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Purpose: The worldwide spread of the coronavirus named SARS-CoV-2 has disrupted the
world economy and the economy of Afghanistan as part of it. In addition, it has affected
health and education in the country. The aim of this study is to highlight the damage the
pandemic has done to private educational institutes in Afghanistan, in terms of finances,
health and educational aspects. This is to draw attention to the setbacks the COVID-19
pandemic has caused to post-war (ie, post 2001) Afghan private education.

Methods: A cross-sectional study was conducted with the help of Afghanistan’s Educational
Centers Association (AECA) members to analyze the impact of the COVID-19-related
lockdown. The questionnaire for the survey was distributed through SurveyMonkey to
founders of educational institutes. It included basic demographics, perception of and expo-
sure to COVID-19 by the participants and the educational and financial state of their
institutions. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS software version 25.

Results: Almost all participants who completed the questionnaire were male; 82% of them
were under 35 years old, the others were older. Fifty-one percent obtained their COVID-19-
related information through social media. Fifty-six percent confirmed that either they them-
selves or employees had tested positive with COVID-19. Eighty-seven percent of their
educational institutes were not conducting any online classes. Only 2% received continued
payment from their students. Five percent did not pay rent for their center’s lease. Regarding
the economic damage during the lockdown period (March to July 2020) they encountered,
47% reported a loss of 2000-5000$ with a decreasing amount of participants responding and
an ascending amount of financial loss.

Conclusion: COVID-19 pandemic caused a significant financial and educational loss to the
private educational institutes in Afghanistan. The lockdown induced by it affected students’
fees transactions, induction of online classes, substantial financial loss, and it elevated the
health crisis according to the founders of private educational institutes’ reports.
Keywords: learning center, coronavirus, education crisis, survey, school, student

Introduction
Background

Education plays an important role to set economic, social and moral values of any nation
and it has a rather lasting effect on ideas and beliefs regarding future strategies for any
country." Afghanistan that is located in Central Asia and can be proud of the bright
history of its education. 1400 years ago, after the rise of Islam in Afghanistan, the
emphasis on religious education resulted in the simultaneous growth of science and
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scientific education.” Presently, the Afghan government edu-
cation system consist of primary and secondary school educa-
tion (16,500 public schools with over 8 million students, 16%
of whom are female),>* religious education in mosques
(mostly informal), vocational training in institutions, and
higher education in universities.” To get free education up to
bachelor’s level is a constitutional right for every child in
Afghanistan.® Similarly, after basic general education students
are entitled to complete free specialized vocational and tech-
nical education in specific institutions. However, due to the
limited capacity of governmental universities and institutions
of higher learning, the graduate students must pass the national
admission test (Kankor exam) to enroll there.” Additionally,
students who want to apply for scholarships or find jobs within
the country (especially in international organizations) need to
master English.® Although from the fourth grade onward
English is a compulsory subject for all students, it is supposed
to being offered to them in universities for at least four
semesters.” But due to lack of professional tutors this is not
the case and interested students who can afford it study
English in private educational centers. Most private learning
centers have been established because of this.>'°

Private educational institutions by definition, have been
established by individuals. Therefore, they do not have
government support and struggle with unexpected inci-
dents such as pandemics, because of their rather minimal
infrastructure and facilities (eg internet), poor external
funding, taxes and many more.''

COVID-19 and Education in Afghanistan

In Afghanistan, after the emergence of the COVID-19 pan-
demic in March 2020, the challenges encountered by private
educational institutions plummeted significantly. All educa-
tional institutions had to halt their operations due to the rules
of lockdown. This affected their financial and functional
outcomes. Many students were unable to pay fees, hence,
the institutions could no longer pay the rent for buildings and
the teachers’ salaries.'> This resulted in the present disconti-
nuation of all education programs. In most cases online
learning was not an option, because schools and students
could not afford the installations necessary. In addition, tea-
chers and students were not able to provide/follow online
education because of lacking technical preparation.'?

Along with educational issues, the health concerns during
the pandemic was extremely severe as 31.5% of the Afghan
population were infected with COVID-19 in June 2020."
During the first wave, educational institutions were closed
temporarily. Nevertheless it did not take long for the second

wave of COVID-19 to start. Many students tested positive,
forcing the government to close down schools again.'
Rising health concerns prevented children from pursuing
their education, which may have a negative long-term
impact.'® As, the infection rates were high all education
centers, schools and universities remained closed for an
extended period of time.

