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Despite the influx of Afghan children 
wanting to attend school, there remain 
urgent unmet infrastructure needs that 
impinge on students’ ability to access 
quality education. Many children 
attend open-air classes sitting under 
tents or beneath a simple piece of cloth 
tied between two trees. Most schools 
have no electricity, and no central 
heating or fans, making for difficult 
learning conditions depending on the 
season: wind and heat in summer, and 
cold and snow in winter. 
     As the international community 
and the Afghan Government assessed 
the needs in education following the 
end of the Taliban regime, in 2002, the 
Asian Development Bank calculated 
that about $1.24 billion would have 
to be invested in the next ten years 
to rebuild the destroyed educational 
system. In addition, $40-$80 million 
would be needed for teachers annually. 
At that time, the curriculum had not 
been revised for 30 years, virtually no 
modern educational practices had been 
introduced for decades, and provincial 
education authorities had operated 
autonomously for years in the absence 
of a central authority, according to the 
Asian Development Bank (2003). 
     In 2003, approximately 60% 
of schools were operating outside 
and most did not have any water 
source or adequate toilets. The 
Ministry of Education’s Construction 
Department started its work with a 
daunting ‘to do’ list.

Building Schools: Meeting Education 
Infrastructure Needs in Afghanistan

     Afghanistan’s country-wide rural 
development program, the National 
Solidarity Program (NSP), has built 
many of the new schools, through the 
NSP’s 24 implementing partner agencies. 
Many schools are also constructed 
by Provincial Reconstruction Teams 
(PRTs) from the NATO coalition in 
Afghanistan. Since 2002, USAID 
has helped to refurbish over 680 
schools across Afghanistan, and 
provided community-based education 
to over 70,000 girls in remote areas. 
UNICEF, the Czech Government, the 
Aga Khan Foundation, Roshan, and 
numerous other donors have funded the 
construction of other schools. 

A wide variety of independent national 
and international NGOs have built 
hundreds of schools throughout the 
country, or sometimes operate schools 
in private homes or other facilities. 
     Yet, despite the surge in 
reconstruction of schools, as of 2013, 
approximately 45% of schools had 
unusable buildings despite the Ministry 
of Education’s goal that at least 75% of 
general and Islamic classrooms would 
have usable buildings by the end of 
2014. There is an increasing demand 
for contractors and construction 
workers to complete schools at an 
ever increasing pace which has led to 
shoddy construction and cost inflation 
by those attempting to extract more 
money from donors, or facing pressure 
for a quick turnaround in opening 
newly built schools. Many buildings 
in urban areas are hastily built though 
are used to demonstrate progress to 
donors in the short-term, with little 
monitoring thereafter to ensure that 
the school building is well maintained 
and has structural integrity. In some 
cases, newly built schools have quickly 
become unusable because a foundation 
was improperly laid, the land is poor 
quality, walls crumbled or collapsed, 
materials were inappropriate for the 
location or climate, or for other reasons. 
Additionally, widespread corruption 
severely constrains efforts to address the 
lack of school infrastructure throughout 
the country, resulting in poorly or 
partially built schools.

Progress Made by the Ministry 
of Education since 2002:
• There are approximately 16,000 

schools across the country, up from 
only 3,400 in 2001 (Institute of 
International Education, 2013), 
and over 5,000 schools have been 
rehabilitated or constructed since 2003 
(Sigsgaard, 2011);

• Out of 1,150 schools closed because 
of insurgency, 700 have been re-
opened and in September 2014, the 
government announced plans to 
reopen an additional 120 schools in 
Helmand province.

• To cope with the large numbers of 
enrollees, the MoE has operated 
schools in shifts, and by using open-air 
classrooms outside, or through renting 
of buildings (Naumann, 2009).
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     CW4WAfghan urges donors and 
their implementing agencies to move 
their focus from quantity to quality, 
investing in teachers, high quality 
textbooks, and adequate resources 
within schools such as science labs, 
school libraries, sports equipment, 
and school supplies for all students, in 
addition to appropriate, well-designed 
and long-lasting buildings for schools. 
Further, school building projects should 
always be integrated within larger 
programs or initiatives for education, 
so that new schools come with well-
trained teachers, adequate school 
supplies, textbooks, science labs, and 
other investments necessary to ensuring 
positive learning outcomes. The 
provision of education must be planned 
in a holistic way: learning results never 
come from merely having a building 
to learn in. Rebuilding the education 
sector will demand more than bricks 
and mortar, and will require the long-
term focus and commitment of donors 
and implementing agencies.

     The surge in demand for education 
post-2001 has led to over-crowded 
classrooms and strained teachers. The 
majority of schools operate on the 
‘shift system’, whereby one teacher 
teaches two, three or even four shifts 
of students in a single day in order 
to accommodate the numbers. The 
more shifts in a day, the less classroom 
time each school gets. For instance, 
one high school in Kabul has four 
shifts accommodating a total of 9,700 
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students due to a lack of classroom space 
and high enrollment. Many students 
across the country are in school for 
barely more than two hours daily.
     The other challenge facing 
many schools is insecurity, as the 
Taliban have used attacks against the 
education system as a key tactic in 
their insurgency. The UN reported 
over 1,000 attacks on education from 
2009-2012. These included bombings, 
killing of staff, threats to teachers, acid 
attacks, and abductions. For more data 
on security and schools, please refer to 
our Fact Sheet in this series, War on 
Education: Security and Schools.

Basic school supplies are also in short 
supply. In order to help combat the lack 
of supplies, the Back to School Campaign 
managed by UNICEF sent school 
kits to an estimated 4,500 children, 
but even this amount reaches only a 
fraction of children attending school. 
The Afghan Ministry of Education 
must mobilize resources and develop 
a plan to help provide for the needs of 
school children to learn in safe, secure 
environments, under the instruction 

A Snapshot of Infrastructure 
Needs
• Over 7,000 schools are without 

usable buildings, boundary walls, safe 
drinking water or sanitation facilities

• Approximately 500 schools were 
shut due to insecurity in 2012-2013, 
resulting in hundreds of thousands of 
students being deprived of schooling

• There is a shortage of textbooks and 
other teaching and learning materials 
as well as problems in their timely 
distribution (see the Fact Sheet in 
this series, The Missing Textbooks)

• Use of school buildings in multiple 
shifts—almost all schools operate 
based on a reduced instructional 
schedule compared to international 
norms—a direct impact on the 
quality of education CW4WAfghan delivers library books, a shelf, 

and a Science Lab Starter Kit to a school in 
Kabul province, February 2010.

Above is a small ABLE Box Library from ACKU 
which contains about 230 books. The large box 
library contains 500 books.

A Science Lab Starter Kit contains a modest 
amount of basic lab supplies such as a 
microscope, skeleton, chemicals, magnifying 
glasses and other tools. 

Attacks on Schools in Southern 
Afghanistan
Afghanistan’s Southern provinces 
continue to be plagued by school 
closures. In 2012, up to 500 schools in 
the south had closed as a result of a wave 
of attacks. In 2013, 40 schools were 
closed due to Taliban threats in Zabul. 
Into 2014, 47 schools remained closed in 
Uruzgan province due to insecurity and 
infrastructure issues.

of qualified teachers, and must better 
supply both teachers and students 
with the necessary supplies such as 
textbooks, workbooks, school libraries 
and science laboratories. Few schools 
have even rudimentary science labs 
and almost no schools have libraries. 
CW4WAfghan has been working to 
combat this situation by equipping 
schools with Science Lab Starter Kits 
and School Library Starter Kits (see 
PROGRAMS page on our website for 
more information). 
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