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Where are the Text Books?
A basic part of building or rebuilding 
an education system is to ensure that 
learners have access to educational 
material. The foundational resource 
for every course taught in any public 
school system is the textbook. Yet in 
Afghanistan, despite many millions 
of dollars poured into the education 
system, there are still severe problems in 
the delivery and content of textbooks.
    The lag time between textbook 
preparation, printing and delivery has 
been excessive, with many schools not 
receiving textbooks for the first time 
until 2009.

A Snapshot: Afghanistan’s Textbook Crisis
“The majority of the over 11,000 schools around the country still have insufficient textbooks.”

- DFID UK, 2011

    It took until 2011 for the grades 
1-12 curriculum revision to be 
completed and a full set of textbooks to 
be distributed for General Education, 
a full decade since the regime change 
in late 2001. Even then, most schools 
did not have enough books for all 
students, and the books are generally 
of such poor quality that they need 
to be replaced every two or three 
years. Of even graver concern is that 
textbooks have often disappeared 
within the distribution system, ending 
up for sale in the market, making them 
inaccessible to students who cannot 
afford to pay for books. This is a result 
of corruption within different levels of 
the Ministry of Education.
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“New textbooks, printed as part of 
an ambitious multi-million dollar 
exercise to reform the curriculum 
in Afghan public schools, have been 
found to contain glaring mistakes, 
adding yet another burden on a cash- 
and resource-strapped sector of this 
war-torn country… …teachers and 
students have been saddled with barely 
legible study guides and are struggling 
to make sense of textbooks that are 
riddled with both typographic and 
factual errors”

 - Inter Press Service, 2012

Significant problems exist in 
implementation and use of the 
new textbooks, including:

•  Lack of supervision in schools
•  High levels of teacher 
absenteeism
•  Lack of access to textbooks
•  Textbooks are not distributed 
on time or in sufficient numbers
•  Teacher guidebooks not 
distributed to teachers
•  Schools are not equipped with 
enough tables, chairs, teaching 
materials etc.
- Lynne Bethke, Education Joint 
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     In addition to persistent issues regarding distribution, there have been serious 
concerns regarding textbook content and quality. For example, despite official MoE 
curriculum policy advocating gender inclusiveness, textbooks have been found to 
contain a multiplicity of gender stereotypes. Content issues in textbooks are nothing 
new for Afghanistan, as in the 1980s, millions of books were published containing 
graphic examples and illustrations relating to war and violence, as the education system 
was mobilized as a pawn to support different warring factions. More recently, there 
has been controversy surrounding textbooks that contain very little information on 
Afghanistan’s history from around 1973 onwards, in an attempt to exclude any content 
related to violence. This leaves the interpretation and dissemination of recent history 
up to individual teachers and parents. There have also been criticisms of the vetting 
and quality of content selected for inclusion in textbooks. For example, in an article in 
The Guardian in 2010, Nushin Arbabzadah writes of the Dari literature textbooks for 
secondary students: 

What I found was a reflection of the literary tastes of a parochial village mullah, 
but not an accurate representation of Dari literature. Year 9 students, for instance, 
are made to read a badly written text of polemical content, not only sanctioning 
intolerance towards non-Muslims but elevating it to patriotic duty. Exactly why such 
a poor text has been considered worthy of inclusion in a book of Afghan literature 
remains a mystery. A semiliterate militia commander fighting in the mountains might 
be forgiven for confusing this graceless, incendiary piece of propaganda with literature. 
But the board responsible for the books’ content should have known better.

- Nushin Arbabzadah, in The Guardian 2010

“Teachers as well as pupils at schools in eastern Afghanistan are struggling to get 
to grips with a newly-introduced curriculum. Some of the textbooks are far too 
advanced, while others are riddled with mistakes, experts claim.” 

- Institute for War and Peace Reporting, 2013

     Despite huge investments in reprinting millions of textbooks in recent years, 
significant problems in new textbooks have been cited in the final printed versions. 
Factual and typographic errors and illogical organization and formatting have been 
common complaints among teachers using the new books. Additionally, textbook 
content is found to be inappropriate for the target education level, making the 
interpretation and implementation of content a massive challenge for teachers. Lack 
of supplementary learning material and age appropriate content in school libraries 
have also been cited as issues in the public school system. These problems demonstrate 
that despite huge investments in time and resources from foreign donor governments, 
Afghanistan has been unable to produce a high quality set of learning materials for 
students to date.

Reasons Behind Afghanistan’s 
Textbook Issues:
1.  Lack of systematic procedures 
for monitoring textbook supply
2.  Corruption and lack of 
accountability mechanisms to 
ensure textbooks delivered
3.  No quality control processes 
in place 
4.  Lack of contact with between 
the Ministry of Education and 
school districts
5.  Poor coordination among 
donors, and between donors and 
the Ministry of Education

“…schools continue to lack 
science kits and laboratories 
and supplementary teaching 
and learning materials.” 

- UNESCO, International 
Bureau of Education report 
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Afghanistan’s Textbooks:  A 
Continuous Problem
     The reprinting and republication 
of textbooks in Afghanistan is a 
much needed step towards improving 
education quality in primary and 
secondary schools across the country. 
However, there remain serious 
documented concerns regarding the 
quality and delivery of textbooks 
and their material throughout the 
country. The Ministry of Education, 
international donors, and implementing 
agencies must continue attempting to 
address the problems surrounding the 
content and delivery of this essential 
educational input. Media attention and 
analysis from independent agencies 
within Afghanistan can help provide 
much needed scrutiny to the process of 
preparing and distributing textbooks 
to millions of students who rely on 
them. This can help keep the public 
informed and put greater pressure for 
accountability on the part of those 
mandated to serve learning goals for the 
people of Afghanistan. The textbooks 
challenges are a neglected, but 
extremely urgent, matter necessitating 
attention as the country continues to 
rebuild its education sector. 

Ministry of Education textbooks for sale in the 
bazaar in Mazar-i-sharif, 2014.


