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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Purpose of this study
"Stop teaching and running the girls' school, otherwise you will be slaughtered." That was the message
sent to the Headmaster of a girls' school in Logar, just south of Kabul, when unknown masked gunmen
took him out of his house late one evening and beat him up. The attacks on schools, students and
education personnel are an alarming trend in Afghanistan.

This study was conducted in a desire to better understand the nature of threats and attacks on education
and offer recommendations for improving the ability of stakeholders to mitigate, and whenever possible,
prevent, future attacks, with particular regard to the participation of communities in that process.
Communities in Afghanistan are largely involved in the management and daily life of schools, as well as
in their protection.

Specifically, through an analysis of the nature of attacks and possible ways to mitigate risks by increased
community involvement in protection of schools, the report seeks to contribute to: (i) increased security
for students, teachers and other education personnel, (ii) increased community involvement in and
responsibility for school management, (iii) improved enrollment of students.

The research consisted of three main parts: a literature review of relevant secondary sources, including an
analysis of the Ministry of Education and UNICEF databases on school attacks; interviews with key
stakeholders within the education sector; and a field study.

Data collection was conducted by CoAR in eight provinces of Afghanistan: Logar, Khost, Kunar,
Wardak, Ghazni, Herat, Balkh and Kapisa. A total of 1,037 individual and group interviews were
conducted among Ministry of Education officers, Ministry of Education provincial department heads,
representatives from the NGO community, parents, police officers, school principals, members of local
shuras (community councils), teachers at different levels, and students. A total of 4,819 people were
involved in the field exercise. Due to security concerns for the people that participated in this exercise, the
exact villages and schools visited will not be revealed publicly.

The databases that were used to analyze the dynamics of attacks have shown not to be 100% accurate, as
discovered during the field data collection. Under-reporting, wrong information and partial information
on attacks do not give the complete picture of all attacks. There are also certain inconsistencies within the
figures generated by the databases themselves. Nevertheless, it is believed that the information they
contain offer a strong reflection of the realities on the ground, even if they are not 100% accurate.

The following is a brief summary of the content of the report.

General insecurity
When analyzing the phenomenon of attacks on the education sector in Afghanistan, it is important to
place the phenomenon in the context of a general spread of insecurity across the country. The large
majority of field survey respondents retain that the general security situation in their areas has
deteriorated. Causes of insecurity vary across the provinces, but can largely be attributed to the armed
opposition and criminal activity. With regards to specific threats to the education sector, most respondents
indicated that the threats emanated from armed opposition and criminal groups, although significant
provincial variation was noted – a key finding for the assessment.
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Nature of attacks
Throughout 2008 alone, 670 attacks on the Afghan education system were carried out including arson and
the murder of teachers and students.1 Between January 2006 and December 2008, 1153 attacks of
different natures were reported: grenades, night letters or verbal threats to teachers, killings of students
and education personnel. According to the Ministry of Education (MoE), 230 people died as a result of
attacks on schools, students and personnel between 2006 and 2007.

The most frequent type of attack according to the UNICEF school security database is arson, where
school buildings, tents or inventory was burned. Explosions in or near schools buildings (including
throwing of grenades, mines and rocket attacks) and direct attacks against students or education personnel
are also common. Twenty percent of education personnel interviewed in the field assessment stated that
they have been threatened.

Attacks on schools cannot be confined to a certain area of the country. The hardest hit provinces over the
period in question are Kunar (95 attacks), Khost (91), Nangarhar (74), Helmand (72) and Kabul (72).
However, the number of attacks in each province has varied throughout the period While in 2006, the
provinces that reported most attacks were Helmand, Khost, Kandahar and Ghazni; in 2007 these were
Khost, Kunar, Herat and Wardak; and in 2008 Kunar, Kabul, Nangarhar and Khost. Very few provinces
have seen a decrease or even a light increase in attacks throughout the period. Zabul and Ghor are the
only two provinces that have seen a constant reduction between 2006 and 2008.

The nature of attacks varies from province to province. In some areas, arson is the most frequent form of
attack, while in other areas, the attackers chose explosives. Grenades have been thrown in school
windows and rockets fired at schools. Tents used for classes have been burnt down and children have
been killed on their way home from school. Schools are more at risk at night and in the early months of
the school year, although the latter trend has extended further into the school term with each passing year.

Risk factors
Girls’ education is clearly targeted more than boys; findings from this research indicate that the main
perpetrators against the education of girls are the armed insurgency or internal community members. Of
all attacked schools, girls’ schools account for 40%, while mixed schools (32%) and boys’ schools (28%)
make up for the rest. There are, however, less than half the number of girls’ schools than boys’ schools in
the country, which clearly signals a gender bias in the attacks. Although hit proportionally less often,
boys’ schools and mixed schools are also clearly suffering from threats and attacks.

Attacks on schools can also occur due to their symbolic value as government entities, or because of their
association with international military forces (visits or funding). Local conflicts and criminal opportunism
are other reasons mentioned by respondents in the field study. In some cases the mere location of a school
along a highway where regular armed fighting takes place means that the school gets caught in the cross-
fire of conflict. Schools located along international boarders have been cited as prime targets for
incursions across the boarder.

NGO-supported schools seem to be less targeted than government-supported schools. The reasons for this
could be numerous, but likely include the lack of government association and the untraditional (and
therefore less visible) physical structure in which NGO schools are often established.

Not involving the community before the establishment of a school could also increase the risk of attacks.
Schools seem to be less targeted where the community itself requested the school in the first place.

1According to the Ministry of Education, February 2009.
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Consequences of school insecurity
Attacks on schools and the general insecurity throughout the country have serious negative impacts on the
education sector. At the beginning of 2009, 670 schools were closed across the country. In southern
provinces, between 65-81% of schools are currently closed due to insecurity. But closure of schools is not
the only negative impact.

Insecurity also causes more parents to keep their children home from school in fear of their safety.
According to respondents in the field study, girls’ attendance suffers slightly more than boys after a
security incident at their school. Thirty six percent of the respondents in the field study indicated that
fewer girls have frequented the school after the threat; while 27% said that it had led to a reduction boys’
attendance. Fortunately, attacks do not appear to have that serious of an impact on teachers’ attendance.
Male teachers were reported to have decreased their attendance by 3% of respondents after the incident
and female teachers by 7% of respondents.

Community participation in school protection
Afghan schools assessed through the field study do in the vast majority of cases have mechanisms for
community participation: either in the management of the school or with the specific task of providing
security. Unfortunately it was beyond the ability of this study to do an in-depth analysis of the
effectiveness of the different protection mechanisms currently in place. That said, prevention and
protection is beyond doubt regarded by respondents as a local community responsibility. Only a relatively
small percentage indicated that the responsibility lies with government and the police. In fact, in some
cases the presence of the police was considered detrimental to the wellbeing of the school, as in those
areas they are considered primary attack targets themselves. Across the survey area, both the Afghan
National Army and the international military forces are seen as irrelevant in the protection of schools.

The roles that respondents see for the communities are numerous, and clearly defined by the nature of the
attack and the perpetrators behind it. Attacks linked to the armed conflict in the country are one clear
type: in these instances the community is more likely to know the attacker or be able to open up a line of
communication to them. Attacks linked to criminal groups are different: communities are much less
likely to know or be able to open dialogue with this group. Fear is also a factor: although there is
understandable hesitation amongst many communities to try to negotiate with armed insurgents, across
the board respondents felt more fearful of relating to criminal groups. The roles they suggest as
appropriate to play in these two very different kinds of instances are logically varied. Hiring guards and
increasing patrolling are other suggestions from the community.

Prevented and mitigated attacks
The number of prevented attacks has been low according to the field research; only 4% of respondents
indicated that attacks had been prevented in the past. This, however, does not lessen the value of the
success stories of communities. The stories that respondents tell can be divided in two main categories:
some relate to the prevention of attacks or repeated attacks; while others focus on damage control when
an attack occurs. In the first category, stories are related of local shuras having negotiated with the
attackers both to prevent attacks and in the aftermath of an attack, obtaining positive results and promises
of no future attacks. In the second category, respondents highlight episodes in which school guards of
whole communities have engaged in firefights with attackers and put out fires that attackers had initiated.
There is little information related to complete prevention, where there have been no attacks or threats.
This is related to the difficulty in establishing what would have happened in the absence of certain
protection variables. However, there is little doubt that communities see awareness raising of the positive
effects of education as a key factor to preventing attacks, along with negotiations with hostile elements,
without distinguishing whether attacks are imminent or not.
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Risk mitigating measures
Suggested solutions that came out of the more than 1,000 interviews in the field assessment were
predominantly the establishment of school security shuras and general disarmament. Faith in increased
police involvement in protection of schools differed widely from province to province, with no less than
16% believing that it would actually increase the risk of attacks. Additionally, involving the community
from the very start of the school establishment process could be positive, both in ensuring community
acceptance of the initiative, and in garnering their commitment to being involved in its protection.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Various patterns emerged out of this study. They are as follows:

1. While the overall picture of attacks on schools across the country (if the present small survey area
can be at all representative) may seem confused and chaotic, local patterns are in fact quite clear.

