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When the Taliban closed girls' secondary schools in 2021, a generation 
of girls already in school were deprived of their basic right to education, 
while girls who had never had a secondary school to go to, the case for 
many in the Afghan countryside, lost any hope of progressing beyond 
primary school, deepening long-standing inequalities in access  
to education. 

Yet education has not disappeared in Afghanistan; it has adapted — at 
least for some. In the face of secondary school closures, alternatives 
of a sort have emerged, ranging from home-based classes to online 
initiatives and media-based learning. Among these, education by radio, 
has taken on particular significance. It draws on a medium that is deeply 
embedded in Afghan daily life and widely accessible even in remote 
areas. Radio has become a lifeline for learning, especially for teenage 
girls in conservative areas where purdah is practised, who are confined 
to their homes not only by Taliban policy but also by social constraints. 
Lessons broadcast into homes, supported by printed materials and, in 
some cases, interactive elements, allow learners to engage with subjects 
ranging from basic literacy to the secondary school curriculum. The 
appeal of education by radio lies in both its accessibility and low cost 
and also, in these areas, its cultural acceptability, as it allows girls to 
study without running afoul of local social norms regarding women's 
mobility. At the same time, however, its informal and decentralised 
nature raises important questions about quality, reach and long-term 
sustainability. The attitudes of the local authorities are also a constant 
worry for broadcasters and learners alike: Will they try to influence this 
type of education or even close programmes down? 

In this report, Sharif Akram draws on interviews with teachers, parents, 
and learners in Loya Paktia and conservative areas of the southeast 
and central Afghanistan to explore whether radio-based education 
can bridge the gap to enable girls to learn. He explores both the 
opportunities and limits of this approach, finding it reshaping attitudes 
towards education for girls in conservative communities, but also 
asking whether it can sustain learning at scale. In the face of the Islamic 
Emirate’s ban on secondary school education for girls, he asks: Can 
education by radio ever be a substitute for regular schooling?
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WHEN SCHOOLS FALL SILENT: THE PROMISE OF 
RADIO EDUCATION FOR AFGHAN GIRLS

Education in Afghanistan, particularly for women and girls, has long been deeply 
intertwined with the country’s politics, society and development. Although significant 
progress was made during the Islamic Republic to make education available to all, 
schools were not built in all areas and state corruption, cultural barriers and the 
conflict meant that millions of children, especially in rural areas, were, in practice, 
excluded from formal schooling. Girls were disproportionately affected.

The Taliban’s return to power in August 2021 meant an end to the conflict and more 
children could now safely go to school. However, the Islamic Emirate’s ban on girls’ 
secondary and higher education has led many families and communities to look for 
other ways of educating their daughters. Among the various potential alternatives, 
radio-based education has emerged as one possible solution for girls and women  
in Afghanistan. 

This report traces the history of radio education in Afghanistan and examines its 
expansion since the fall of the Republic in 2021 and emergence as one of the few, still 
viable options for older girls to study. It then explores how radio-based education 
programmes are designed and delivered, their reach and effectiveness across 
multiple provinces and their broader social and policy implications. Drawing on 
interviews with heads of radio stations, education programme producers (many 
do both jobs), educators, learners and community members, the report delves into 
whether such decentralised, local solutions can sustain girls’ learning despite the 
Emirate’s severe restrictions. 

However, the report also highlights the inherent fragility of this approach: its success 
depends on families and communities seeing education by radio as legitimate, 
learners choosing to listen and the local authorities’ tacit acceptance – or at the 
very least the absence of interference. The very qualities that make radio education 
adaptable also make it vulnerable to external forces that could overturn its ability to 
continue delivering opportunities to learn. This leads on to the final section of this 
report, which discusses the limitations of radio education and its implications for the 
future of learning in Afghanistan.
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The report is based on 21 semi-structured interviews and informal conversations 
conducted between August and October 2025 in Loya Paktia, southeastern and 
central Afghanistan with radio directors, programme producers, teachers, learners, 
parents and community leaders. Many girls in these regions, especially in rural 
communities where purdah is practiced, have never had access to schools, not even 
primary, whether because of a physical lack of schools, or the conflict or community 
conservatism when it comes to girls’ education. It should be stressed that such 
conservatism is not the case across rural Afghanistan: in some areas, the push to 
educate was such that families used to encourage older girls – like boys – to travel 
for education, including staying in dormitories in major cities so that they could 
attend university. In cities and towns, well served by schools, families used to have 
the choice to educate their older girls or not: the government has taken that choice 
away. For this research, it seemed important to recognise that education by radio is 
potentially a service not just for the girls whose schools the Emirate has closed, but 
also the ‘never educated’. The regions chosen for study cover this demographic. 

