
When the Taliban government fell in 
Afghanistan in October 2001, its policy 
against girls’ education ended, and by 
the following year, the new Afghan 
government, the United Nations and 
their international partners were busy 
getting girls’ schools reopened, recruiting 
women teachers and planning how to 
address the years of schooling that girls 
had missed out on.
     Yet, still today the Taliban continue 
to undermine the human right of girls to 
education. Attacks on girls’ education are 
part of the backward Taliban ideology, 
as well as a war-making tactic used to 
strengthen their insurgency. 
     UNESCO has described education 
as “a central battleground in the war, 
intensifying dangers that all education 
personnel and students face there.” 

“	We	as	Taliban	warn	you	to	stop	working	.	.	.	otherwise	we	will	
take	your	life	away.	We	will	kill	you	in	such	a	harsh	way	that	
no	woman	has	so	far	been	killed	in	that	manner.	This	would	
become	a	good	lesson	for	women	like	you	who	are	working.”	

	-	Night	letter	left	at	a	school	(2010)
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The following are examples of 
attacks against education:

• Schools are set on fire
• Teachers are murdered
• Principals or other 
administrators have been 
beheaded
• “Night letters” are left on or 
near school premises
• Parents and teachers are 
threatened
• Girls have been poisoned or 
gassed
• Acid has been thrown on 
school girls, leaving burns, 
permanent scars and visual 
impairment.

Canadian Women for Women in Afghanistan is a volunteer not-for-profit 
organization founded in 1996 with thirteen chapters across Canada. The goals 
are to advance education and educational opportunities for Afghan women and 
their families; and to increase the understanding of Canadians about human 
rights in Afghanistan.

A War on Education:
Security and Schools in Afghanistan

The Taliban’s ability to create a state of 
fear and instability is still very strong, 
and the threats to girls going to school 
greatly impedes the much needed 
advancement of education in the country.  
    One security issue facing teachers, 
students and parents is “night letters”, a 
method the Taliban use to communicate 
threats to a community. Night letters 
are left in a public place at night, such 
as around a school. They are used to tell 
teachers to stop coming to school, parents 
to stop sending their children to school, 
or girls to stop coming to school. The 
night letters usually say that people who 
do not obey these messages will be killed, 
or threaten other punishments such 
as one, in Daman district, which said, 
“Noses and ears will be cut off from any 
women seen going to and from the school.”
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     When schools reopened in 2002-3, 
there was a massive surge of students as 
virtually no students had been attending 
during Taliban rule. By 2014 over 8 
million students were enrolled in school, 
and almost 40% of this number were 
girls. But as they get older, girls are not 
staying in school. Despite the rising 
enrollments, as grades increase, fewer 
and fewer girls are enrolled. 
     With the population continuing 
to grow, along with a robust demand 
for education, the number of students 
continues to rise, and it’s increasingly 
urgent that insecurity and structural 
barriers preventing access to education 
be dismantled. This includes reducing 
the distance to girls’ schools, providing 
safe and secure facilities, ensuring there 
is safe transportation, and sensitizing 
men and boys to the fact that 
girls have the right to go to 
school. Helping communities 
organize to protect girls and 
girls’ schools will also protect 
the right of girls to education. 

Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: 
Everyone has the right to education. 

Article 28 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child: 
1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, and with 
a view to achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal 
opportunity, they shall, in particular:
(a) Make primary education compulsory and available free to all;
(b) Encourage the development of different forms of secondary 
education, including general and vocational education, make them 
available and accessible to every child, and take appropriate measures 
such as the introduction of free education and offering financial 
assistance in case of need;
(c) Make higher education accessible to all on the basis of capacity by 
every appropriate means;
(d) Make educational and vocational information and guidance 
available and accessible to all children;
(e) Take measures to encourage regular attendance at schools and the 
reduction of drop-out rates.

website: www.cw4wafghan.ca 
P.O.Box 86016, Calgary, AB T2T 6B7 • Tel: 1 403 244-5625 • email: info@cw4wafghan.ca

Insecurity and structural barriers 
preventing access to education 
must be dismantled
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“I feel unsafe every day because I am wearing my 
school uniform and the Taliban may kill me just 
because I am a student.” 

– 10th grade student, quoted in Schools as Zones of Peace: The 
Challenges of Making Afghan Schools Safe for Education, Save the 
Children, 2013

“When	a	family	wants	to	send	their	daughters	to	
school	but	they	see	the	school	is	not	close	or	it’s	not	
a	good	building	or	there	are	not	qualified	teachers,	
many	parents	don’t	send	their	children	to	school	
because	they	see	some	danger,	some	problem.	
			It’s	circular.	.	.	.	Three	components	are	very	
important:	1.	security,	2.	teachers,	3.	buildings.	
All	are	impacted	by	security.”	