2. When the attack is thought to be perpetrated by the armed insurgency, communities are more
likely to feel that lines of communication with attackers could be developed if they don’t exist
already, and that some negotiation could take place.

3. When the attack is thought to be perpetrated by criminal groups, community members often
report a lack of any way of getting in touch with the attackers.

4. It appears that more attacks happen against girls’ schools when the attackers are members of the
armed opposition or internal community members.

5. The vast majority of communities feel that the main decision-making and roll-out responsibility
of protection mechanisms must remain local.

6. Schools seem to be attacked nominally more often in those communities where there isn’t a
strong and unified sense of the importance of education borne by the communities themselves.

The overarching recommendation put forth by this report is that education stands the strongest chance of
being optimally protected if the analysis, decision-making and implementation power of school security is
decentralized to the provincial, district, and community levels, with budgetary and technical support
offered by the central government. Further recommendations are broken down the community and
central levels and with regards to the period of establishment or reopening of schools. They are as
follows:

Community level:
1. Engage in proactive awareness-raising.
2. Increase the visible presence of security guards.
3. Top up mitigation measures at peak risk periods.
4. Engage in preventative negotiations.

Central level:
1. Provide support and training for communities on negotiation techniques and other risk mitigation

measures.
2. Introduce a national education promotion campaign.
3. Consider the negotiation of a memorandum of understanding with the armed opposition.
4. Revise the policing policy as it pertains to schools.
5. Undertake database improvements.
6. Restrict PRT and broader military involvement in schools.
7. Review the School Guards Project.

For the establishment and reopening of schools:
1. Undertake community consultations.
2. Select discrete locations.
3. Where possible, select discrete school structures.
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2 INTRODUCTION

Throughout 2008, 670 attacks on the Afghan education system were carried out: school buildings were
burnt down, teachers and students were killed.2 Between January 2006 and December 2008, 1,145 attacks
of different natures were reported: grenades, night letters or verbal threats to teachers, the murder of
students and education personnel. Education is under attack in Afghanistan.

Significant progress has been made in the Afghan education sector since
the fall of the Taliban, the enrollment in Ministry of Education schools
having increased from around 900,000 in 2001 to an estimated 6.1
million by the end of 2008.3 Now, insecurity and the ban that opposition
groups have placed on education are threatening the results achieved.
The ranks of the newly-enrolled are dropping alarmingly fast thanks in
large part to the daily deteriorating – and rapidly expanding – security
situation. “The number of teachers and students killed in the past 10
months is nearly double the total casualties of last year”, authorities in
the ministry of education said. “This year 651 schools were closed in
southern provinces; 141 teachers and students were killed since
beginning of the year; and 173,000 students dropped out off schools”, a spokesman for the Ministry of
Education said at the end of 2008.4 In some southern provinces as much as 81% of schools are closed.

The situation has caused a dilemma for parents: whether or not to send their children to school. Is
education worth the risk their children may face by attending classes? This report will attempt to make
sense of these trends by breaking down feature by feature the threats and attacks, their consequences, and
their mitigation or actual prevention, shining a particular light on how community participation can
reduce attacks on the education sector.

As early as October 2006, President Karzai expressed concern about the
hundreds of thousands of children out of school due to ongoing violence.5

According to the Ministry of Education, 6% of schools were burned or closed
down from June 2006 to December 2007,6 and 103 teachers, principals, and
MoE district staff were shot dead between January 2006 and April 2008.7 One
hundred ten students were killed at school sites or on their way home.8 Not a
week goes by without a security incident being reported to the Ministry of
Education, which maintains a daily log of incidents, compiling it as a basis for

monthly analysis. The Ministry of Education is in several ways urging people to work with the
government to help improve security, and is working hard to develop national mechanisms for school,
teacher, and student protection, to keep education in Afghanistan alive.

2According to the Ministry of Education, February 2009.
3 Based on the information of the Planning Department, Ministry of Education.
4 “651 schools close in southern Afghanistan”, Quqnoos, January 5, 2009.
5 “Lessons in Terror: Attacks on Education in Afghanistan”, Human Rights Watch, Volume 18, Number 6 (c), July 2006, p.6.
6 Ministry of Education official website, June 2008, http://www.moe.af (accessed June 10th, 2008).
7 The data regarding killings from MoE differs from the various databases.
8 MoE Database, Provincial Liaison Office, June 2008.

Not a week
goes by
without an
incident being
reported

Over 1000
attacks on
schools, teachers
and students
have occurred in
three years;
that’s an average
of 33 per month
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2.1 History

Afghanistan has a long history of attacks on schools. Beginning after the Communist coup in 1978, the
school system became one of the primary victims of the decades-long conflict between the Soviet forces
and Mujahideen. The new government, led by the pro-Moscow People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan
(PDPA), pushed hard for increasing the enrollment rate and also launched an ambitious adult education
program, which enthusiastic local party workers tried to force village women to attend. But the backlash
in conservative Afghanistan proved unavoidable, and large parts of the existing educational infrastructure
were specifically targeted and destroyed by the Mujahideen. While the Soviet-backed PDPA and the
American-resourced Mujahideen used the education system to further their political aims, the quality of
education suffered. The rural areas were hardest hit. With disruption of education, many teachers were
killed and schools were destroyed. In 1983 the Afghan Foreign Minister admitted in the UN that 50% of
schools in Afghanistan had been destroyed. In 2003 the Asian Development Bank estimated that 80% of
all school buildings at all levels had been damaged or destroyed.

The violence against the education sector continued after the fall of the communist regime. The country
entered into a civil war in which different factions of Mujahideen fought for power in different parts of
the nation. The chaos caused many more schools to be closed or destroyed. Teachers and other
educationalists fled Afghanistan, adding to the already precarious situation created during the PDPA
regime. Girls’ education particularly suffered.

The onset of the Taliban rule in the mid-nineties aggravated the situation as girls were banned from
attending school. Despite the risk, a limited number of home schools for girls emerged and received
support from NGOs and UN agencies around the country. Although the Taliban edict was rescinded in
2001, their influence continues. Last year, Taliban spokesman Qari
Yusuf Ahmadi told reporters, "We have burnt some schools where
anti-Islamic lessons were being taught”, and he further condemned
schools where children were taught “wrongly”. “Many changes have
been made to the textbooks. For instance, the letter A used to be for
Allah but in these textbooks A is used for ‘Anar’ [pomegranate]. J
used to be for Jihad, but these books have J for ‘Jowar’ [maize]. We
do not permit such changes," he said. 9

Political strife, however, is not the only impetus of the tragic situation the Afghan education sector faces
today. The decreasing hold of the central government on the rule of law around the country has opened
space for criminal groups to take advantage of existing assets and infrastructure for their own ends; school
damage has furthermore become the mark of internal community or tribal disputes. These diverse and
often deeply rooted motivations of attack make even small achievements in school protection a hard-won
accomplishment indeed.

2.2 Objective and outline of report

The present research was conducted to assess the specific local context of attacks on schools and to
identify sustainable models for community involvement in their protection, resulting in (i) increased
security for students and teachers, (ii) increased community involvement in and responsibility for school
management, (iii) improved enrollment of students.

9 Interview with Radio Freedom.

"We burnt schools
where anti-Islamic
lessons were being
taught” - Taliban
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The study is comprised of a desk study of relevant literature; analysis of the United Nations Children
Fund (UNICEF) and Ministry of Education (MoE) databases on attacks between January 1, 2006 through
April 30, 2008, and the partial records available by the time of publication in August 2009; and a field
assessment carried out in 6 provinces in Afghanistan (Herat, Balkh, Ghazni, Kapisa, Khost, Kunar, Logar
and Wardak) in September/October 2008. The methodology used to carry out this project is outlined in
chapter 3 of this report.

Threats to education are only one of many problems that Afghanistan faces in terms of security and as
such cannot be analyzed and treated in isolation. Chapter 4 therefore offers a brief outline of the current
security situation in the country and what respondents in the field assessment perceive to be the general
causes of insecurity in their areas. Likewise, an analysis of what interviewees see to be the specific
threats to the education sector is included in this section.

In chapter 5, the nature of attacks is outlined. Questions such as “what is attacked?”; “how?”; “where?”
and “when?” are addressed in this section. The significant differences in the answers from one province
to the next are outlined, and the importance of understanding and creating solutions based on these
specific local factors is stressed. This is followed by chapter 6, which looks in closer detail at the
consequences of attacks on the education sector; particularly how attacks impact on the continuity of
educational services and the attendance of students and teachers.

Chapter 7 considers how communities have prevented attacks in the past and what they believe to be the
solutions to school insecurity. It also offers a brief review of the other school protection mechanisms in
place and the community’s perspective regarding their current and potential effectiveness.

Fundamental to the purpose of this study is to suggest possible recommendations for attack mitigation and
prevention. Chapter 8 presents a final analysis of the situation and proffers several recommendations for
effectively tackling these challenges in the coming months and years. In chapter 9, annexes outline the
profiles of those provinces studied in the field assessment in terms of types of threats and attacks
summarize the field data analyzed.
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Due to security concerns for the people that participated in this exercise, the exact villages and schools
visited will not be revealed publicly.