Objectives

With the many problems encountered by all educational insti-
tutions in Afghanistan, a few professors from Kabul
University of Medical Sciences decided to conduct a survey
to effectively evaluate the first-hand problems faced by them
by going directly to the source, the owners of private univer-
sities and schools. The questionnaire was distributed in order
for the researchers to learn about the particular challenges
private educational institutions are facing during COVID-19
by their owners. The results of the survey in terms of institutes
that were doing well during the pandemic were very poor. The
owners declared a state of crisis at their institute concerning
finances as well as students and staff. The health crisis was
emerging amongst their employees as most were exposed to
the SARS-CoV-2 virus.

This research is to determine the financial losses
experienced by private educational institutes and to high-
light the lack of government investment in them. This
research is to raise awareness of the COVID-19 setbacks
that disrupted the recent progress and achievements of the
education system in Afghanistan.

Materials and Methods
Study Participants and Survey Design

On August 2020, a cross sectional web-based anonymous
survey using an online questionnaire was conducted with
the help of the members of the Afghanistan’s Educational
Centers Association (AECA), that represents the private
educational institutions, in order to analyze the impact of
the COVID-19 lockdown period on educational centers.
The survey was conducted through the SurveyMonkey
website and took approximately two minutes to complete.
The inclusion criteria were that the respondents were
Afghan residents who were founders of private educa-
tional institutions in Afghanistan aged between 18 and
70 years. The questionnaire was developed in English
and was then translated into Dari, one of the national
languages of Afghanistan. Questions were presented bilin-
gually in English and Dari. Prior to the administration of
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the questionnaire, local experts validated its content and
the questionnaire was pilot tested. The respondents were
informed that their participation was voluntary and con-
sent was implied through their completion of the question-
naire. From June 15th to 19th, the questionnaires were
distributed to all 219 members of AECA who were foun-
ders of private educational institutions in Afghanistan.

Instruments
The survey form contained 10 questions that were created
and arranged by lecturers of Kabul University of Medical
Sciences (KUMS). In this survey form, the first three
questions addressed demographic data of the participants;
age (under 40 and equal or above 40), sex (male or female)
and location (Kabul and other provinces). The demo-
graphic questions were to confirm that the participants
were, in fact, founders of a private educational institution.
The remaining questions included the respondents’ aware-
ness regarding COVID-19, any COVID-19 close contacts, the
lease of their institution, government or non-governmental
support for their institution, the implementation of online
teaching, attainment of students’ fees payment and the institu-
tions’ financial damages.

Ethical Considerations

This study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee
of Microbiology Department of Kabul University of Medical
Sciences (KUMS). Approval code: KUMS/ RECMD - 87.

Statistical Analysis

The sample size was not determined on the basis of sta-
tistical power calculations; however, a sample size of 100
participants (a little less than 50%) was estimated to be
enough based on total AECA members (219 members)
who were founders of private educational institutions in
Afghanistan. The distribution of categorical variables was
described by frequencies and percentages.

Results

Demographic Characteristics

Due to limited internet access out of the 219 founders only
105 participants filled the form completely without any
valid reason given for the non-responders. According to
Table 1, majority of participants (98%) were male, most of
them (82%) were aged under 40 years and 18% of respon-
dents were aged equal/above 40 years and the majority
were from Kabul (84%). (Table 1)

Table 1 Demographic Characteristics of Educational Centers
Owners in Afghanistan [N=105]

Characteristics Category n (%)
Gender Female 2 (2%)
Male 103 (98%)
Age <40 86 (82%)
= 40 19 (18%)
Location Kabul 88 (84%)
Other provinces 17 (16%)

Perception and Exposure Regarding

COVID-19
Regarding the awareness of COVID-19, this was acquired by
51% through social media, 31% through Television, 11%
through their families, neighbors, and friends, 5% through
newspapers and magazines, and 2% through other resources.
(Figure 1)

In accordance with Figures 2, 56% of the respondents
confirmed that they got infected by COVID-19.

