distribution of 
teachers has resulted in over 80% of 
qualified female teachers being located 
in or near an urban area
- Around 65% of teachers lack the 
minimum required qualification of grade 
14 graduation (high school plus two 
years post-secondary)

“	Teachers	are	expected	to	reach	unattainable	goals	with	inadequate	
tools.	The	miracle	is	that	at	times	they	accomplish	this	impossible	
task”	–	Haim	G.	Ginott

To expand girls’ access to education 
in Afghanistan, raising the number of 
qualified female teachers is essential.



What Next? Building the Pool of 
Teachers
The MoE’s overall goal is to “develop the 
basic capacities of general and Islamic 
education male and female teachers in order 
to improve the quality of teaching and the 
learning achievements of students.” The 
MoE is seeking to upgrade 60,000 teachers 
to a grade 14 education level by the end of 
2014, and also to draw qualified teachers 
from urban areas to work in under-served 
rural and insecure areas, in exchange for 
significant salary incentives (often in excess of 
USD$1,000 per month).
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“Afghanistan’s permanent teachers are 
required to have a 12th grade education. 
However, one cannot assume that teachers 
with the requisite educational attainment 
necessarily have the knowledge and skills 
to teach elementary school, especially as 
the subjects become more difficult from 
grades 4 through 9.” 
– Edward Kissam & Jo Ann Intili, 2008  

It’s uncommon for teachers to move 
around the country to teach; usually, 
a teacher comes from the district, or 
nearby from where he or she is teaching. 
Therefore, training teachers in every part 
of the country is a priority. The MoE is 
also working to establish the country’s 
first formal teacher certification and 
accreditation system, through a five-
year project funded by the Canadian 
Government and implemented by the 
World University Service of Canada 
(WUSC). In addition, the Malaysia 
Australia Education Project for 
Afghanistan (MAEPA) has been focusing 
on upgrading the capacity of the country’s 
teacher training colleges. 

“Afghanistan aims to increase the number 
of female teachers by 50% by 2014 
under an interim education plan that 
includes monetary and housing incentives 
for female teachers, and special teacher 
training programmes for women in remote 
areas and women who do not meet current 
qualification requirements.” - UNESCO, 
EFA Global Monitoring Report, 2014

Progress made to date includes the 
establishment of the National Teacher 
Education Academy in 2007; though 
the Academy still lacks a well-developed 
curriculum and currently relies on foreign 
educators. In 2012, the total number 
of students enrolled in teacher colleges 
increased to more than 64,000 with 42% 
being women (Samady, 2013).
     The Ministry has also established 
42 teacher colleges (TTCs) including 
dormitories for male and female student 
teacher and 89 TTC satellites in provincial 
districts and in Kabul city, up from 
only four colleges that were in operation 
previously. Mitigating the expense of 

running teacher training facilities can 
happen by bringing short-term training 
to local areas to increase the number of 
local teachers. A key challenge will remain 
reliance on foreign donor funds to reach 
these goals and to ensure that existing 
programs can continue to run.

Focus On: Teachers’ Salaries

After the fall of the Taliban, the average 
teacher earned approximately US$62 
per month, with some earning as low 
as $32/month at the primary level. 
In 2009, Canadian researcher Jackie 
Kirk found that the average salary was 
approximately $74 per month including 
a meal allowance, and $88/month for 
a teacher with a master’s degree and a 
high degree of experience, adding that 
“such salaries are not attractive compared 
to other forms of employment in 
Afghanistan” (2009). At the same time, 
Afghanistan has seen high economic 
growth rates in recent years, averaging 
12.52% from 2003-2013 and the cost 
of living has risen significantly, especially 
in urban areas. In 2013, GDP per capita 
was US$1,100. 
     In 2008, the Ministry of Education 
raised teachers’ salaries to US$120/
month (teaching is considered part-
time, as the school day is only a half 
day throughout the country), almost 
doubling the average teacher’s income. 
This was a key step in improving the 
status of the teaching profession, and 
better supporting teachers economically. 
Yet, teaching salaries are still not 
competitive with some other professions, 
despite the fact that the profession’s 
part-time shifts are attractive to many 
educated women who are also mothers, 
in urban areas. 

Snapshot of the MoE’s Five-Year 
Plan (to 2014):
• By 2014, at least 80% of 

teachers will have passed the 
national competency test

• Put in place a professional 
promotion system for teachers 
and administration staff

• By the end of 2014, increase 
access of existing teachers 
and grade 12 graduates from 
remote areas to pre-service, in-
service, and accelerated learning 
programs;

• Upgrade to grade 14 level, the 
skills and knowledge of 60,000 
existing teachers;  

• Attract and train 50,000 grade 
12 graduates (45% of whom 
will be women) from those 
districts in need of professional 
teachers.
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The EQUIP program run by the World Bank is an example of the considerable investments made by foreign donors 
to aid in the expansion of education in Afghanistan. Pledging over $250 million in financial support, EQUIP takes 
a multi-faceted approach to increasing access to basic education, particularly for girls. Since 2006 the program has 
built or rehabilitated over 1,600 schools, provided over 14,000 school administrators with training, and given in-
service training to over 90,000 teachers. EQUIP is the largest school management training program and is tasked 
with training every G1-12 teacher, principal, and head teacher in the government school system.  

Since 2002, foreign donors such as UNICEF, The World Bank, USAID, JICA, CIDA, Aus Aid and DfID have 
all pledged significant resources to educating teachers and school personnel. Their resources and efforts have 
reached over 380,000 direct beneficiaries, with many programs specifically targeting women. For example, 
between 2011-2012 UNICEF funded the Advanced Pedagogy program, which educated over 2,800 teachers, 
including 689 women. Since the 1990s, Friends of AIL has funded the Afghan Institute of Learning to educate 
over 23,000 teachers.  Several NGOs deliver in-service teacher training and other activities to strengthen teaching. 
CW4WAfghan itself has trained over 5,500 teachers since 2008. Other organizations involved in teacher training 
include the International Rescue Committee, Save the Children, Swedish Committee for Afghanistan, and CARE. 
Despite these much-needed efforts and resources, much more remains to be done in addressing the huge shortage 
of teachers that still restricts girls’ access to education, and there have been calls for better coordination of efforts 
in teacher recruitment and education including reduced duplication and enhanced quality control. Investing in the 
teachers of Afghanistan is ultimately an investment in Afghanistan’s security, and in a brighter future for its children. 


