There is a strong sense of
ownership in many GESP schools
and communities – a recognition
that GESP has been an important
support at a critical time, but that
whether or not external support is
ongoing, the changes will continue.

GESP teachers also have more
formal training than the average in
Afghanistan. In some cases this
is because unqualified teachers
have been provided with training to
strengthen content knowledge and
teaching methodology; in others because existing teachers have been
supported to attend formal in-service
training. In all of the GESP schools,
more than half the teachers had at
least two years of higher education
by 2013, an increase of over 20
percent since 2010. This is considerably higher than the 30 percent
of teachers countrywide with some
higher education. GESP’s support
to girls to become formally trained
teachers – providing preparation
classes and transportation for girls
to sit for the kankur (the entrance
exam for higher education), building
a girls’ dormitory at a teachers’ training college, for some girls actually
paying tuition – has led to 558 girls
qualifying and returning to teach in
their local areas. They make up onequarter of all the qualified teachers
in these schools.
These gains for teachers take time.
As an interim measure, where
teachers’ skills were not yet sufficiently upgraded to provide the
necessary support to complete the
curriculum, accelerated classes
were made available during the
long winter break to almost 3,000
students, the majority of them girls.
AKF would bring in trained teachers
and coordinate the effort, making it
possible for girls between academic
years to make up a lot of ground.

An important measure of the
success of the GESP schools
has been the growing numbers
of girls who continue on to
higher education and return to
their alma maters as well-trained
teachers. To date, over 550
young women have done so.

Analysis 2: Supportive and involved communities
The quality of GESP schools has
also been enhanced in many cases
by community involvement. Parentteacher-student associations have
been supported and trained in most
GESP schools. In many places they
have become very effective groups,
serving as a critical link between
school and community: helping
with school management; making
sure that teachers are present and
on time; encouraging attendance;
advocating for the school to local
government; and undertaking physical improvement projects.
Analysis 3: A new corps of local
women teachers and role models
An important measure of the success of these schools has been
the increasing likelihood that girls
continue on to higher education and
return to their alma maters as welltrained teachers. This involves first
sitting for the kankur university entrance examination. GESP schools
have supported this important step
by providing preparation classes
for what is commonly seen to be a
grueling exam, and helping girls with
transportation to the exam site and a
place to stay when necessary. Since
this all occurs months after school is
over, no formal records have been
kept of the numbers of girls involved
or their success. However, numbers
from some individual schools show
a high percentage of graduating
girls going ahead with this process

Parent-teacher-student
associations have been
supported and trained in GESP
schools to serve as a critical link
between school and community.
Their involvement has been key
to the success of GESP schools.

and doing well. Most who pass the
exam, and whose families then allow
them to attend further education,
have completed a teaching degree.
Over 550, as noted, have returned
to teach in their own schools.
These young women teachers
are perhaps the most important
predictors of the sustainability of
the changes supported by GESP.
They are a source of pride for their
communities and a justification for
changing norms, providing important
role models for younger girls. They
are also gradually eliminating the
need for reliance on outside teachers. In remote communities especially, the availability of a corps of
strong local women teachers is the
best insurance for continued schooling for girls.
Analysis 4: GESP schools ready
to be autonomous
Also encouraging in terms of sustainability is the demand that has
been created for what is happening
in these schools. This is evident in

the number of students transferring
into these schools (especially boys)
and in the requests for graduates
from these schools as teachers.
There is a strong sense of ownership in many schools and communities – a recognition that GESP
has been an important support at
a critical time, but that whether or
not external support is ongoing, the
changes will continue. The GESP
programme has had a catalyzing
effect on a number of fronts, helping
to facilitate changes that were starting to happen anyway, but speeding
them up. It is reminiscent of the
“scaffolding” that many GESP teachers are using to facilitate children’s
learning: assessing where they are
together and what they need to
move to in the next stage of their development, and then providing just
enough support for them to take the
next important step themselves. As
one teacher in Badakhshan said:
“We have to search ourselves. AKF
has shown us all the ways and our
people have understood what to do.
So now we have to dig deep so that
our society advances."
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AFGHANISTAN