A total of 559 focus group interviews were conducted with teachers, parents, students and shura
members. The number of people in these groups varied between 7 and 10 and consisted of respondents
selected on the basis of factors of homogeneity (i.e. all students or all teachers). Additionally 455
individual interviews with parents, the provincial education department, NGOs, the police department and
district education department were conducted in all 8 provinces. The table below shows the number of
interviews conducted with the various groups/individuals in the different provinces.

Table 3.3.2 outlines the number of interviews conducted with the various groups of respondents per province.

1020 out of 1037 interviews were conducted successfully, while 13 people that were approached refused
to provide interviews. All refusals came from police officers.

In each table in the remainder of the report, the bottom row, (N), indicates the number of actual
respondents to the number of total possible respondents in each province. In many instances (N) will be a
lesser number than the total, as not all respondents were asked all questions. For example, some
questions were posed exclusively to education shuras or teachers, such as in those instances where the
question required their personal experience or expert knowledge.

Conditioned Sampling
The schools visited in the field exercise were selected based on the number of attacks that occurred in the
province, and a weight factor was used to select schools for the targeted district. A tentative list of schools
in each district to include in the study (containing 14 attacked or threatened schools, 3 schools that had
not experienced threats or attacks and 3 that had prevented attacks13) was developed. However, as the
survey team experienced when collecting the data, the list of schools prepared on the basis of the Ministry
of Education security database and UNICEF databases were often incorrect: 1) there were differences
between reported names of schools and the real name; 2) some schools had been threatened but were not
mentioned in the databases; 3) some schools that had been destroyed, burned or threatened according to
the databases were in fact not. In consultation with the district or provincial education departments,
survey teams changed these schools to schools with the same criteria. Additionally, security concerns for
the survey team, was a considerable factor in choosing the final sites. Thus a particular school in a district
was chosen largely based on accessibility in terms of security, in close consultation with provincial and
district education departments. Despite all these challenges, only in Kunar did the survey team not
manage to visit the full 20 schools, but had to settle with 19.

13 If schools where attacks had been prevented were not available in the province, an alternative school was chosen based on the
recommendation of the district education departments.

total
students 198 25 29 26 20 23 25 25 25
teachers 202 25 28 23 23 25 26 29 23
principals 158 20 20 22 20 19 19 20 18
district officers 31 3 5 4 3 4 4 2 6

provincial heads 15 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1
shura 155 20 19 20 19 20 19 20 18
parents 231 28 38 29 23 29 25 32 27
NGO 11 2 2 2 0 3 1 0 1
police 19 3 0 3 1 3 3 0 6
NA 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

1020 128 143 131 111 128 124 130 125

Herat Balkh Ghazni WardakKapisa Khost Kunar Logar

Number of conducted individual interviews / focus group discussions
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Table 3.3.3 shows the number of boys’, girls’ and mixed schools visited in the field study.

Research tools
A questionnaire for the collection of quantitative and qualitative data from the individual interviews and
focus group questions was developed. This questionnaire was the basis for the field study. Questions
were constructed in a way that optimized their understandability to interviewees and would be easy to
answer. Slightly different questionnaires were used for the different groups in order to ensure relevance
and understanding. The overall questionnaire, containing all questions asked, is contained in annex C.
The research team’s safety and security was seriously considered when developing the questions and
shaping the field research. The names of respondents, organizations and their affiliation with any
political party remained anonymous. The anonymity policy and the intended use of responses were fully
explained to respondents.

The survey teams consisted of one team leader and two surveyors. In Herat and Balkh, a female surveyor,
who was accompanied by a mahram (escort), was added to the team. Team leaders were responsible for
conducting the survey as well as to supervise surveyors, check their completed forms, and conduct
meetings with provincial and district authorities. CoAR/OSDR’s field coordinator also checked the field
work randomly and cross checked the completed forms. The data collected was coded and entered using
EpiInfo software. To minimize error, a double data entry procedure was followed.

Constraints in the data collection process
As insecurity was a major problem during the data collection process, female surveyors largely refused to
travel to the areas into which the field team had to go, thus limiting the possibility of a gender balanced
sample. In Herat and Balkh, female teams did conduct surveys. However in the remaining provinces
female participation was largely dependent of those cases where male surveyors could conduct interviews
with female interviewees.

Table 3.3.4 shows the gender composition of individual and focus group interviews in the field assessment.

Insecurity put constraints on the survey team and had a significant impact on the methodology chosen.
The very purpose of this project was to go into insecure areas where attacks on schools are a big problem.
Reliance on local hired staff was in most areas the only viable option for the research team, which
decreased the level of direct supervision of teams.

Individual interviews Focus groups Total male/female

Male 388 3607 3995

Female 67 757 824

Total numer of interviewees 455 4364 4819

Gender composition of completed interviews - total number of interviewees

Herat Balkh Ghazni Kapisa Khost Kunar Logar Wardak Total
Girls 8 4 5 2 0 2 6 5 32
Boys 9 11 12 17 18 11 10 13 101
Mixed 3 5 3 0 0 3 0 2 16
NA 1 1 1 0 2 3 3 3 14
Total 21 21 21 19 20 19 19 23 163

Total number of schools assessed
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3.4 Peer & stakeholder consultations

To ensure the robustness of the analysis and the veracity of the recommendations, the initial findings and
first draft of this report were shared with key stakeholders through several meetings (the Kabul education
cluster, the partners meeting of the Partnership Advancing Community Based Education in Afghanistan
(PACE A) as well as individual meetings with the Ministry of Education).

3.5 Considerations on the available and gathered data

This report relies on two different kinds of statistical data: the data collected in the field survey, and the
nation-wide data on school enrollment, closures, attacks and threats collected by the Ministry of
Education (henceforth MoE) and UNICEF. All figures referencing informants, perceptions, and opinions
are taken from the data produced by the survey. All national figures are derived from the UNICEF and
MoE databases. No attempt was made to correlate these two sources: the national figures are included to
contextualize the survey findings and shed light on the overall trend of attacks on schools; the survey
findings have been designed to understand those trends in much greater depth in limited areas of the
country and do not attempt to generalize findings past the survey area.

Both the national and the survey data sets have natural limitations which are presented below.

Databases
The UNICEF and Ministry of Education database formats used to analyze the dynamics of attacks do not
perfectly coincide, nor do their numbers always match. This observation, together with the verification
undertaken in survey areas during the field study, indicates that the data recorded in those systems is not
100% accurate. Under-reporting, misreporting and partial information on attacks do not give the complete
picture of attacks on schools in Afghanistan. Moreover, both systems face the risk of counting episodes
more than once due to lack of exact data related to the name of school, locations, and sometimes dates.
There are clear examples of such possible double counting in the databases. Additionally, in some cases,
multiple incidents that happened the same day are considered as one attack. If an explosion was carried
out close to a school on the same day an MoE staff member was threatened in their home, for example,
the episodes are often counted as a single incident.

Field assessment
First, in order to appreciate the correct value of the findings this report offers, it is important to highlight
that the statistics presented are largely based on the perceptions of the interviewees. For example, it was
not possible to calculate exactly how many children stopped going to school after each threat or attack;
what was collected is a general sense from communities and key informants about the perceived changes
in school attendance trends. The results are therefore not to be considered as statistical evidence of the
impact of attacks on education, bur rather what people understand those impacts to be from their
individual standpoints.

Second, the survey was limited by the amount of detail it was able to draw related to the exact nature and
the reasons behind specific attacks. Since there was no mechanism incorporated in the questionnaires to
control which episode respondents were referring to, the same episode may be mentioned by several
respondents, often with slightly different interpretations of the event.

Third, it is important to remember that the survey was conducted only in those provinces which were safe
for the research teams to visit, and where potentially sensitive topics might be discussed. The provinces
most disrupted by the current conflict – indeed, the same provinces that suffer from the greatest number
of attacks on schools and school closures – were not considered in the survey. The broad conclusions and
recommendations of this report should therefore not be automatically considered appropriate for all
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regions of the country, nor do they attempt to be. Regions at the heart of the current violence require
specific analysis relevant to their context and most likely the consideration of extraordinary measures if
those schools are to be kept open and protected.

Fourth, an elevated margin of imprecision must be allowed for data derived from informant answers to
certain questions, particularly surrounding the perceived origin of attacks (internal to the community?
External? Armed insurgency? Criminal group?) and whether the community is in contact with the
presumed assailants. It can be assumed that a percentage of such answers will be distorted by the
perceived risk the informant could have felt in offering what he or she might consider uncomfortable or
revealing information. In all sensitive cases, the option “I don’t know” was allowed as a valid response in
the questionnaire.
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security dynamics differ from province to province. The table below highlights some of the provincial
differences found in the present survey.

Table 4.1.1indicate the responses of people interviewed in the field assessment when asked how they believe the security situation
has changed over the past two years (2006-2008).

4.2 Nature of insecurity

Even between those provinces where respondents offered a consistent perspective on the degree to which
security has deteriorated, improved, or stayed the same, no commonality can be assumed regarding the
nature of the insecurity to which they were referring. Findings from this assessment strongly indicate that
the causes of insecurity vary greatly not just from province to province, but in fact from district to district.
While many or most of the same factors are present across the majority of regions, their levels of
comparative influence are not universal.