As part of the research, radio-based education programmes were observed 
and sample teaching materials, student workbooks and assessment tools were 
reviewed by the author. Participants were identified through the author’s network 
of contacts. All interviews, names and locations have been anonymised.

Due to the decentralised nature of radio-based education, data on enrolment and 
whether programmes are successful is limited. The report, therefore, relies on 
data from radio stations on enrolment, participation rates and their assessment of 
outcomes. The data should therefore be viewed as indicative rather than precise. 
Nevertheless, the findings – from multiple provinces and interviews – provide rich 
insights into education by radio in Afghanistan.

Perhaps the most striking demographic characteristic of radio education is that 
the vast majority of beneficiaries are girls and women. Interviewees said female 
learners constitute nearly the entire student population. One radio director 
estimated that women and girls account for 99 per cent of learners.



5 Bridging the Divide? Radio learning and girls’ education in rural Afghanistan

A note on age, gender and terminology

Radio education in Afghanistan is currently largely built around both primary and 
secondary-school curricula with a few programmes dealing with tertiary, university-
level education. The target audience is girls, as well as women who missed out on an 
education. In the regions under consideration, most of the audience are reported to 
be female. In this report, we use the term, ‘learner’, rather than ‘pupil’ or ‘student’ 
to reflect both the varying age of the learners, and that education by radio is still far 
more informal than in a school or college. This is despite the author’s recognition 
of radio producers’ best efforts to offer listeners something that resembles formal 
schooling, for example, in the curricula and by issuing workbooks and giving exams.
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FROM BROADCASTS TO LIFELINES: A HISTORY OF 
RADIO EDUCATION IN AFGHANISTAN

Given Afghanistan’s historically low literacy levels and a large rural population, radio 
has long been an important tool for public information, education and propaganda 
by Afghan leaders. For decades, radio has been used by successive Afghan 
governments and international actors to disseminate information and raise public 
awareness in communities far and wide across Afghanistan.1 By the 1990s, radio had 
become part of everyday life in Afghan households, heard in living rooms, kitchens, 
courtyards and fields, bringing families together, and often neighbours too, where 
radio sets were shared.

It was in the mid-1990s that educational radio truly took shape with the launch of 
the BBC’s weekly soap opera, New Home, New Life, broadcast in Pashto and Dari, 
that combined entertainment with educational content. Spearheaded by the BBC 
World Service Trust (eventually run by a spin-off NGO called Afghanistan Education 
Production Organization, AEPO), the programme addressed everyday issues such 
as landmine awareness, immunisation and the return of refugees to their villages 
through familiar storylines and characters. The storylines were compelling, full of 
twists and cliffhangers, comedy and high drama, embedded in Afghan rural life, but 
designed to have broad appeal, with educational messages, including on women’s 
rights, embedded in the plotlines. 

The programme reached large audiences during the first Islamic Emirate of 
Afghanistan (1996-2001). “Even the Taliban were avid listeners,” according to 
Gordon Adam, in his historical review of radio in Afghanistan. This was an age when 
television was banned, or, in many rural areas, had never arrived. The reach of radio, 
including New Home, New Life, was therefore substantial, demonstrating radio’s 
ability to capture the audiences’ imagination and remain accessible even in areas 
and communities that are otherwise difficult to reach.2

1 For example, in her book, An Historical Guide to Afghanistan, Nancy Hatch Dupree describes how, in 1964, 
during the reign of Zahir Shah, radio was used to disseminate information about the new constitution.
2 During the civil war in the 1990s and after the Taliban first came to power in 1996, BBC statistics suggest 
that almost 90 per cent of the adult population listened to BBC broadcasts. Even by 2003, the BBC still 
claimed 82 per cent of adults in Kabul listened weekly. See Broadcasting to Afghanistan: A History of the BBC 
Pashto Service, in Middle East Journal of Culture and Communication, vol 3, issue 2, 2010, pp192–215.