In Afghanistan, a lack of schools and
school infrastructure, along with nearly three decades of armed conflict,
poverty and climate-related disasters
have had a direct negative impact
on children's access to education. A
shortage of qualified teachers and
learning materials also contribute to
the country’s low school attendance
rate. While the gender gap is narrowing, a large percentage of girls still do
not have access to school education.
In response to these challenges, in
2002, the Aga Khan Development
Network (AKDN) began implementing a range of interventions aimed
at strengthening the Afghan Government’s capacity to deliver quality
education, and at supporting and
promoting educational access and
quality learning opportunities for all
children, particularly girls. Building
on the work started by Focus Hu-

manitarian Assistance (FOCUS), an
AKDN affiliate that had been offering
emergency assistance since 1995,
these education efforts led by the
Aga Khan Foundation (AKF) cover
four of the country’s most rural and
mostly remote provinces: Badakhshan, Baghlan, Bamyan and Parwan.
In 2009, with funding from the Government of Canada, AKF started the
Girls’ Education Support Programme
(GESP) in three provinces in Afghanistan. That year, 225 girls graduated
from GESP-supported schools.
By 2013 (the final year of the programme), the number of girl graduates had risen to over 2,300, having
increased by more than ten-fold
within five years.
An internal study conducted in 2013
examined the trends in both GESP
and non-GESP schools, using

descriptive statistics and qualitative
research to explore the story behind
this dramatic leap in numbers.The
key findings and conclusions of this
study are highlighted in this document.

Enrolment and gender equity
Today, the three provinces where
GESP was implemented – Badakhshan, Bamyan and Baghlan – have
on the whole better school records
than most of the country, with higher
primary enrolment than average and
better gender equity (see Table 1 on
page 2). Yet Badakhshan and Bamyan are far poorer than the average
in this very poor country, with more
remote and unserved settlements.
And despite more recent gains in
gender equity, Badakhshan and
Baghlan continue to have especially
low rates of literacy for women.
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Percentage change in secondary enrolment, 2009-2013

In addition to training and
mentoring almost 4,000 teachers
and 6,000 other stakeholders,
the Girls' Education Support
Programme has laid the
groundwork for better education
for girls through 70 early childhood
centres, literacy classes for over
6,000 mothers and community fora.
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The GESP programme supported
216 schools in all, for boys and girls
alike. This represents almost onequarter of all the schools in these
provinces, primarily in underserved

Through a Flexible Response Fund,
the programme made it possible
to respond to specific local needs,
such as the shortage of female
teachers in remote areas, problems
with transportation for teachers and

Table 1: National versus GESP provincial records of poverty and education

Poverty rate

Badakhshan

Baghlan

Bamyan

Afghanistan

61%

18%

56%

36%

Enrolment (6-12
year olds)

67%

62%

58%

46%

Girl/boy
enrolment ratio

0.94

0.8

0.85

0.69

Female literacy

12%

11%

29%

29%

Source: Afghanistan Provincial Briefs (2011) AusAID, World Bank

areas where girls’ enrolment was
low. GESP supported the expansion of many of these schools from
primary to secondary, in many cases
helping them to become the first
secondary schools in their often
remote districts.
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In Afghanistan, while the gender gap is
narrowing, a large percentage of girls still do
not have access to school education.
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How the programme worked

Girls in GESP schools have been
marrying later, and those who marry
are also more likely to stay in school
or to return after time away. Of the
cohort of girls who were in grade 8
in GESP schools in 2009, the great
majority remained through grade 12
(the last year of secondary school),
and their numbers grew in Bamyan
and Baghlan as girls moved in from
other schools.

GESP boys

The programme provided training and mentoring to almost 4,000
teachers and 6,000 other stakeholders; supported school management
committees and parent-teacherstudent associations (PTSAs); and
made physical improvements to the
schools. It gave particular attention
to fostering innovation in six schools,
making them a “model” for girls’
education in districts where girls’
enrolment was the lowest. Interventions were concentrated in the six
model schools to catalyze learning
for all the schools in these districts.

girls, and other obstacles that got in
the way of school education for girls.
Other interventions, which lay the
groundwork for better education for
girls, included 70 early childhood
centres, literacy classes for over
6,000 mothers and community fora.