In each district respondents were asked what they considered to be the most significant causes of
insecurity in their community. The survey-wide average of their responses reveals that the armed
opposition (83%) and criminal groups (45%)16 are the most prevalent factors overall. Interesting as that
may be, these statistics are not particularly helpful until they are disaggregated further.

In 6 out of 8 provinces (Balkh, Ghazni, Kapisa, Kunar, Logar and Wardak), in those instances where the
attacker has been identified, the armed opposition is seen as the main cause of insecurity; although in
Herat, Balkh, Logar and Wardak there are more instances where the attacker is not known. In the
remaining two provinces (Herat and Khost), criminal groups are considered the principal perpetrators.
But even in those cases where one group emerged as the clear dominant influence, rarely was it
considered the sole cause of local problems. “The government opposition has become very strong and
smugglers and criminal groups are present in the area. This is causing insecurity in our community”, said
one student in Wardak.

To a much larger extent than in other provinces, a total of 81% of respondents in Kapisa indicated that
internal conflicts are an important reason for insecurity (survey-wide average: 21%). Additionally, in
Kapisa the local commander is suggested to have much more of a destabilizing influence than elsewhere
(45% compared to the survey-wide average of 9%). In general, Kapisan respondents, as well as
respondents in Herat, indicate that threats are multiple: internal village conflicts, armed opposition, local
commanders and criminal groups are all considered threats by a substantial number of people.

In Ghazni, unlike most other survey areas, the police are seen as a cause of insecurity rather than a neutral
or stabilizing factor. Sixty one percent of respondents in Ghazni identified the police as one of the main
reasons for general insecurity (the survey-wide average is 7%). At 17%, police in Wardak are also
mentioned more frequently as a destabilizing influence compared to other study sites.

16 Respondents had the opportunity to provide multiple answers. Thus, percentages have been calculated on the basis of the
number of answers against each option in relation to the total number of respondents.

Total Herat Balkh Ghazni Kapisa Khost Kunar Logar Wardak
Improved 3 9 1 0 11 1 1 0 3
Unchanged 26 34 62 1 44 5 11 25 25
Deteriorated 70 56 37 98 45 94 88 75 70
Other 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 2
(N) 1015/1020 128/128 143/143 130/131 111/111 128/128 122/124 129/130 124/125

Changes in the security situation over the past two years (by %)
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Across the board, respondents rarely reported the national army as a cause of insecurity. Only 2% of
people mentioned the army when responding to this question.

Insecurity is also linked to the weak presence of the government in some areas, according to a number of
respondents. A respondent in Balkh said that the insecurity is caused by “the existence of armed groups
and the weakness of the government”. Likewise, a respondent in Ghazni said, “the government’s lack of
consideration of people’s needs cause the people to turn against the government”. Similarly, a Kapisan
shura member said that: “unemployment is the only reason for insecurity”.

The operations of international forces were seen by a few as a generally destabilizing issue – a topic that
was predominantly raised in focus groups. “Conflicts between the opposition and international forces are
the main cause of insecurity”, said a principal in Kunar. For others, “bombardments of the international
forces is the main problem”, as was suggested by a second principal in Kunar. “The existence of coalition
forces and their constant checking of houses, the existence of the opposition and joblessness of the
people”, are according to shura members in Kunar notable reasons for insecurity in their community.

An additional factor that was brought up through the field study was
cross-border activities. In boarder areas such as Kunar and Herat,
smuggling and other cross-boarder activities are seen as causes of
insecurity.

“Unemployment is
the only reason for
insecurity”
Kapisa shura member
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Diagrams 4.2.1 show where communities believe the main sources and causes of insecurity originate

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Internal village conflicts

Armed opposition

Local commanders

Criminal groups

Police
Army

Mines
Don't know

Other

Balkh

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Internal village conflicts

Armed opposition

Local commanders

Criminal groups

Police
Army

Mines
Don't know

Other

Ghazni

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Internal village conflicts

Armed opposition

Local commanders

Criminal groups

Police
Army

Mines
Don't know

Other

Kapisa

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Internal village conflicts

Armed opposition

Local commanders

Criminal groups

Police
Army

Mines
Don't know

Other

Kunar

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Internal village conflicts

Armed opposition

Local commanders

Criminal groups

Police
Army

Mines
Don't know

Other

Wardak

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Internal village conflicts

Armed opposition

Local commanders

Criminal groups

Police
Army

Mines
Don't know

Other

Khost

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Internal village conflicts

Armed opposition

Local commanders

Criminal groups

Police
Army

Mines
Don't know

Other

Logar

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Internal village conflicts

Armed opposition

Local commanders

Criminal groups

Police
Army

Mines
Don't know

Other

Herat



Knowledge on Fire: Attacks on Education in Afghanistan

- 18 -

4.3 Threats to education within the broader security context

According to survey results, specific threats to the education sector are mainly seen to originate outside
the community. Seventy five percent of respondents indicate that threats come from strangers, while only
31% say that the threat comes from known elements within the community. “The strangers are against
education in Afghanistan, particularly girls’ education”, said a parent in Balkh. Internal threats were
raised as an issue in all provinces, although they were more pronounced in Ghazni, Herat and Logar.

Diagram 4.3.1 indicates whether communities believe threats to emanate from inside or outside the community. Multiple answers
were allowed.

A certain margin of error must be permitted when considering the high response rate of those
interviewees who indicated that threats to education originate from outside their home community. It is
logical that some respondents would answer thus if they felt concerned about repercussions from inside
the community should they respond otherwise (including those who genuinely don’t know one way or the
other). To ascertain if people interviewed in groups felt social pressure to respond in a certain way when
considering if threats were external or internal, the answers from the individual interviews were
triangulated with the focus group average. Perhaps surprisingly, individual respondents were less
inclined to answer that threats were internal than they were in a group setting. This suggests that answers
were not affected by people’s fear to admit that threats are internal in front of their peers, although it
doesn’t eliminate the social pressure variable altogether.

4.4 Attacks on Education – Internal or External?

According to Human Rights Watch’s 2006 report “Lessons in Terror: Attacks on Education in
Afghanistan” three different groups are responsible for attacks: 1) the armed opposition; 2) regional
warlords and militia commanders not loyal to the central government; and 3) criminal groups, mostly
involved in the narcotics trade.17 The findings of this field assessment largely support this conclusion.

17 “Lessons in Terror: Attacks on Education in Afghanistan”, Human Rights Watch, Volume 18, Number 6 (c), July 2006, p. 4.
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The average of survey responses tells us that the majority of external threats and attacks to education
come from the armed opposition (42%) and criminal gangs (39%). (Local commanders were mentioned
less frequently, but survey location differences must also be borne in mind when comparing the two
reports.) The armed opposition is indicated by most respondents as a threat to the education sector in
Ghazni and Kunar. In Kapisa and Khost, criminal groups are perceived to be the bigger threat. In Khost,
the armed opposition is not perceived to be a threat to the education sector at all. Here, only 1% of
respondents consider the armed opposition as a threat to schools, while 100% of respondents indicate
criminal groups as a threat. In Wardak, respondents accuse smugglers of having attacked schools. The
number of people who said that they do not know where threats are coming from was relatively high for
this question. Thirty six percent of those who responded said that they did not know, including a
noteworthy 88% in Logar; 62% in Balkh; 61% in Herat; and 60% in Wardak.

Table 4.4.1 shows where respondents perceive threats to their schools to come from. Multiple answers were possible. Source: field
assessment.

As when questioning insecurity in the broader community, in order to establish the authenticity of these
responses and seek to reduce the risk that the results are driven by the fear of indicating one response over
others, we compared individual response rates to the focus group average. There is no major difference.
In focus group discussions, 37% indicated the armed opposition as being the primary threat, and 35%
indicated criminal groups.

There is however, another element that could shape how we interpret this response rate. The separation of
criminal groups from the armed opposition when it comes to perceived threats can sometimes be difficult.
Some activities (kidnappings, for instance), are often carried out by criminal groups who work on
commission for anti-government elements. Establishing the true nature of any particular threat is
therefore difficult.

Some respondents were more general when asked where the threats against education are coming from.
According to a principal in Kunar: “the enemies of knowledge and culture do not want people to be
literate”. Interference of foreigners is also a common perceived threat in many boarder areas. “Foreigners,
enemies of Afghanistan’s development, are the main threat”, says a police officer in Khost. Moreover,
desperation and poverty are mentioned as reasons for attacks. “The school was attacked by illiterate and
jobless people due to personal enmity”, says a MoE district officer in Wardak.

4.5 Attacks against Girls vs. Boys Education – Internal or External?

Afghans and outsiders alike acknowledge the presence of a certain cultural resistance towards girls’
education in Afghanistan, although its existence is by no means universal. Attitudes towards girls’
education varies greatly among groups within the country, be they defined by geography, ethnicity,
religion, or other factors. It was therefore interesting to assess the degree to which threats to girls’ and
boys’ schools were perceived to originate from inside or outside the community, and how that varied
across the survey area.