Functional and Financial State of Private

Educational Centers During the
Lockdown Period (March to July 2020)

In response to the question of whether or not they were
pursuing lessons online or not, the majority of the owners
(87%) responded not to conduct online classes, and only 13%
were pursuing online classes. Regarding students’ fees pay-
ment, 98% responded that they did not get any kind of pay-
ment from students while 2% received payment from their
students. 95% of the owners asserted that their buildings’ rent
was paid and 5% said they did not pay their rent. (Figure 3)

W Social media 51%
Television 31%

® Family/Friends 11%

W Newspaper 5%

m Other 2%

Figure | Method of awareness for COVID-19 by our respondents [N=105].
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Did you or one of your staff get infected by COVID-19?

m Infected 56%

® Non infected 44%

Figure 2 Infection of the private educational centers employees by COVID-19
[N=105].

Regarding financial damage they encountered, 47%
informed about a loss of 2000-50008, 22% reported a loss
of more than 150008, 16% a loss of 10000150008, 11%
a loss of less than 2000$ and, and 4% reported a loss of
5000-10000$. (Table 2) 100% of participants reported not to
receive any financial support from the government of
Afghanistan or from international organizations.

Discussion

Currently, Afghanistan’s education system is formally being
managed by three separate entities, the Ministry of
Education, the Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) and
religious institutions. In addition to the formal education
sector, various national and international non-government

Table 2 Financial Damage of Educational Centers During the
Quarantine in Afghanistan [N=105]

Amount USD n (%)
2000% 11 (11%)
2000$-5000% 49 (47%)
5000$-10,000% 5 (4%)
10,000$- 15,000% 17 (16%)
>15,000% 23 (22%)

organizations (NGOs) have established education systems
throughout the country. While these education are officially
under the authority of the central government, these alter-
native approaches of delivering education to youth in
Afghanistan continue to operate independently and allow
for the addressing of some of the gaps in the current
system.'” The unknown number and size of private educa-
tional centers, are non-governmental organizations estab-
lished by individuals without financial relationship with
international and national supporters. These institutions are
operating in small infrastructures (Apartments of houses
amid the communities) with few staff, therefore they are
more vulnerable than other institutions when hit by
COVID-19 lockdown or any other unexpected conditions.
The results show that the founders are predominantly
male and of the younger generation. In a country that has
long battled gender discrimination in the case of educa-
tion, the low rate of females in leadership may be seen as
a problem.'® The promotion and protection of education
depends on that of human rights as well.'” As for most of

Functional and Financial state of Private Educational centers during
the qurantine

HYes 87%

m No

13%

=

Online classes

Figure 3 Functional and Financial state of Educational centers [N=105].

Students' fees payment

98% 95%

5%
I

Rent of institution building
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the young founders, research regarding the issues and
challenges experienced by them is going on.?® On the
one hand, some studies show that they may only prosper
with additional mentorship from consulting agencies.?'**
In Afghanistan, based on a survey conducted by the
ministry of public health, at least 10 million Afghans have
been infected by coronavirus.> It can be realistic that our
participants were at high risk of infection.
The of COVID-19-related

Afghanistan are not reliable and very likely spread misinfor-

sources information in
mation across the globe.?* They interfere negatively with the
founders’ public response concerning the COVID-19 preven-
tion measures and the means to regulate the infection rate.*
This is further shown by the next question, which discusses the
infection exposure amongst the founders themselves and their
employees. The response to this was inauspicious with more
than half of the participants selecting confirming that they and
their employees were infected with the SARS-CoV-2 virus.
Hence, it is a major health risks for the entirety of Afghanistan
as infection rates are rising uncontrollably.

The President of Afghanistan and the mandate of the
Ministry of Education had designed a strategic COVID-19
education response plan that consisted of Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) and TV distant learning,
self-directed learning, and small group face to face instructed
learning. The first two strategies are more problematic than
meets the eye as many students and families are too poor to
pay internet connections as well as technological devices,
and to acquire technological training to operate them.?
Along with these technical issues, the electricity in
Afghanistan is a recurring serious problem. Taliban and
other opposition groups destroy energy resources thus caus-
ing days-long blackouts.?” This is a great challenge to stu-
dents’ learning sessions to be conducted -efficiently.
Unfortunately, very few studies have been conducted about
Afghanistan during the pandemic of COVID-19.® The
authors of this study may be biased to some extent regarding
the data analysis as they themselves are founders of
a university. However, without them it would not have been
possible to collect first-hand experience.