Key successes
Finding 1: Girls’ enrolment radically increased.
Between 2009 and 2013, secondary school enrolment in these three
provinces increased by almost
60,000 students – a 28 percent increase overall. Although GESP was
involved in less than a third of all the
secondary schools, these schools
were responsible for almost half of
this increase. Secondary enrolment

in GESP schools increased by 94
percent over these four years – for
girls it increased by over 140 percent (see chart above).
Despite the radical increase in girls’
enrolment, gender equity in the
GESP schools remained lower than
in non-GESP schools in 2013 (37
percent girls in GESP compared to
42 percent girls in non-GESP). In
large part this was because these
schools started off in 2008 with so
few girls – initially they made up only
30 percent. But it was also because
these schools attracted a disproportionate number of boys from beyond
their catchment areas, both because
of their higher quality and the absence of other high schools.
Among the factors that encouraged
the huge increase in enrolment for
girls was the growing presence of
women teachers in these schools.
Countrywide, women now make up
close to one-third of all teachers,
but they are heavily concentrated
in larger towns and cities. GESP

made their presence possible in
more remote areas through incentive payments, transportation for
teachers and by supporting the
training of female graduates from
those schools as teachers. GESP’s
various workshops and meetings on
gender and girls’ rights also had an
important galvanizing effect, providing teachers, community members
and education officials with a forum
where they could air their views,
jointly exploring and negotiating
changing norms around girls’ education.
Finding 2: Far fewer girls dropped
out.
Not only were the GESP schools
responsible for a disproportionate increase in girls’ secondary enrolment;
just as importantly, most of these
girls stayed in school, not dropping
out once they reached puberty or
were married. Girls in GESP schools
have been marrying later, and those
who marry are also more likely to
stay in school or to return after time

away. Of the cohort of girls who
were in grade 8 in GESP schools in
2009, the great majority remained
through grade 12 (the last year of
secondary school), and their numbers grew in Bamyan and Baghlan
as girls moved in from other schools.
By 2013, the number of girls in this
GESP cohort had declined overall
by only 1 percent. By contrast, 41
percent of the girls in the non-GESP
schools were no longer in these
schools by grade 12. The number
of boys dropping out or transferring
was also far lower in GESP schools.
Parent-teacher-student associations have often been instrumental
in keeping girls in school. They talk
with families when girls stop coming,
and encourage them to change their
minds. Other students have also
played a role, as have teachers and
local education officials. In many
places it has become a matter of local pride to have all girls in school.
Finding 3: Many more girls graduated.
The growing number of girls enrolling and remaining in secondary
school is reflected in rapidly increasing graduation rates. In 2009,
only 17 percent of the graduates in
GESP schools were girls; in 2013
they made up one-third of all GESP
graduates. In non-GESP schools,
the numbers of girl graduates
have almost tripled since 2009; in
GESP schools they have increased
by more than ten-fold. A girl who

In non-GESP schools, the numbers
of girl graduates have almost tripled
since 2009; in GESP schools they
have increased by more than tenfold. A girl who entered grade 8 in
2009 in a GESP school was almost
twice as likely to graduate as her
peer in a non-GESP school (see
chart on page 4).

In part the huge increase in
enrolment for girls was due to
the growing presence of women
teachers in the GESP schools.
Countrywide, women now make up
close to one-third of all teachers
but they are heavily concentrated in
larger towns and cities.
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entered grade 8 in 2009 in a GESP
school was almost twice as likely to
graduate as her peer in a non-GESP
school (see chart above).

where many schools still have more
than one shift a day, and where
actual contact between teachers and
students can be extremely limited.