https://www.bbc.com/pashto/bbc_pashto_radio/w3ct6jn5
https://www.tajalla.af/site/index?lang=eng
https://www.tajalla.af/site/index?lang=eng
https://biblioteca.clacso.edu.ar/clacso/coediciones/20100824075603/29Chapter22.pdf
https://archive.org/details/azu_acku_ds351_d87_1977
https://www.scribd.com/document/581394226/18739865-Middle-East-Journal-of-Culture-and-Communication-Broadcasting-to-Afghanistan-A-history-of-the-BBC-Pashto-Service?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.scribd.com/document/581394226/18739865-Middle-East-Journal-of-Culture-and-Communication-Broadcasting-to-Afghanistan-A-history-of-the-BBC-Pashto-Service?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://brill.com/view/journals/mjcc/3/2/mjcc.3.issue-2.xml?language=en&srsltid=AfmBOopZ-rzIGP5BcTnjQ-BaITuwuvAfC4DRLx692UiK-YFtNjaSdWDT
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In this context, radio proved capable of influencing both attitudes within the 
general public and state policies, with advice on everything from health to landmine 
awareness. These were particularly important given this was a time where most 
schools and health facilities had been destroyed. During the first Islamic Emirate 
of Afghanistan (IEA), the Taliban issued edicts prohibiting some practices that had 
been highlighted by the drama. For example, during a broadcast about a madrasa 
student being sent to battle, the Taliban swiftly banned the practice of sending 
young students to the front (noted in the Gordon Adam chapter above). Mullah 
Omar was also reported to have forbidden the practice of ‘bad’ when a girl is 
married into a family to assuage a blood revenge after being moved by it featuring 
in a storyline (AAN). In 2001, still during the first Emirate, the BBC expanded its 
educational content with Radio Education for Afghan Children (REACH), which 
broadcast six days a week on the BBC’s Persian and Pashto Services (BBC).

After the establishment of the Islamic Republic in 2001, and the ensuing expansion 
both of schooling and television, radio-based learning remained an important 
tool, particularly in rural areas where there were still not enough schools, or they 
were difficult to get to (more on this below). The Afghan government supported 
educational programmes on state-run broadcast media, particularly through 
Educational Radio and Television of Afghanistan (ERTV).3 The Ministry of Education’s 
2007 National Strategy on Education included radio and television educational 
programming. During this time, radio was also viewed as integral to teacher training 
and educational broadcasting was seen as a useful supplement, particularly in rural 
areas, rather than a substitute for schools.4

3 Educational Radio and Television (ERTV) was established by the Afghan government in 1969 with  
24-hour radio broadcasts of an educational nature (Asia-Pacific Broadcasting Union). After 2001, ERTV  
was rehabilitated and its programming expanded through funding primarily by the Government of Italy, 
with technical assistance and other support provided by UNESCO to expand educational broadcasting 
services (Reliefweb).
4 During the years of the Republic, many Afghan NGOs set up radio stations with a strong educational 
component, including the Development and Humanitarian Services for Afghanistan (DHSA), which was 
established in the 1990s and whose media wing, Killid, was established in 2002 to provide both educational 
and informational content (DHSA). Killid operated its own radio stations and provided content to a large 
network of around 28 affiliate stations, aimed at reaching a rural audience (Killid). Salam Watander, a radio 
network founded in 2003, also produced educational content, including literacy and health campaigns, as 
well as content for people with disabilities (Internews). Smaller Afghan radio stations, such as the women-
run Radio Nargis, also focused on health education (BBC). The BBC also expanded its educational content 
with a new programme Ghamai (Jewel), which was broadcast on local stations as well as the BBC and 
featured a mix of drama and interviews with health experts (BBC).

https://biblioteca.clacso.edu.ar/clacso/coediciones/20100824075603/29Chapter22.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/context-culture/farewell-to-an-afghan-legend-a-tribute-to-radio-actor-mehrali-watandost/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/people/highlights/010711_reach.shtml
https://upr-info.org/sites/default/files/documents/2014-06/afg_annexvi_afghanistan_naional_strategies_on_education_and_public_health.pdf
https://www.abu.org.my/portfolio-item/ertv/
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/italy-grants-us-12-million-expansion-educational-radio-and-tv-ertv-production-and?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://dhsa.af/archives/campaign/public-media
https://tkg.af/english/2010/04/22/radio-killid/
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistans-airways-voices-youth-women-and-people-disabilities
https://www.bbc.co.uk/mediaaction/where-we-work/asia/afghanistan/child-health
https://www.bbc.co.uk/webarchive/https%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.co.uk%2Fblogs%2Faboutthebbc%2Fentries%2F9ffe83f4-b3db-4a94-b992-1ec662d395d8
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During the Republic era, the Afghan government, with the help of donors, invested 
heavily in the formal education sector, extending schools into rural areas (see, for 
example, the Afghanistan Reconstruction Fund’s EQUIP programme).5 However, 
insecurity and corruption limited the reach and effectiveness of these efforts 
(described in AAN’s 2017 report, A Success Story Marred by Ghost Numbers). Many 
schools, and indeed teachers, were ‘ghosts’, their running costs, including salaries, 
going into corrupt officials’ pockets. Radio-based learning therefore remained 
essential for communities that remained significantly underserved. This was 
particularly the case for the rural areas of the south and southeast.6 For women and 
girls, cultural barriers also persisted in many parts of the country, where the idea of 
girls going to school remained contentious or was outright rejected. This is another 
reason why radio-based learning remained important throughout the Republic.7 