Total Herat Balkh Ghazni Kapisa Khost Kunar Logar Wardak
Taliban 42 23 21 98 67 1 72 8 32
Criminal Groups 39 30 21 2 80 100 53 7 13
Don’t know 36 61 62 2 14 3 19 88 60
Other 0 2 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
(N) 855/1020 61/128 135/143 130/131 103/111 120/128 113/124 102/130 87/125

Which groups are threatening schools? (by %)
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The question of whether there was any correlation between the origin of the attack (internal vs. external)
and the target of the attack (girls vs. boys) was determined through a sub-set analysis of the survey
answers given by respondents linked specifically to single-sex schools. Results suggest that there are
indeed differences. The percentage of respondents who indicated that threats are internal to communities
is higher amongst those who are linked to girls’ schools than boys’ schools. The number of interviewees
linked to girls’ schools who indicated a prevalence of external threats was a noteworthy 20% less than the
survey-wide average.

Research findings further suggest that criminal groups are perceived as much less of a threat to girls’
schools than to boys’ schools. Only 14% of respondents specifically linked to girls’ schools indicated a
belief that threats came from criminal groups. This finding must be tempered, however, by the survey-
wide average of 41% of respondents linked to girls’ schools who said that they did not know where the
threat came from.
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Diagram 4.5.1 depicts what kind of external threats are perceived by respondents linked to boys’ or girls’ schools.
The sub-set the analysis was conducted on consisted of interviewees that could be linked to a specific school,
namely: students, teachers, principals, parents and shura members. Respondents had multiple response options.
Source: field assessment.
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5 NATURE OF ATTACKS

In this chapter a presentation of how attacks on the education system have manifested across the country
over the course of the last 3 years will be given, according to their number, their location, their target,
their type, their timing, and their possible objective.

5.1 How many attacks have taken place?

Between January 2006 and December 2008, 1153 attacks or threats towards the education sector in
Afghanistan were reported. The number of attacks started increasing in late 200518 and while the
frequency remained stable between 2006 and 2007, it almost tripled in 2008. Although a certain margin
of error must be accepted as a result of the switch of database used in the assessment (from the UNICEF
database for 2006-2007, to the MoE database for 2008), a general consensus supports the assertion that
the increase is not unreflective of the level of jump in attacks over that period.
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Diagram 5.1.1.shows the total number of reported of attacks per year for the period 2006-2008. The numbers from
2006 and 2007 are based on the UNICEF database (reported incidents), while the figure for 2008 is the official number
of attacks given by the Ministry of Education.

5.2 Where?

According to the databases accessed, the phenomenon of attacks on schools is not confined to one region
of the country in particular, although certainly the most badly affected areas are concentrated in the south
and east. The hardest hit provinces over the period in question are Kunar (95 attacks), Khost (91),
Nangarhar (74), and Helmand (72). While the total number of attacks in Kabul province (72) matches
that of Helmand, due to the density of schools per capita in Kabul, the rate of attack is considered to be
quite a bit less.

18 “Lessons in Terror: Attacks on Education in Afghanistan”, Human Rights Watch,. Volume 18, Number 6 (c), July 2006, p. 4.
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Map 5.2.1 indicates which provinces were hardest hit in terms of attacks between 2006 and 2008. For 2006 and 2007, the number
used is from the UNICEF database of reported incidents. For 2008, the numbers are the official number of attacks from the Ministry
of Education.

The number of attacks in each province has varied throughout the period. While in 2006, the provinces
that reported the most attacks were Helmand, Khost, Kandahar and Ghazni; in 2007 they were Khost,
Kunar, Herat and Wardak. In 2008, Kunar, Kabul, Nangarhar and Khost were the hardest hit.

Provinces such as Kunar and Khost have remained within the ten most affected provinces throughout the
three years in question. Helmand and Kandahar, which figured amongst that group in 2006, disappeared
from in 2007 to reappear in 2008. Balkh and Paktika, which were both heavily hit during 2006 and 2007,
experienced a reduction in 2008. Kabul, a province which had experienced a relatively low number of
attacks in 2006 and 2007, became the second most frequently attacked province in 2008. Very few
provinces have seen a decrease in attacks throughout the period. Zabul and Ghor are the only two
provinces that have seen a constant reduction between 2006 and 2008. A very few provinces, such as
Uruzgan and Laghman, experienced less attacks in 2008 than in 2006. Certain provinces that were
relatively calm in 2006 and 2007, like Parwan, Kunduz, Jawzjan, Farah and Baghlan, reported a
significant increase in attacks in 2008.

The table below illustrates how education attack trends have changed throughout the period, with
provinces grouped according to the degree of change they’ve experienced. All statistics indicate new
incidents and do not account for the accumulated number of schools that were closed over the same time
period.
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Province 2006 2007 2008 rate of change in 3 years

Bamyan 1 0 1
Panjshir 1 1 0
Daikundi 3 1 2
Ghor 3 3 2
Uruzgan 2 5 1
Badakhshan 5 1 3
Samangan 1 2 6
Nuristan 1 2 8
Takhar 1 2 8
Zabul 8 3 1
Sari Pul 4 5 5
Jawzjan 3 3 14
Faryab 3 3 16
Nimroz 0 4 18
Kapisa 7 3 13
Baghlan 1 6 19
Laghman 12 4 10
Parwan 2 6 19
Badghis 4 9 18
Farah 7 7 17
Balkh 14 11 14
Paktia 4 15 21
Wardak 8 16 17
Herat 10 17 15
Ghazni 16 4 24
Kunduz 6 6 37
Paktika 11 11 32
Logar 10 13 35
Kandahar 19 9 34
Helmand 26 9 37
Kabul 5 10 57
Nangarhar 9 9 56
Khost 22 22 47
Kunar 12 20 63

Table 5.2.1 shows the number of attacks recorded per province in 2006, 2007 and 2008. The numbers
from 2006 and 2007 are based on the numbers of incidents reported and contained in the UNICEF
database, while 2008 are the official numbers from the Ministry of Education.

Why do such trend fluctuations exist? There are a number of possible reasons. First, there may be a
relation to the ebb and flow of the broader conflict in Afghanistan as it manifests itself in individual
provinces. In those cases where attacks are linked to the armed insurgency, one could expect there to be
fewer incidents during those times when there is less of a presence of armed insurgents in the area (and
vice versa), or when the resources or priorities of the insurgents change.

A second aspect that could influence the frequency of attacks is the prevalence of school closure. At the
end of June, 2009, a total of 695 schools were reported closed across the country. Helmand, Kandahar,
and Zabul, located side-by-side along the border with Pakistan, reported the highest number of closed
schools. The Ministry of Education is making a concerted effort to re-open schools and keep education
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alive even in those areas where school attacks are at its worst19. But many of these re-opened schools are
subsequently attacked and shut down again. In Helmand province, for example, 180 schools, or 71% of
the total, were inactive from March to July, 2009, but 100 schools were re-opened over the same period.
In many of these areas there appears to be an endless, and costly, process of attack, closure, rehabilitation,
opening, and attack.

Provinces with the highest
number of closed schools as of

June ‘09

Schools
Closed

Schools
Re-

Opened
Helmand 176 100
Kandahar 175 36

Zabul 147 14
Uruzgan 57 47
Paktika 44 2

Table 5.2.2 shows the number of closed schools per province according to the Ministry of
Education in June 2009, and how many were reopened in the same period.

As indicated in the tables above, some provinces reporting a decrease or only moderate increase in attacks
(such as Zabul and Uruzgan), figure amongst those provinces with the highest number of closed schools.
This suggests that if a school is closed it may be less likely to be attacked. While important to bear this
possibility in mind, statistically across the country the association between the rates of attack vs.
permanent school closure is in fact quite variable and thus such a conclusion should not be considered
universally valid.

5.3 What is attacked?

While the majority of schools in Afghanistan are either run or directly supported by the Ministry of
Education, the contribution of non-state actors is far from insignificant. Since the 1970s, aid agencies
have played a central role in providing primary and secondary education in addition to literacy classes,
vocational training and teacher training programs in Afghanistan, which normally take place in
community- or home-based classes as opposed to the traditional schoolhouse structures commonly
adopted by the MoE. The main international aid agencies involved in the education sector in the country
are Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN), BRAC, CARE, Catholic Relief Services (CRS),
International Rescue Committee (IRC), Save the Children Alliance Sweden-Norway, Swedish Committee
for Afghanistan and UNICEF.

According to the Ministry of Education more than 300,000 students are supported through government-
sponsored community schools, divided into 4,021 classes20. The Ministry has also established almost
three times as many regular government schools, totaling 10,714 according to April 2009 MoE figures. A
more recent addition to the Afghan education system is a series of private schools what have emerged
mainly in urban areas.

Data from UNICEF and MoE databases concur that from these three basic categories of schooling
(government, NGO-based, and private), government schools are by far the most targeted. Unfortunately,
within the national databases detailing government school attacks no distinction is made between attacks
on traditional schoolhouses versus CBE classrooms. Thus it is difficult to determine whether these
models are treated differently by attackers to any noteworthy degree. As this could provide important

19 According to the MoE EQUIP project database, school construction continues also in areas where security threatens
construction companies.
20 Ministry of Education, April 2009.
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insight into possible risk mitigation options, the MoE should look into adding information on the type of
school to their database.