Analyses of key successes

Analysis 1: Quality teaching

The 2013 study sought to understand how these radical changes occurred within so relatively little time.
What was driving these significant
improvements in girls’ enrolment,
drop-out and graduation rates?
The difference was found to be associated with quality – both the quality of support and encouragement
given to these girls and their families, and the quality of the schooling
they have received. In numerous
interviews and focus group discussions, teachers, students, parents
and school officials drew attention to
the extent of changes that have taken place in the GESP schools over
just a few years – from impoverished and chaotic environments with
unprepared teachers, to equipped,
productive classrooms with engaged
and committed students. These
changes are especially important in
this under-resourced environment,

The most significant difference, it
is generally agreed, is in the quality of the teachers. AKF has for
many years provided basic training
for teachers in both methods and
subject content. Specific approaches
implemented through GESP have
included training for head teachers in each school; mentoring of
teachers by front-line project staff
on active, student-centred methods;
management and leadership training for school principals and head
teachers; and the establishment of
learning circles for mutual support,
with teachers who are stronger in
a specific area helping others to
develop their strengths. In many
schools, it appears that the training and mentoring are becoming
institutionalised as part of the school
culture, with training and mentoring
being continued by school staff and
local education officials.

The study conducted by AKF
in 2013 revealed that schools
supported by the Girls' Education
Support Programme (GESP) have
not only had a radical increase in
girls' enrolment, but likewise an
enormous decline in drop-outs
amongst girls. As a result, between
2009 and 2013, the numbers of
girl graduates in GESP schools
increased by more than ten-fold.

Percentage change in secondary enrolment, 2009-2013

In addition to training and
mentoring almost 4,000 teachers
and 6,000 other stakeholders,
the Girls' Education Support
Programme has laid the
groundwork for better education
for girls through 70 early childhood
centres, literacy classes for over
6,000 mothers and community fora.
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The GESP programme supported
216 schools in all, for boys and girls
alike. This represents almost onequarter of all the schools in these
provinces, primarily in underserved

Through a Flexible Response Fund,
the programme made it possible
to respond to specific local needs,
such as the shortage of female
teachers in remote areas, problems
with transportation for teachers and

Table 1: National versus GESP provincial records of poverty and education
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Badakhshan

Baghlan

Bamyan

Afghanistan

61%

18%

56%

36%

Enrolment (6-12
year olds)

67%

62%

58%

46%

Girl/boy
enrolment ratio

0.94

0.8

0.85
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Female literacy
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Source: Afghanistan Provincial Briefs (2011) AusAID, World Bank

areas where girls’ enrolment was
low. GESP supported the expansion of many of these schools from
primary to secondary, in many cases
helping them to become the first
secondary schools in their often
remote districts.
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How the programme worked

Girls in GESP schools have been
marrying later, and those who marry
are also more likely to stay in school
or to return after time away. Of the
cohort of girls who were in grade 8
in GESP schools in 2009, the great
majority remained through grade 12
(the last year of secondary school),
and their numbers grew in Bamyan
and Baghlan as girls moved in from
other schools.

GESP boys

The programme provided training and mentoring to almost 4,000
teachers and 6,000 other stakeholders; supported school management
committees and parent-teacherstudent associations (PTSAs); and
made physical improvements to the
schools. It gave particular attention
to fostering innovation in six schools,
making them a “model” for girls’
education in districts where girls’
enrolment was the lowest. Interventions were concentrated in the six
model schools to catalyze learning
for all the schools in these districts.

girls, and other obstacles that got in
the way of school education for girls.
Other interventions, which lay the
groundwork for better education for
girls, included 70 early childhood
centres, literacy classes for over
6,000 mothers and community fora.

Key successes
Finding 1: Girls’ enrolment radically increased.
Between 2009 and 2013, secondary school enrolment in these three
provinces increased by almost
60,000 students – a 28 percent increase overall. Although GESP was
involved in less than a third of all the
secondary schools, these schools
were responsible for almost half of
this increase. Secondary enrolment

in GESP schools increased by 94
percent over these four years – for
girls it increased by over 140 percent (see chart above).
Despite the radical increase in girls’
enrolment, gender equity in the
GESP schools remained lower than
in non-GESP schools in 2013 (37
percent girls in GESP compared to
42 percent girls in non-GESP). In
large part this was because these
schools started off in 2008 with so
few girls – initially they made up only
30 percent. But it was also because
these schools attracted a disproportionate number of boys from beyond
their catchment areas, both because
of their higher quality and the absence of other high schools.
Among the factors that encouraged
the huge increase in enrolment for
girls was the growing presence of
women teachers in these schools.
Countrywide, women now make up
close to one-third of all teachers,
but they are heavily concentrated
in larger towns and cities. GESP