This long history helps explain why radio education re-emerged so readily as a 
key platform for delivering educational content after 2021. As to radio itself, as of 
February 2024, Afghanistan had 280 radio channels operating in Kabul and other 
provinces (Ariana News). Education by radio, therefore, is not a new or improvised 
response to a crisis; it is a familiar and culturally legitimate medium with a proven 
ability to deliver education. This legacy has made it well-suited to trying to sustain 
learning for women and girls under the severe restrictions currently imposed by  
the Emirate. 

5 According to the UN, there was a tenfold increase in enrolment between 2001 and 2018, with, by 2018, 
four in ten pupils in primary schools being girls (from a starting point in 2001 that was close to zero). 
Between 2011 and 2018, there was a doubling of female literacy. See UNESCO’s 20 year review, The Right to 
Education: what’s at stake in Afghanistan, 2021, p5. 
6 See this evaluation of the World Bank supported Education Quality Improvement Program (EQIP) of the 
Ministry of Education, EQUIP II Final Evaluation Report, 15 January 2016.
7 For a good discussion see Zafar Shayan’s Gender Inequality in Education in Afghanistan: Access and 
Barriers, Open Journal of Philosophy 05, no 5, pp277–84, (2015), https://doi.org/10.4236/ojpp.2015.55035. 

https://www.wb-artf.org/results/artf-stories/bringing-6-million-children-back-school-afghanistan-1
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/a-success-story-marred-by-ghost-numbers-afghanistans-inconsistent-education-statistics/
https://www.ariananews.af/iea-confirms-280-radio-stations-currently-on-air-in-the-country/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378911.locale=en
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378911.locale=en
https://um.fi/documents/384998/0/Afganistan_EQUIP_Final_eval_2016.pdf
https://file.scirp.org/Html/4-1650537_55902.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://file.scirp.org/Html/4-1650537_55902.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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THE EDUCATIONAL DIVIDE: RURAL AFGHANISTAN 
UNDER THE IEA AND THE BAN ON GIRLS’ EDUCATION 

Opportunities for education changed dramatically with the Taliban takeover in August 
2021. For some, the end of the conflict meant they could now go to school. According 
to a 2023 World Bank survey, enrolment of primary-aged children, especially girls in 
rural areas has risen.8 It said the main reason for non-attendance given in the 2023 
survey was that the nearest school was too far away, whereas before the Taliban 
takeover, the Bank said, “respondents mostly mentioned ‘security concerns’.” 
Secondary education is a different story. Older girls are now banned from secondary 
school. That has affected not only the 1.4 million girls who had been regularly 
attending school, but also girls – primarily in rural areas – who had never had access 
to formal schooling in the first place (UNESCO). The enrolment of older boys has also 
stagnated in the countryside and declined in urban areas, although for a different 
reason – probably, said the Bank, this is driven by the economic crash and the need to 
take older boys out of school and send them out to work.9 

It is also worth stressing that, even at the best of times, millions of Afghan children 
remained out of school: the World Bank and other surveys going back to 2016-17 

8 The statistics for children going to school in this section are drawn from a World Bank report which drew on 
surveys dating back to 2016-7. It states:

The progress in primary school attendance has benefited girls and rural areas the most, leading to a decline in 
gender and urban-rural gaps. Primary school attendance in Afghanistan has traditionally been characterized 
by sizeable gender and rural-to-urban gaps. Prior to the Taliban takeover, the gender gap in primary school 
attendance was around 70 percent; in contrast, the urban-rural gap was 65 percent. In other words, for every 
one hundred boys aged 7-12 attending primary school, there were only 70 girls attending, and for every 
one hundred kids attending primary school in urban areas, only 65 were doing the same in rural parts of 
Afghanistan (Figure 12). The expansion in primary school attendance benefited mostly girls, with the gender gap 
approaching 90 percent, and rural areas, with the rural-urban gap closing up to 86 percent. 