The greatest impact that COVID-19 had in Afghanistan
was that on the education system, the overall economic
status, and the healthcare system. From a financial per-
spective, the private education centers are fragile and
dependent on the students’ fees payment. Therefore they
are bound to be confronted with huge challenges, which
may lead to the breakdown and discontinuation of these
centers.”’ The lockdown measures were strict on the ban

of public gatherings, social activities and all educational
centers such as universities and schools. Consequently, the
authors of this paper conducted an unbiased assessment to
survey the impact of the lockdown measures on educa-
tional centers and to highlight their problems. From a large
number of educational centers that were invited to take
part in the survey, the harm caused as noted by the parti-
cipants is drastic. They are mainly related to the fact that
only 2% of their students paid the required fees. The study
participants declared that each of their educational institu-
tions experienced a financial loss between 2000—10000S.
Even more, although the government of Afghanistan pro-
vided a budget to support private institutions, none of the
founders received anything from a governmental no an
international donor organization for their institutions that
had financial losses during the quarantine period. This
proves the severe negligence of internal and external
donors vis-a-vis private educational centers. And the finan-
cial loss of these centers is irreparable. Taking the financial
loss aside, education was halted in 87% of the private
educational organizations. You have said this above. This
demonstrates the depth of the COVID-19 pandemic health
tragedy in Afghanistan. The public health response has
been inadequately instructed thus they are not being
taken seriously and infection rates are skyrocketing.

Limitations

The study questionnaire was first created and did not find
any similar published studies to enrich its content. However,
content validation was performed to increase the reliability
of the results. Participants were asked specific questions that
might not cover all issues involved in the health and finan-
cial status of private educational institutions. Lastly, as the
participants were the owners of institutions, they might have
expressed an exaggerated financial loss. This would
decrease the credibility of the results.

Strength

This study highlights the difficult condition faced by pri-
vate educational centers amid COVID-19 pandemic.
During this challenging time, the private educational cen-
ters were operating with minimal support from the govern-
ment. The study calls on all organizations and people
outside Afghanistan for investment in the educational sec-
tor, the one hit hard by the pandemic. Moreover, the study
shows there is an intense lack of women in leading private
educational institutions, which is very important for
women’s leadership and country’s development.
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Recommendations

The COVID-19 almost devastated Afghanistan’s health
and education system with private educational institutions
being no exception. Based on our findings the private
educational centers require great attention regarding their
financial needs, education technology, and related invest-
ments so as to ensure continuity of educations for Kankor
preparation students and English learners. In short the
following items we recommend:

e Supportive funding needs to be approved by govern-
ment and donors for the centers that had massive
financial losses during the lockdown period to pre-
vent the permanent closure of them.

e Private educational centers’ leaders need to work
closely with the governmental health authorities to
prioritize their staff for COVID-19 vaccination.

Conclusion

Afghanistan’s private education centers encountered ser-
ious financial and health challenges during the COVID-19
pandemic. The survey results show that founders of edu-
cational institutions complained about a large financial
loss due to the lack of fees paid by their students. Along
with that, lack of support from the government and other
internal and external charitable organizations were
a problem. Classes have been discontinued in 87% of the
private schools and universities thus declining the educa-
tion progress in Afghanistan. Along with these conse-
quences from COVID-19, Afghanistan already suffers
from poor economic status in families and cannot afford
sufficient internet connections plus telecommunication
devices. Considering the low national level of education
in Afghanistan, many families do not have the technical
education to operate these devices. The COVID-19 educa-
tion repercussions together with the former education
issues in Afghanistan have led to a crisis for all students
that requires significant attention towards all non-

governmental organizations.

Data Sharing Statement

To ensure confidentiality of the participants and observe
relevant ethical considerations, data cannot be shared pub-
licly. However, data can be accessed upon request from
Prof Dr Ahmad Wali Atayee, Head of Department of
Microbiology, Kabul University of Medical Sciences via
email: dratayel@gmail.com.

Ethical Approval and Consent

The study was conducted in accordance with the
Declaration of Helsinki. All participants agreed to partici-
pate before filling the questionnaire. The research project
was approved by the research ethical committee at
Microbiology department of Kabul University of Medical
Sciences.

Consent for Publication
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