made their presence possible in
more remote areas through incentive payments, transportation for
teachers and by supporting the
training of female graduates from
those schools as teachers. GESP’s
various workshops and meetings on
gender and girls’ rights also had an
important galvanizing effect, providing teachers, community members
and education officials with a forum
where they could air their views,
jointly exploring and negotiating
changing norms around girls’ education.
Finding 2: Far fewer girls dropped
out.
Not only were the GESP schools
responsible for a disproportionate increase in girls’ secondary enrolment;
just as importantly, most of these
girls stayed in school, not dropping
out once they reached puberty or
were married. Girls in GESP schools
have been marrying later, and those
who marry are also more likely to
stay in school or to return after time

away. Of the cohort of girls who
were in grade 8 in GESP schools in
2009, the great majority remained
through grade 12 (the last year of
secondary school), and their numbers grew in Bamyan and Baghlan
as girls moved in from other schools.
By 2013, the number of girls in this
GESP cohort had declined overall
by only 1 percent. By contrast, 41
percent of the girls in the non-GESP
schools were no longer in these
schools by grade 12. The number
of boys dropping out or transferring
was also far lower in GESP schools.
Parent-teacher-student associations have often been instrumental
in keeping girls in school. They talk
with families when girls stop coming,
and encourage them to change their
minds. Other students have also
played a role, as have teachers and
local education officials. In many
places it has become a matter of local pride to have all girls in school.
Finding 3: Many more girls graduated.
The growing number of girls enrolling and remaining in secondary
school is reflected in rapidly increasing graduation rates. In 2009,
only 17 percent of the graduates in
GESP schools were girls; in 2013
they made up one-third of all GESP
graduates. In non-GESP schools,
the numbers of girl graduates
have almost tripled since 2009; in
GESP schools they have increased
by more than ten-fold. A girl who

In non-GESP schools, the numbers
of girl graduates have almost tripled
since 2009; in GESP schools they
have increased by more than tenfold. A girl who entered grade 8 in
2009 in a GESP school was almost
twice as likely to graduate as her
peer in a non-GESP school (see
chart on page 4).

In part the huge increase in
enrolment for girls was due to
the growing presence of women
teachers in the GESP schools.
Countrywide, women now make up
close to one-third of all teachers
but they are heavily concentrated in
larger towns and cities.
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entered grade 8 in 2009 in a GESP
school was almost twice as likely to
graduate as her peer in a non-GESP
school (see chart above).

where many schools still have more
than one shift a day, and where
actual contact between teachers and
students can be extremely limited.

Analyses of key successes

Analysis 1: Quality teaching

The 2013 study sought to understand how these radical changes occurred within so relatively little time.
What was driving these significant
improvements in girls’ enrolment,
drop-out and graduation rates?
The difference was found to be associated with quality – both the quality of support and encouragement
given to these girls and their families, and the quality of the schooling
they have received. In numerous
interviews and focus group discussions, teachers, students, parents
and school officials drew attention to
the extent of changes that have taken place in the GESP schools over
just a few years – from impoverished and chaotic environments with
unprepared teachers, to equipped,
productive classrooms with engaged
and committed students. These
changes are especially important in
this under-resourced environment,

The most significant difference, it
is generally agreed, is in the quality of the teachers. AKF has for
many years provided basic training
for teachers in both methods and
subject content. Specific approaches
implemented through GESP have
included training for head teachers in each school; mentoring of
teachers by front-line project staff
on active, student-centred methods;
management and leadership training for school principals and head
teachers; and the establishment of
learning circles for mutual support,
with teachers who are stronger in
a specific area helping others to
develop their strengths. In many
schools, it appears that the training and mentoring are becoming
institutionalised as part of the school
culture, with training and mentoring
being continued by school staff and
local education officials.