– Mohammeed Azim Karbalai, Director of Planning Department, 
Ministry of Education, Kabul, December 15, 2005 
(“Lessons in Terror,” Human Rights Watch)

Besides loss of life, the 
impacts of school attacks 
include: 

• Deterring women from entering 
the teaching profession: Nationally, 
31% of teachers are women but this 
number mainly represents women in 
urban areas. There is an urgent need 
to recruit and train more teachers in 
rural areas

• Destruction of school 
infrastructure and closing of schools

• Missed school days, high 
student drop-out rates for girls and 
low secondary entrance for girls

• Low literacy, especially among 
girls and women

• Low morale among 
communities and a sense of fear and 
insecurity

• Underdevelopment and poverty

“	I’m	going	to	be	scared	when	I	go	back	to	school.	
	 What	if	we	die?”	

– a fifth-grader in Parwan province, 2009
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     The Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack found that 
in Afghanistan, the UN “reported more than 1,000 attacks on education 
in 2009-2012, including schools being set on fire, suicide bombings and 
remotely detonated bombs, killings of staff, threats to staff and abductions” 
and in 2013 around 100 educators were killed (2014). Comparably, from 
January 2006-December 2008, the UNHCR (2010) recorded 1,153 attacks 
on education targets “including the damaging or destruction of schools by 
arson, grenades, mines and rockets; threats to teachers and officials delivered 
by “night letters” or verbally; the killing of students, teachers and other 
education staff; and looting.” 
     The Afghan Ministry of Education estimated that approximately 115,000 
children have been affected by the temporary or permanent closure of 539 
schools “owing to the security situation in the southern (482 cases), south 
eastern (39) and western (18) regions,” according to the UN Report of the 
Secretary General on Children and Armed Conflict (2014), and the World 
Bank reported that 500 schools were closed due to insecurity in 2013, which 
took a particular toll on female access to education. 
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     Attacks on girls have taken a vicious 
turn with reports of poisoning and acid 
attacks. Girls walking on their way to 
school have been attacked with acid. In 
one instance in Kandahar, men squirted 
battery acid on girls from a water gun, 
and another used water bottles filled 
with acid. In both incidences, the girls 
ended up permanently disfigured, and 
one of the girls went blind. Poisonings 
have also been reported. This type 
of attack has the ability to target a 
large population of students, therefore 
maximizing harm. In 2013, hundreds of 
girls were hospitalized in several cases of 
apparent poisonings in schools.
     A series of attacks in Kunduz 
province in April 2010 sent 88 girls to 
the hospital, after students reported 
smelling a strange odor and then 
succumbing to its effects. On May 
12, 2009, 98 students and six teachers 
were admitted to hospital after a mass 
poisoning at Qazaaq School, north of 
Kabul. Five victims slipped into a coma 
but were revived; however scores of 
pupils were taken ill in separate attacks 
on schools in Charikar, Kapisa Province, 
north-east of Kabul. 

     Attacks have also focused on the 
destruction of girls’ schools. Well into 
2012, schools have been burned down or 
otherwise destroyed. In 2013, UNAMA 
confirmed 62 incidents of conflict-related 
violence directly impacting schools. 
These included targeted attacks, burning 
of schools, threats and intimidation 
against staff, and IEDS in the vicinity 
of schools. Attacks have also included 
bombings of schools, which have the 
ability to cause many deaths as well as 
destroy the few buildings left used for 
teaching. There have been attacks with 
grenades and other explosives placed in 
or around schools, contributing to the 
death of at least 11 children, and the 
injury of 46 in 2013.  
     Attacks against teachers have also 
taken violent forms, with physical attacks 
resulting in severe injuries and death. 
According to the UN, at least 13 teachers 
were killed or injured in 2013, and at least 
8 abducted by armed opposition groups. 
Caretakers of school buildings have 
also been attacked, and some have been 
disfigured: there are several cases reported 
of caretakers or night watchmen having 
their ears and noses cut off by Taliban.  

     Controversially, there are many 
incidences of schools being used 
for political and military purposes, 
impacting security and access. For 
example, in October 2013, three 
schools in Badakhshan province were 
temporarily closed by Afghan security 
forces to be used as forward bases. In 
the 2014 elections, half of the over 
3,000 polling stations were located in 
schools, according to UNICEF. The 
use of education facilities for political 
and military means makes them direct 
targets for government opposition 
groups, as demonstrated in both the 
2009 and 2014 elections.
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