See World Bank, Afghanistan Welfare Monitoring Survey (AWMS) – Round 3, October 2023, (p16-17).
9 The World Bank’s 2023 survey found that:

Only 3 percent of girls are attending secondary school at the national level, with no sizeable difference in 
compliance with ITA’s dispositions between urban and rural areas. In parallel, a meager 44 percent of boys 
aged 13 to 18 is being educated at the secondary level, a result that combines a declining secondary school 
attendance trend for boys living in urban areas and stagnating levels for those living in rural parts of the 
country. These findings – aligned with evidence on the labor market – suggest that male youth are more likely to 
discontinue their education to pursue employment opportunities and support their families (p18).

https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/afghanistan-14-million-girls-still-banned-school-de-facto-authorities
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/975d25c52634db31c504a2c6bee44d22-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Welfare-Monitoring-Survey-3.pdf
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show that the group most likely to go to secondary school – those in urban areas – 
never amounted to more than two-thirds of boys and half of girls. The barriers to 
Afghan children getting an education are manifold and tend to vary according to 
gender, age and whether they live in a city or in the countryside, but they include: 
there is no school to go to, or it is too far away, the child has to work, the family or the 
community does not believe schooling is useful or appropriate and the government 
has banned your group from going to school. 

Important context here, as well, is that education in Afghanistan, particularly 
for women and girls, has, for decades, been a political football, kicked about by 
different political interests and banned, promoted, or indeed made obligatory.10 

10 For a look at the long history of how education, especially girls’ education, has been used by both leftists/
reformers and conservatives/Islamists and by governments, armed groups and foreign powers, see Said 
Reza Kasemi and Kate Clark, Who Gets to Go to School? (2) The Taleban and education through time, AAN, 31 
January 2022; Antonio Giustozzi and Claudio Franco in their special 2013 AAN report The Ongoing Battle for 
the Schools: Uprisings, Negotiations and Taliban Tactics; and Antonio Giustozzi, Nation-Building Is Not for 
All: The Politics of Education in Afghanistan, AAN, 2010.

In a Kabul neighbourhood severely damaged during the 1992-96 war, girls celebrate the first day back at 
school following the end of the first Islamic Emirate. 
Photo: Michael Kappeler/DDP/ddp images via AFP, 23 March 2002

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/rights-freedom/going-back-to-school-2-looking-at-the-taleban-and-education-through-time/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2012/10/AAN-Politics-of-Education.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2012/10/AAN-Politics-of-Education.pdf
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This means it has rarely been viewed as politically neutral. Some communities have 
enthusiastically embraced education, including for older girls, but concerns about 
the dangers or just the point of letting a daughter go to school, especially beyond 
primary, are not limited to the Islamic Emirate.11 They are widespread in areas where 
purdah is the norm, which includes the regions under consideration in this report. 

The current drive towards radio education has certainly been pushed by the 
Emirate’s closure of girls’ secondary schools: for many Afghan families, the question 
of how to access education for their daughters became immediately very urgent.12 
However, school closures were never the only barrier to teenage girls getting an 
education. Many families did not or do not want their girls to leave the house and go 
to school, especially if the school is far away: education by radio is also benefitting 
members of this group – the ‘never educated’. International organisations and 
foreign donors who oppose the denial of the fundamental human right to education 
have also been willing to help with funding – although as this research uncovered, 
most of the financing for this sector, at least in the regions under study,  does not 
come from international aid, but is locally generated, indicating a real demand and 
need, that international efforts might also help support

Since August 2021, numerous alternatives to mainstream schools have emerged, 
including online learning, home-based schools and television and radio-based 
educational broadcasting. How many home-based or community-based schools for 
secondary school-aged girls have sprung up is impossible to establish, given their 
clandestine nature. While some local Emirate officials seem to tolerate these schools, 
interviewees told AAN they can be subject to harassment and arbitrary closure by 
local security officials (see this AAN first-person account of one such closure and 
also this Rukhshana story). Some of the growing number of madrasas also provide 
basic non-religious education. For some pupils used to going to school, the desire to 
learn, learn anything, prompted them to enrol (see this AAN report featuring a girl in 
Kabul who found the religious education offered by madrasas less rigorous than her 
secondary school had taught). In 2023, girls made up more than a quarter of those 
enrolled in madrasas, according to Afghan Witness, citing government sources and 
an estimate from 2024 suggested there had been a fourfold increase in registered 
madrasas under the Emirate (VOA).