The study conducted by AKF
in 2013 revealed that schools
supported by the Girls' Education
Support Programme (GESP) have
not only had a radical increase in
girls' enrolment, but likewise an
enormous decline in drop-outs
amongst girls. As a result, between
2009 and 2013, the numbers of
girl graduates in GESP schools
increased by more than ten-fold.
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the Girls' Education Support
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for girls through 70 early childhood
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areas where girls’ enrolment was
low. GESP supported the expansion of many of these schools from
primary to secondary, in many cases
helping them to become the first
secondary schools in their often
remote districts.
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How the programme worked

Girls in GESP schools have been
marrying later, and those who marry
are also more likely to stay in school
or to return after time away. Of the
cohort of girls who were in grade 8
in GESP schools in 2009, the great
majority remained through grade 12
(the last year of secondary school),
and their numbers grew in Bamyan
and Baghlan as girls moved in from
other schools.

GESP boys

The programme provided training and mentoring to almost 4,000
teachers and 6,000 other stakeholders; supported school management
committees and parent-teacherstudent associations (PTSAs); and
made physical improvements to the
schools. It gave particular attention
to fostering innovation in six schools,
making them a “model” for girls’
education in districts where girls’
enrolment was the lowest. Interventions were concentrated in the six
model schools to catalyze learning
for all the schools in these districts.

girls, and other obstacles that got in
the way of school education for girls.
Other interventions, which lay the
groundwork for better education for
girls, included 70 early childhood
centres, literacy classes for over
6,000 mothers and community fora.

Key successes
Finding 1: Girls’ enrolment radically increased.
Between 2009 and 2013, secondary school enrolment in these three
provinces increased by almost
60,000 students – a 28 percent increase overall. Although GESP was
involved in less than a third of all the
secondary schools, these schools
were responsible for almost half of
this increase. Secondary enrolment

in GESP schools increased by 94
percent over these four years – for
girls it increased by over 140 percent (see chart above).
Despite the radical increase in girls’
enrolment, gender equity in the
GESP schools remained lower than
in non-GESP schools in 2013 (37
percent girls in GESP compared to
42 percent girls in non-GESP). In
large part this was because these
schools started off in 2008 with so
few girls – initially they made up only
30 percent. But it was also because
these schools attracted a disproportionate number of boys from beyond
their catchment areas, both because
of their higher quality and the absence of other high schools.
Among the factors that encouraged
the huge increase in enrolment for
girls was the growing presence of
women teachers in these schools.
Countrywide, women now make up
close to one-third of all teachers,
but they are heavily concentrated
in larger towns and cities. GESP

made their presence possible in
more remote areas through incentive payments, transportation for
teachers and by supporting the
training of female graduates from
those schools as teachers. GESP’s
various workshops and meetings on
gender and girls’ rights also had an
important galvanizing effect, providing teachers, community members
and education officials with a forum
where they could air their views,
jointly exploring and negotiating
changing norms around girls’ education.
Finding 2: Far fewer girls dropped
out.
Not only were the GESP schools
responsible for a disproportionate increase in girls’ secondary enrolment;
just as importantly, most of these
girls stayed in school, not dropping
out once they reached puberty or
were married. Girls in GESP schools
have been marrying later, and those
who marry are also more likely to
stay in school or to return after time

away. Of the cohort of girls who
were in grade 8 in GESP schools in
2009, the great majority remained
through grade 12 (the last year of
secondary school), and their numbers grew in Bamyan and Baghlan
as girls moved in from other schools.
By 2013, the number of girls in this
GESP cohort had declined overall
by only 1 percent. By contrast, 41
percent of the girls in the non-GESP
schools were no longer in these
schools by grade 12. The number
of boys dropping out or transferring
was also far lower in GESP schools.
Parent-teacher-student associations have often been instrumental
in keeping girls in school. They talk
with families when girls stop coming,
and encourage them to change their
minds. Other students have also
played a role, as have teachers and
local education officials. In many
places it has become a matter of local pride to have all girls in school.
Finding 3: Many more girls graduated.
The growing number of girls enrolling and remaining in secondary
school is reflected in rapidly increasing graduation rates. In 2009,
only 17 percent of the graduates in
GESP schools were girls; in 2013
they made up one-third of all GESP
graduates. In non-GESP schools,
the numbers of girl graduates
have almost tripled since 2009; in
GESP schools they have increased
by more than ten-fold. A girl who

In non-GESP schools, the numbers
of girl graduates have almost tripled
since 2009; in GESP schools they
have increased by more than tenfold. A girl who entered grade 8 in
2009 in a GESP school was almost
twice as likely to graduate as her
peer in a non-GESP school (see
chart on page 4).