Community based schools supported by aid agencies have also had their teachers threatened and have
been forced to close, but significantly, only one physical attack has been reported.21 That said, there have
been suspensions or modifications of aid agencies’ education projects on quite a substantial scale22. This
might be a preventative measure that the Ministry of Education is less able or willing to undertake and
which could possibly have an impact on the difference between their respective attack rates. One
suggested hypothesis is that attacks on NGO schools might be reported less than attacks on government
schools because the former is not necessarily linked up to an official monitoring system. However, while
the reporting rates may be a factor, it likely isn’t entirely responsible for the remarkable difference in
statistics given that threats to NGO schools do seem to be reported with a certain regularity. For all of
these reasons, for the purposes of this study it will be assumed that the physical attack rate to NGO
schools is less.

Are NGO-supported classes less frequently attacked simply because they aren’t governmental, or because
of their generally unconventional (and therefore less-identifiable) physical structure? This cannot be
answered without considering the ratio of attacks on all community based schools versus regular schools
nation-wide. Across the country there are approximately three regular MoE schools for every community
based class; however, so long as there is no specific breakdown of attacks on government schools by type,
this analysis will not be possible.

Interestingly, the general perception of survey respondents does not concur
with database statistics. Most respondents believed that there is in fact no
difference in how attackers treat government versus NGO schools.
Nonetheless, on the basis of the clear difference in attack rates as recorded
in the nation-wide databases, respondents were asked why NGOs could be
less targeted. They came up with a series of possible reasons.

A commonly-cited possibility concurs with the abovementioned hypothesis
that classes run by non-governmental organizations are normally home-
based, thus there is no individual school building to attack. Likewise, these
are less visible to attackers.

Second, it was thought that as NGO schools are not run by the state they may be spared by those attackers
whose primary motive is to attack the government. “NGOs are impartial with regard to political issues
and simply deal with the people”, said one shura member in Wardak. This theory, however, must be
balanced by the significant increase in attacks on aid workers in Afghanistan as reported over the past 3
years23.

Third, it was suggested that schools supported by NGOs might have security regimes that are stricter than
ministry schools. Aid agencies might be quicker or more able to suspend activities when threatened.

21 One incident of a killing of a teacher in a school supported by the Norwegian Refugee Council has been reported.
22 For instance, the Swedish Committee for Afghanistan had to suspend at least four Community Based Education (CBE)
schools in Yahya Khail district of Paktika Province during the first quarter of 2008. Likewise, CARE Afghanistan’s CBE
program runs with limited activities in approximately half of its operating districts (August 2008).
23 Overseas Development Institute. “Providing Aid in Insecure Environments: 2009 Update”. April 2009.

http://www.cic.nyu.edu/Lead%20Page%20PDF/HPG_2009%20.pdf

“NGOs are
impartial with
regard to political
issues and simply
deal with the
people”
Shura member,
Wardak
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Fourth, the perceived higher degree of community participation in the community based model that
NGOs use might be a factor in preventing attacks. (This will be reviewed in the prevention chapter of this
report in greater detail, and again, is a hypothesis that must be balanced by the high percentage of survey
responses indicating that attacks and threats originate from outside the community or from unknown
sources.)

5.4 Types of attacks

An interesting variation occurs when one compares the information stored in the UNICEF and MoE
databases to the information collated in the field survey. According to the UNICEF database (depicted in
the pie chart below), physical attacks outnumber threats by a factor of over 5:1.

Diagram 5.4.1 shows the total number of the various types of incidents between 2006 and May 2008 according to the
UNICEF database. The classification has been done by the researcher, based on the explanation of the various
incidents contained in the database. UNICEF in its original database just distinguishes between: arson, explosion,
death, injury and threat.

According to the field survey results, however, threats – be they in the form of verbal or written
intimidation – are ranked as the second and third most common kind of incident inflicted against the
education sector, with a significantly reduced margin between threats and the most common kind of
incident: arson.

Type of incidents, Jan 2006 - May 2008

Attack on personnel or
students, 64

Explosion, 123

Threat, 84

Arson, 254

Other attack, 24Looting , 5
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Diagram 5.4.2 illustrates what respondents in the field assessment reported were the major types of
incidents incurred against on the education sector. Multiple answers were allowed. Source: field
assessment. N=659.

The fact that the number of threats is relatively low in the UNICEF and MoE databases could be
explained by an under-reporting of such incidents compared to physical attacks on buildings or personnel.
It also could have a lot to do with where the survey took place – due to security reasons, field research
was impossible to conduct in those areas where the present-day conflict in the country is at its fiercest;
had the survey been undertaken towards the south and east of Afghanistan, the threat/attack ratio might
have been different. A more detailed review of threats and physical attacks and threats is offered below.

5.5 Threats

According to the UNICEF database, 84 threats in the form of night letters and verbal intimidation were
directed towards education staff or students between 2006 and May 2008. It is safe to assume that these
numbers are incomplete, as survey results suggest that threats regularly go unreported.

According to the field survey, night letters aimed at the community in general or specific groups of people
(39%), face to face verbal intimidation (19%) and written personal intimidation (17%) are the most
commonly reported types of threats.
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Diagram 5.5.1 depicts the types of threats received or observed by respondents in the field
assessment. Respondents had multiple options. Source: field assessment. N= 690.

5.6 Who gets threatened?

Out of the total number of survey respondents working in the education sector, 21% admit to having
received threats. Khost is by far the most badly affected province in this sense; there, no less than 59% of
education personnel claim receiving threats in the past. Education personnel in Wardak, at 38%, are the
second most frequent recipients. Fewer threats seem to be made in Balkh and Logar; at respectively 9%
and 8%. Why Ghazni is not high on this list given the percentage of respondents claiming threats as the
main issue could be explained in a number of ways. It could be linked to the fear of education personnel
to admit that they had been threatened, or it could be that the education personnel were not the target of
threats, but rather the community in general.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

P
ercen

tag
e

o
f

resp
o

n
d

en
ts

T
otal

H
erat

B
alkh

G
hazni

K
apisa

K
host

K
unar

Logar

W
ardak

Provinces surveyed

Have you ever been threatened?

Yes

No

Diagram 5.6.1 outlines how education personnel responded when asked if they had personally received threats.
Source: field assessment. N=352/1020. Many respondents chose not to answer.

Threats are also directed towards students. One incident from Logar reported in the UNICEF database
related an incident in which two men on motorbikes threatened girls on their way to school. The girls
were told to stop attending classes or face the same fate as two other girls in the area who had been killed
on their way to school.
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5.7 Physical Attacks

“The students were attacked from a check point on the way home from school. Two students were killed”,
said one pupil in Wardak.

The perpetrators of physical attacks have used various methods to spread fear and destruction in schools
across Afghanistan. Again looking to the national picture, the UNICEF database records the following
incidents between 2006 and May 2008: 123 explosions in or near schools buildings (including the
throwing of grenades, mines and rocket attacks); 254 incidents of arson where school buildings, tents or
school material was burned; 64 direct attacks against students or education personnel; 5 incidents of
looting; and 24 incidents of a different nature (this category includes breaking and entering, the use of
firearms against schools, and cases where school buildings have been damaged in armed fighting). These
numbers are not necessarily complete.

Both the UNICEF database and the field assessment show that the nature of physical attacks varies from
province to province. According to the incidents reported by UNICEF, arson on schools and inventory is
the most common form of physical attack in most provinces. Paktia stands out as the exception with no
arson attacks recorded, but exhibits a prevalence of attacks on personnel or students (8) and explosions
(9). Explosions are also common in Herat, Khost and Kunar. Attacks on personnel and students are more
prominent in Paktia, Helmand, Paktika and Khost.

Burning of
building or
inventory

Attack on
personnel or

students

Explosion in or
near school

Verbal or oral
threat

Looting of
inventory

Other attack

BADAKHSHAN 4 1 1 0 0 0
BADGHIS 6 4 0 7 1 1
BAGHLAN 3 1 3 1 0 0
BALKH 13 1 9 4 0 0
BAMYAN 0 0 0 0 0 0
DAI KUNDI 2 0 0 2 0 0
FARAH 14 1 0 4 0 0
FARYAB 3 1 1 1 0 0
GHAZNI 9 2 1 10 0 0
GHOR 7 0 0 0 1 0
HELMAND 26 6 0 5 0 1
HERAT 5 2 16 4 0 0
JAWZJAN 2 3 1 0 0 0
KABUL 3 1 5 2 0 4
KANDAHAR 20 3 7 5 0 0
KAPISA 6 0 4 1 0 0
KHOST 22 5 18 4 2 2
KUNAR 19 2 10 2 0 2
KUNDUZ 9 3 2 2 0 0
LAGHMAN 11 0 4 2 0 0
LOGAR 14 2 7 3 0 2
NANGARHAR 3 0 8 4 1 4
NIMROZ 0 2 1 1 0 1
NURISTAN 4 0 1 1 0 0
PAKTIKA 14 5 3 5 0 0
PAKTIA 0 8 9 3 0 2
PANJ SHIR 0 0 2 0 0 0
PARWAN 5 0 4 1 0 0
SAMANGAN 1 2 0 1 0 0
SARI PUL 6 0 0 2 0 2
TAKHAR 2 0 1 1 0 1
URUZGAN 5 1 0 1 0 0
WARDAK 12 4 5 4 0 0
ZABUL 4 4 0 1 0 2
Total 254 64 123 84 5 24

Type of attack per province 2006-May 2008
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Table 5.7.1 shows the variations in type of attacks across Afghanistan’s provinces. The classification of the attacks was done by the
author of this report, based on the incident reports. The UNICEF database’s original classification mixes attacks and results of
attacks (injuries and deaths are included) and only distinguishes between threats, explosions and arson.