11 Some Taliban, however, do want their daughters to go to school. See Sabawoon Samim, Who Gets to Go to 
School? (3): Are Taleban attitudes starting to change from within? AAN, 7 February 2022.
12 See AAN report, In Pursuit of Virtue: Men’s views on the Islamic Emirate’s restrictions on women, which 
found widespread concerns among men about the denial of education for daughters.

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/the-daily-hustle/rights-and-freedoms-the-daily-hustle/the-daily-hustle-a-home-school-for-girls-is-shut-down/
https://rukhshana.com/en/no-matter-the-cost-afghanistans-secret-schools-survive-against-the-odds/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/the-daily-hustle/rights-and-freedoms-the-daily-hustle/the-daily-hustle-why-one-afghan-girl-decided-to-open-her-own-madrasa/
https://www.info-res.org/afghan-witness/articles/afghanistans-madrasa-system-under-the-taliban/
https://www.voanews.com/a/religious-education-surges-under-taliban-as-secular-schooling-languishes/7815283.html
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/rights-freedom/who-gets-to-go-to-school-3-are-taleban-attitudes-starting-to-change-from-within/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/rights-freedom/who-gets-to-go-to-school-3-are-taleban-attitudes-starting-to-change-from-within/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/themed-reports/rights-and-freedoms-themed-reports/in-pursuit-of-virtue-mens-views-on-the-islamic-emirates-restrictions-on-women/
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There has also been an expansion of online education targeting girls and women 
seeking secondary and tertiary education, as well as educational centres registered 
with the Ministry of Education offering language learning (for example, a one-year 
Diploma in English) and vocational courses, particularly in urban areas. Both types of 
initiative provide opportunities for some girls and women, but learners face significant 
barriers in practice: limited internet connectivity, high costs and uneven technical skills 
restrict access. This is especially the case outside cities. Such online programmes and 
education centres remain inaccessible to many rural households and poorer families, 
although some online providers try to help learners overcome these technical and 
financial barriers by offering internet top-up cards and other support. 

The Emirate has so far been permissive towards alternative sources of education 
for girls. It appears to stem from the evolving attitudes of some within the senior 
leadership, who may be unable to openly oppose the supreme leader’s decision to ban 
formal schooling, but have nonetheless managed to permit these initiatives discreetly.13

It remains easier for girls in cities to access these alternative forms of education than 
those in rural areas, particularly in the south and southeast, which were historically 
underserved. Girls’ schools are relatively few in number and girls secondary and even 
primary schools may never have existed in many districts. Even where alternative 
initiatives exist, cultural barriers to education remain and have now been reinforced 
by IEA restrictions on women and girls. Where internet access is available, poverty 
and lack of technical knowledge may still prevent families from accessing computers 
and other advanced resources required for online learning. Television ownership is 
not universal in rural areas, preventing many from benefiting from TV educational 
programmes (a 2019 survey by the Asia Foundation suggested 49 per cent of rural 
households had TV sets). Homeschooling similarly suffers from the limited availability 
and safety of homeschools, a shortage of technical expertise and varying levels of 
learning motivation among families. Education by radio, however, may be successful  
in reaching potential learners. 

13 See Rahmatullah Amiri and Ashley Jackson’s 2021 study, Taliban attitudes and policies towards education,  
Working paper 601, Centre for the Study of Armed Groups at Overseas Development Institute (ODI), London, 
February 2021. See also this Guardian report from 3 February 2025, Taliban minister ‘forced to flee Afghanistan’ 
after speech in support of girls’ education. 

https://asiafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Afghanistan_2019-Survey-of-the-Afghan-People.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://media.odi.org/documents/taliban_attitudes_towards_education.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/feb/03/mohammad-abbas-stanikzai-taliban-minister-flees-afghanistan-over-support-girls-education
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/feb/03/mohammad-abbas-stanikzai-taliban-minister-flees-afghanistan-over-support-girls-education
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ACCESS, AFFORDABILITY AND ACCEPTANCE: WHY 
RADIO EDUCATION WORKS