In part the huge increase in
enrolment for girls was due to
the growing presence of women
teachers in the GESP schools.
Countrywide, women now make up
close to one-third of all teachers
but they are heavily concentrated in
larger towns and cities.
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where many schools still have more
than one shift a day, and where
actual contact between teachers and
students can be extremely limited.

Analyses of key successes

Analysis 1: Quality teaching

The 2013 study sought to understand how these radical changes occurred within so relatively little time.
What was driving these significant
improvements in girls’ enrolment,
drop-out and graduation rates?
The difference was found to be associated with quality – both the quality of support and encouragement
given to these girls and their families, and the quality of the schooling
they have received. In numerous
interviews and focus group discussions, teachers, students, parents
and school officials drew attention to
the extent of changes that have taken place in the GESP schools over
just a few years – from impoverished and chaotic environments with
unprepared teachers, to equipped,
productive classrooms with engaged
and committed students. These
changes are especially important in
this under-resourced environment,

The most significant difference, it
is generally agreed, is in the quality of the teachers. AKF has for
many years provided basic training
for teachers in both methods and
subject content. Specific approaches
implemented through GESP have
included training for head teachers in each school; mentoring of
teachers by front-line project staff
on active, student-centred methods;
management and leadership training for school principals and head
teachers; and the establishment of
learning circles for mutual support,
with teachers who are stronger in
a specific area helping others to
develop their strengths. In many
schools, it appears that the training and mentoring are becoming
institutionalised as part of the school
culture, with training and mentoring
being continued by school staff and
local education officials.

The study conducted by AKF
in 2013 revealed that schools
supported by the Girls' Education
Support Programme (GESP) have
not only had a radical increase in
girls' enrolment, but likewise an
enormous decline in drop-outs
amongst girls. As a result, between
2009 and 2013, the numbers of
girl graduates in GESP schools
increased by more than ten-fold.

There is a strong sense of
ownership in many GESP schools
and communities – a recognition
that GESP has been an important
support at a critical time, but that
whether or not external support is
ongoing, the changes will continue.

GESP teachers also have more
formal training than the average in
Afghanistan. In some cases this
is because unqualified teachers
have been provided with training to
strengthen content knowledge and
teaching methodology; in others because existing teachers have been
supported to attend formal in-service
training. In all of the GESP schools,
more than half the teachers had at
least two years of higher education
by 2013, an increase of over 20
percent since 2010. This is considerably higher than the 30 percent
of teachers countrywide with some
higher education. GESP’s support
to girls to become formally trained
teachers – providing preparation
classes and transportation for girls
to sit for the kankur (the entrance
exam for higher education), building
a girls’ dormitory at a teachers’ training college, for some girls actually
paying tuition – has led to 558 girls
qualifying and returning to teach in
their local areas. They make up onequarter of all the qualified teachers
in these schools.
These gains for teachers take time.
As an interim measure, where
teachers’ skills were not yet sufficiently upgraded to provide the
necessary support to complete the
curriculum, accelerated classes
were made available during the
long winter break to almost 3,000
students, the majority of them girls.
AKF would bring in trained teachers
and coordinate the effort, making it
possible for girls between academic
years to make up a lot of ground.

An important measure of the
success of the GESP schools
has been the growing numbers
of girls who continue on to
higher education and return to
their alma maters as well-trained
teachers. To date, over 550
young women have done so.