The UNICEF database reveals that across all provinces, attacks on physical structures, not people, are the
most common. Arson predominates; according to the UNICEF database, students themselves have even
been persuaded to set the schools on fire in some cases. Explosions take second place: grenades have
been thrown through school windows, mines placed in school walls and rockets fired at schools. These
kinds of reports are backed up by respondents in the field study. “The attackers poured petrol on the tents
and set them on fire to bring damage to the school”, said a principal in Balkh. Direct attacks on personnel
and students are fourth (after threats).

Regardless, teachers and education personnel have suffered enormously from physical attacks: they have
been beaten; there have been reports of decapitation; their houses have been set on fire. In other cases,
students have been the main target: over 100 students have been killed over the two and a half year period
in question.

The author of the present report classified events differently from what had been done in the UNICEF
database. The original data only contains the following categories: arson, explosion, death, injury and
threat. In other words, incidents (explosions, burnings and threats) are mixed with the results of attacks
(death and injuries). This has led to an over-reporting of the number incidents, since an explosion causing
the death of 15 people would have been counted as 1 explosion and 15 deaths; resulting in 16 incidents.
Moreover, attacks that have not led to injuries or death are often classified as threats. Even kidnappings
and the rape of a second grade student figure among the threats. Another problem that arises in the
database and decreases its accuracy is the inclusion of incidents that cannot be considered attacks; such as
a fire in a school caused by accident. The classification used in this report could be a model to follow in
the future keeping of databases since it clearly shows more kinds of attacks and separates these
completely from the results of the attacks.

Information regarding physical attacks as collected through the field assessment concurs with the
database findings in some ways, and differs in others. First, armed attacks figure as much more of a
problem in the field assessment than in the UNICEF database. It is important to highlight that since
armed attack is not a category in the database, there could be some under-reporting of such attacks.
However, very few incident reports actually highlight this form of attack. In the classification done by the
author, armed attacks are contained in the “other” category. It also must be remembered that the survey
was conducted in only a few moderately secure provinces, and findings there cannot accurately represent
the whole of the country, including the more conflict-prone provinces in the south and east.

Table 5.7.2 shows the distribution respondents answers in percentages to what type of attacks had occurred to their school. Multiple
answers were allowed. Source: field assessment.

Total Herat Balkh Ghazni Kapisa Khost Kunar Logar Wardak
Murder 10 9 1 8 23 4 22 24 9
Terror 3 1 1 0 5 2 8 6 3
Kidnapping 4 4 0 4 8 3 14 0 3
Armed attack 22 6 32 3 59 35 21 30 16
Explosion 22 68 23 10 8 17 17 21 11
Arson 38 13 31 16 62 41 67 48 60
Warning 25 10 10 68 15 39 8 33 8
Night Letter 34 10 14 54 41 53 37 58 25
Other 3 9 1 0 0 2 0 3 8
(N) 659/1020 82/128 103/143 110/131 39/111 109/128 87/124 33/130 92/125

Most Damaging Attacks (by %)
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5.8 Warnings

Warnings before an attack seem to be quite rare according to the quantitative data amassed through the
field assessment. Eighty eight percent of the interviewees said that to their knowledge no warning was
received; while 5% indicated a belief that forewarning had been given. The provincial differences are
only minor, with Wardak and Ghazni at respectively 13% and 10% reporting that there was a warning
prior to the attack. “The school and teachers were warned by night letter and finally the school was
burned”, said a student in Wardak. In cases where warnings have been given, the school is normally the
one that receives it (26%). Community members and the district governor are indicated frequently.

Table 5.8.1 shows if respondent believe that a warning was given prior to the attack. Source: field assessment.

A number of interesting cases of warnings were described during the qualitative component of the field
study. As mentioned in the previous section, girls’ education are often the content of threats and night
letters. A principal in Herat told the following story: “two students were warned in night letters that girls
should not attend school. The education department was informed and the person responsible escaped
from the district”. In another case in the same province, a girls’ school received threats in a night letter
that they should refrain from attending English, computer and tailoring courses.

One student in Ghazni brought up the issue of his school’s affiliation with the federal government. “Those
who warned the school said that the teachers should not take government salary and not show respect to
government officials. Community elders resolved the issue with the people threatening attacks”.
Warnings have also been of criminal nature. In Balkh, a parent told the story about teachers being
threatened to give up their salary.

5.9 When?

Based on the data available from UNICEF (2006 and 2007) and the Ministry of Education (2008), there is
a clear trend of increasing attacks not just year-on-year, but also further into months that had previously
been relatively “quiet”, such as the summer season. What remains consistent, as the below diagram
indicates, is the persistence of attacks at the beginning of the school year in Quarter II.

Total Herat Balkh Ghazni Kapisa Khost Kunar Logar Wardak
Yes 5 0 8 10 4 2 3 0 13
No 87 96 86 90 70 97 96 92 74
Don’t know 7 4 6 0 25 1 1 8 13
(N) 790/1020 82/128 111/143 117/131 91/111 112/128 90/124 83/130 100/125

Did you or anyone else in the community receive a warning prior to the attack? (by %)
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Diagram 5.9.1 depicts how frequency of attacks varies throughout the year for the period 2006-2008. Source: UNICEF
database for 2006 and 2007, MoE for 2008. The numbers used are the total numbers of incidents reported by the two
databases.

According to survey respondents, attacks are normally carried out at night. The databases referenced do
not track this aspect, but results from the present research clearly indicate that across the survey area the
majority of attacks happen during the night (79%), while only 21% are conducted during the day. This
trend is fairly even across all provinces, with Khost (98%) and Logar (97%) experiencing the most
pronounced consistency. Herat is the only province where respondents suggest day attacks happen almost
as frequently as night attacks.

Diagram 5.9.2 shows the distribution in respondents indicating the time of day of attacks. Source: field
assessment. N= 583
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Table 5.9.1 time of day respondents perceive attacks to occur. Source: field assessment.

5.10 Why?

Attacks on Girls vs. Boys Education

In the incident reports this research referenced, plausible reasons for attacks are only mentioned in some
cases. In these instances the most recurrent reason is that the school was frequented by girls. There is a
clear perception in Afghanistan that girls’ education is more at risk than boys’. This is manifested
through popular belief, various pieces of research that have come out over the years, and relatively
frequent news reports. According to the UNICEF database, girls’ schools make up 40% of attacks, mixed
schools 32% and boys’ schools 28%.

Diagram 5.10.1 illustrates attacks that could be related to girls’, boys’ or mixed schools. The gender composition of
students in a certain school, the school name (where girls’, boys’ or mixed school is indicated) as well as incidents
were the specific content of threats highlighting either boys’ or girls’ have been used in the classification. Source:
UNICEF database, 2006 to May 2008. N= 130.

On the basis of these statistics alone it is clear that there is an attack trend against girls’ schools, but this
trend is magnified when one considers the number of actual girls vs. boys vs. mixed schools in existence
across the country. In reality, boys schools account for just short of 50% of all schools nation-wide,
mixed schools for almost 31%, and girls schools for a mere 19%. Thus, 19% of schools receive 40% of
all attacks – a clear sign that girls’ education is deliberately under fire.

Attacks on Girls, Boys, and Mixed Schools

Girls' schools
40%

Mixed schools
32%

Boys' schools
28%

Total Herat Balkh Ghazni Kapisa Khost Kunar Logar Wardak
Night 78 52 74 74 82 98 75 97 86
Day 21 48 24 25 18 2 25 3 14
(N) 77/128 98/143 107/131 34/111 103/128 76/124 29/130 58/125

Time of day the attacks take place (by %)

583/1020



Knowledge on Fire: Attacks on Education in Afghanistan

- 34 -

Provinces
Total
schools Mixed Girls Boys

Zabul 188 0 5 183

Helmand 263 0 6 257

Kandahar 375 0 16 359

Uruzgan 198 1 21 176

Paktika 323 0 26 297

Khost 224 0 41 183

Paktia 243 3 35 205

Nimroz 91 61 7 23

Badghis 371 33 74 264

Ghazni 532 220 89 223

Farah 256 0 43 213

Faryab 405 0 115 290

Bamyan 303 155 71 77

Badakhshan 569 411 97 61

Baghlan 386 72 132 182

Balkh 447 294 51 102

Parwan 348 1 129 218

Panjshir 88 26 29 33

Takhar 417 215 71 131

Juzjan 273 0 78 195

Daykundi 302 0 83 219

Sare pul 319 110 90 119

Samangan 220 86 41 93

Kabul city 204 99 52 53

Ghor 599 283 109 207

Kabul 253 30 52 171

Kapisa 193 1 76 116

Kunduz 372 147 93 132

Kunar 318 168 60 90

Laghman 222 70 63 89

Lugar 219 6 61 152

Nangarhar 481 224 89 168

Nuristan 176 62 44 70

Herat 615 471 75 69

Wardak 330 185 42 103

Total 11123 3434 2166 5523
Overall percentage: 31% 19% 50%

Table 5.10.1 indicates the overall number of MoE schools both active and inactive
currently registered across Afghanistan. Source: Ministry of Education, August 2009
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The field assessment asked respondents for their opinion on the reason for attacks on schools. Only a very
few respondents gave responses to these open ended questions,24 but those who did quite often, but not
always, linked the attacks to girls’ education. “The [armed opposition] doesn’t want girls to go to school
and benefit from education”, said a teacher Ghazni. “The boys and girls were studying in one school, but
in different classes. Therefore the school was threatened through night letters and then attacked”, said
another respondent. Respondents in Logar were particularly concerned about girls’ education.
Interestingly, in Herat not only was the armed opposition seen as an
opponent to girls attending school, but criminal groups were also cited in this
regard several times. The widespread belief that criminal groups commonly
work on commission for the armed insurgency may go some way to
explaining this finding.

Despite this alarming evidence, it is clear that reducing the attack on
education to an attack against the education of girls would be too simplistic.
As the data indicates, there are several cases where the attacked school has
been an all-boys school; even a madrasa has been attacked. Correspondingly,
many respondents across the country indicate that the reason for attacks is
related to a general hostility towards education, not just as it relates to girls.
“There are enemies of knowledge and culture in Afghanistan”, said one shura member in Kunar. “It is
because the opposition is against education”, said a teacher in the same province.

In the databases additional reasons for attacks can be identified: the engagement of Provincial
Reconstruction Teams (PRTs); the teaching of anti-Islamic curriculum; internal or tribal disputes; and,
most significantly, the fact that the school is (rightly or wrongly) perceived to be an entity of the Afghan
Government.

One incident report claims: “After a visit of the Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) to a girls’ school,
the Mullah spread rumors that the students played music and danced in the school while PRT filmed and
took pictures inside school compound. The rumors led to a violent demonstration in the district.
Demonstrators attacked the district manger’s house, breaking several windows and attacking the district
judge”.25 According to a field assessment respondent from the Ministry of Education in Logar, PRT
funded schools and girls’ schools are the most vulnerable in terms of attacks. Another respondent in the
same province told the data collection team: “schools become vulnerable after the Americans visit the
school”.

A related issue – albeit one for which less information is available – could be how schools are funded. A
surprising 97% of respondents claimed knowledge about the donor for their school. The provincial
variance was limited: Herat, the province with the least informed respondents, still had a 90% response
rate. In Kunar, Ghazni and Logar all respondents indicated a donor of the school. This does not mean,
however, that respondents in the field study were aware of the correct donor. The research process did not
verify which donors were active in the communities under study. It is nevertheless not unlikely that
communities are well aware of the donors and organizations that implement education projects: according
to the Ministry of Education, increasing transparency of education projects is one of the goals of the
Parent/Teachers Associations and School Management Committees. The fact that there is such a high
level of donor awareness could be relevant for school security; unfortunately, there is too little
information available in the current data sets regarding the donor of the attacked schools to draw any
conclusions. The inclusion of donor information in future school security databases could help increase
our understanding of this issue.

24 This was part of the qualitative questions and many did not respond or responded that they did not know.
25 MoE database.

Reducing the
attack on
education
phenomenon to
an attack against
the education of
girls would be
too simplistic
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The concern that attacks on schools relate to the teaching of the “wrong curriculum” has been raised by
several stakeholders in the education sector. Incident reports contained in the UNICEF database include
threats that highlight “anti-Islamic” curriculum as the reason for the threat. Unfortunately, the field

assessment did not reveal any further information on this issue.

The field study also revealed that tribal disputes are sometimes considered
the reason for an attack. One principal in Herat explained: “we have had 3
explosions at our school due to tribal disputes”. Similarly, a teacher in
Kunar stated: “due to internal disputes, the school’s tents were burned.” In
Wardak, the rockets launched at two community based girls’ schools are
suspected to be because of internal fights amongst families in the district

(UNICEF database). Unfortunately, there is little information on the nature of these conflicts from either
the field assessment or the databases.

In Kunar, the blame for certain attacks as cited by field study interviewees was placed across the
international border. “Neighboring countries are interfering in order to impede the country’s development
and education of the people”, said one teacher in Kunar. Overall conclusions regarding the veracity of
these suggestions are difficult to produce since, as previously mentioned, the reason for attacks can rarely
be confirmed.

There are several other lesser-cited causes: in Wardak, where fighting along the highway is a security
issue, communities participating in the field research saw the location of the school along the same
highway as the main reason for it being attacked – i.e., by accident of location. In Balkh, a student
mentioned an episode related to poverty and frustration: “the poor local people were not hired by the
company which was constructing the school and it caused them to set fire to the tents that were used for
classes”. Shura members in Kapisa put forward the story about a school being attacked due to the regular
police presence inside the school.

But perhaps the single most important reason cited for attacks is the fact that schools are (or are perceived
to be) government entities. Although this reason figured less strongly in the field study, statistical
findings were clear in the UNICEF and MoE databases, which, importantly, include attacks which have
taken place in areas where the conflict is at its worst. “The [armed opposition] is against the government
and they are attacking schools in order to remove the relations between the government and the people”,
said an NGO worker in Ghazni. Night letters threaten teachers “collaborating” with the Ministry of
Education and receiving pay from the government. One Ministry of Education officer in Ghazni
recounted: “the night letter said that teachers should stop taking salaries from the government.” Several
incidents recorded in the UNICEF database involve attackers breaking into schools only to burn the
Afghan flag.

“We have had
three explosions at
our school due to
tribal disputes”
- Principal, Herat



Knowledge on Fire: Attacks on Education in Afghanistan

- 37 -

6 CONSEQUENCES OF ATTACKS

There is no doubt that attacks on schools, students and teachers have an impact on the access of Afghan
children to education which extends well beyond the violence of the event itself. This section of the
report examines the extent of that impact through the closure of schools and resultant lost school days, the
damage to school property and goods, and the consequences an event – or the fear of potential events –
has on overall school attendance.

6.1 School Closure & Lost School Days

In the province of Kandahar, the overall security situation is so bad that
nearly half of all schools are closed some or all of the time.26 In 2008,
the ongoing insurgency in Kandahar was depriving about 40,000
students of an education, the head of the province’s education
department said. Only 232 of Kandahar’s 370 schools remained open
because of the deteriorating security situation in the restive province.
According to the official, all the closed schools were located in volatile
districts where armed opposition attacks and bombings had prevented
schoolchildren and teachers from attending class. Numerous schools
had been burned down by militants in the previous few months and
armed opposition threats had forced further closures.27 The number of home based literacy centers in the
province has, nevertheless, experienced significant growth over the past years as a response to the
increased risk. These services are found mainly in the urban centers.28

Helmand officials report a dramatic drop in children attending school, as a direct consequence of armed
opposition attacks targeting the education system. “Compared with just one year ago, the number of
children recorded as going to school is tiny”, indicates a report from May 2008. According to an official
from the Helmand education department, only 35,000 pupils were attending school at the beginning of
2008.29

26 Times online, http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/world/asia/article3882980.ece (accessed June 20th, 2008)
27 Quqnoos, http://quqnoos.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=540&Itemid=48 (May 5th, 2008)
28 According to UNICEF representative, February 2009.
29 Cited in Institute for war and peace, Helmand (ARR No. 289, 13-May-08)

652 schools are
currently closed due
to insecurity,
depriving more than
340,000 children the
right to education
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Top ten province with the highest number of schools closed

Diagram 6.1.1 shows the distribution of closed schools across 10 provinces in June 2009 according to the Ministry of Education.

In the south-eastern province of Zabul, approximately 80% of schools were reported closed in 2008 due
to a lack of security. An estimated 35,000 children were missing lessons as a result of these closures.
Pupils and teachers in Zabul said they had been warned not to attend school by insurgents and other
armed groups.30 Zabul is in fact one of the few provinces where attacks on schools have decreased over
the past years; this decrease is likely to have been caused by the elevated number of closed schools.

The National Education Strategic Plan indicates that 6% of schools were burned or closed down from
October 2005 to March 2007. According to the Ministry of Education, 695 schools across the country
were closed as of June 2009, affecting over 340,000 students.31

The total numbers of existing schools and the degree of school closure by province is indicated in the
table below.

Provinces
Total

schools

Total
Mixed

Schools

Total
Girls

Schools

Total
Boys

Schools
Inactive

% of
inactive
schools

Zabul 188 0 5 183 152 81

Helmand 263 0 6 257 180 68

Kandahar 375 0 16 359 174 46

Uruzgan 198 1 21 176 58 29

Paktika 323 0 26 297 46 14

Khost 224 0 41 183 14 6

Paktia 243 3 35 205 15 6

Nimroz 91 61 7 23 5 5

Badghis 371 33 74 264 17 5

Ghazni 532 220 89 223 18 3

Farah 256 0 43 213 8 3

30 UK BBC News, 25 June 2008 18:11
31 According to the MoE security database, accessed August 2009.