Analysis 2: Supportive and involved communities
The quality of GESP schools has
also been enhanced in many cases
by community involvement. Parentteacher-student associations have
been supported and trained in most
GESP schools. In many places they
have become very effective groups,
serving as a critical link between
school and community: helping
with school management; making
sure that teachers are present and
on time; encouraging attendance;
advocating for the school to local
government; and undertaking physical improvement projects.
Analysis 3: A new corps of local
women teachers and role models
An important measure of the success of these schools has been
the increasing likelihood that girls
continue on to higher education and
return to their alma maters as welltrained teachers. This involves first
sitting for the kankur university entrance examination. GESP schools
have supported this important step
by providing preparation classes
for what is commonly seen to be a
grueling exam, and helping girls with
transportation to the exam site and a
place to stay when necessary. Since
this all occurs months after school is
over, no formal records have been
kept of the numbers of girls involved
or their success. However, numbers
from some individual schools show
a high percentage of graduating
girls going ahead with this process

Parent-teacher-student
associations have been
supported and trained in GESP
schools to serve as a critical link
between school and community.
Their involvement has been key
to the success of GESP schools.

and doing well. Most who pass the
exam, and whose families then allow
them to attend further education,
have completed a teaching degree.
Over 550, as noted, have returned
to teach in their own schools.
These young women teachers
are perhaps the most important
predictors of the sustainability of
the changes supported by GESP.
They are a source of pride for their
communities and a justification for
changing norms, providing important
role models for younger girls. They
are also gradually eliminating the
need for reliance on outside teachers. In remote communities especially, the availability of a corps of
strong local women teachers is the
best insurance for continued schooling for girls.
Analysis 4: GESP schools ready
to be autonomous
Also encouraging in terms of sustainability is the demand that has
been created for what is happening
in these schools. This is evident in

the number of students transferring
into these schools (especially boys)
and in the requests for graduates
from these schools as teachers.
There is a strong sense of ownership in many schools and communities – a recognition that GESP
has been an important support at
a critical time, but that whether or
not external support is ongoing, the
changes will continue. The GESP
programme has had a catalyzing
effect on a number of fronts, helping
to facilitate changes that were starting to happen anyway, but speeding
them up. It is reminiscent of the
“scaffolding” that many GESP teachers are using to facilitate children’s
learning: assessing where they are
together and what they need to
move to in the next stage of their development, and then providing just
enough support for them to take the
next important step themselves. As
one teacher in Badakhshan said:
“We have to search ourselves. AKF
has shown us all the ways and our
people have understood what to do.
So now we have to dig deep so that
our society advances."
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AFGHANISTAN

In Afghanistan, a lack of schools and
school infrastructure, along with nearly three decades of armed conflict,
poverty and climate-related disasters
have had a direct negative impact
on children's access to education. A
shortage of qualified teachers and
learning materials also contribute to
the country’s low school attendance
rate. While the gender gap is narrowing, a large percentage of girls still do
not have access to school education.
In response to these challenges, in
2002, the Aga Khan Development
Network (AKDN) began implementing a range of interventions aimed
at strengthening the Afghan Government’s capacity to deliver quality
education, and at supporting and
promoting educational access and
quality learning opportunities for all
children, particularly girls. Building
on the work started by Focus Hu-

manitarian Assistance (FOCUS), an
AKDN affiliate that had been offering
emergency assistance since 1995,
these education efforts led by the
Aga Khan Foundation (AKF) cover
four of the country’s most rural and
mostly remote provinces: Badakhshan, Baghlan, Bamyan and Parwan.
In 2009, with funding from the Government of Canada, AKF started the
Girls’ Education Support Programme
(GESP) in three provinces in Afghanistan. That year, 225 girls graduated
from GESP-supported schools.
By 2013 (the final year of the programme), the number of girl graduates had risen to over 2,300, having
increased by more than ten-fold
within five years.
An internal study conducted in 2013
examined the trends in both GESP
and non-GESP schools, using

descriptive statistics and qualitative
research to explore the story behind
this dramatic leap in numbers.The
key findings and conclusions of this
study are highlighted in this document.

Enrolment and gender equity
Today, the three provinces where
GESP was implemented – Badakhshan, Bamyan and Baghlan – have
on the whole better school records
than most of the country, with higher
primary enrolment than average and
better gender equity (see Table 1 on
page 2). Yet Badakhshan and Bamyan are far poorer than the average
in this very poor country, with more
remote and unserved settlements.
And despite more recent gains in
gender equity, Badakhshan and
Baghlan continue to have especially
low rates of literacy for women.
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