Against this difficult backdrop, radio’s enduring accessibility and cultural 
acceptability have made it an essential avenue for education for women and girls. It 
was a staple under the Republic, with many more families now turning to it as one 
of the few viable options for educating their daughters. In rural Afghan households, 
radio remains a primary source of information and communication with the outside 
world, embedded in everyday life – especially in areas where mobile phone usage 
and internet access remain limited.14

A 2024 UNESCO study, Media Mapping on Educational Content Production and 
Dissemination in Afghanistan, surveyed 185 radio stations, 64 TV channels and 55 
online and multimedia outlets across the country and found that radio was the 
primary source of educational content, according to almost 80 per cent of survey 
respondents. Secondary school-aged learners were identified as the primary 
audience (around 41 per cent), with more female users than male, because of the 
restrictions on girls’ education. As to how the programmes were delivered, podcasts 
(or audio on-demand) were the main vehicle (35 per cent), followed by live radio and 
television (27 per cent) and online or via mobile phones (24 per cent). On average, 
the 343 media organisations surveyed devoted 50 per cent of their programmes to 
education. As a female student from Herat explained: “We follow the programmes on 
radio and television. We don’t have access to other tools.”

Radio’s effectiveness is rooted in several key advantages that align with social, 
economic and cultural realities in rural Afghanistan, explored below. 

Accessibility 

The accessibility of radio is paramount: radios are relatively inexpensive and ever-
present, even in the poorest rural households. Unlike smartphones, computers 
or televisions, basic radios require no internet connectivity, minimal technical 
knowledge and little electricity – a crucial consideration in areas where the power 

14 For a detailed analysis of the role of radio in Afghanistan, see Diversity, Distance And Distrust; Information 
dynamics in Afghanistan during the COVID-19 pandemic, Internews, February 2021.

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389588
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389588
https://internews.org/wp-content/uploads/legacy/2021-03/Rit_IEA_Afghanistan_202102_en_v2.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://internews.org/wp-content/uploads/legacy/2021-03/Rit_IEA_Afghanistan_202102_en_v2.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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supply is unreliable or non-existent. One parent from Loya Paktia commented 
that all one needs to benefit from these programmes “is a radio and 300 afghanis 
[roughly 5 USD, for a booklet]. Everyone has a radio at home and everyone can 
afford the 300 afghanis.” 

Cultural acceptability

Equally important is radio’s cultural acceptability. Radio education allows girls 
and women to learn at home, overcoming both the IEA’s restrictions and, where 
applicable, community sensitivities around girls travelling to school or being taught 
by male teachers outside the home. Such a view was expressed by a parent from 
Loya Paktia: 

[Girls] going to school is problematic in our society and people don’t think it’s 
appropriate. But at the same time, getting an education is important because 
it’s impossible to live without it. These radio programmes are very good. They 
don’t require anyone to leave home to spend hours at school. … It’s the most 

Girls study in a makeshift classroom in Herat in 2009.  
Photo: Hossein Fatemi/Middle East Images via AFP, 15 October 2009
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respectful way to both protect one’s honour and, at the same time, get an 
education.

This perception — that radio enables learning without perceived social transgression 
— has been critical to its acceptance in conservative areas.

Cost-effectiveness 

The low cost of radio-based education also plays a significant role. Compared to 
establishing and maintaining schools, which require buildings, furniture, electricity, 
water and staff, radio education programmes operate at a fraction of the cost. The 
primary expenses are for content development, broadcast equipment, airtime and 
the printing and distribution of any accompanying textbooks and workbooks. One 
radio employee from a central province noted that the cost of running a small school 
is beyond the reach of many communities:

If you want to establish a good school that can host up to 200 learners, you need 
at least 300,000 [4,500 USD] afghanis for the initial setup, and up to 100,000 
[roughly USD 1,500] for monthly running costs, which is very difficult to do in the 
current economic situation.

Another noted that it is similarly difficult for the government to build schools and 
then assign staff, both in terms of costs and the administrative and monitoring 
systems required. An official at the Ministry of Education said the Emirate’s resources 
were not sufficient to meet the demand for education:

It’s very difficult given our current staffing, capacity, priorities and available 
resources. For us, over the last four years, the priority has been to operationalise 
the existing, but dysfunctional, infrastructure in terms of administration, quality 
and maintenance. And we’re really struggling even with that, never mind 
establishing new facilities. 

However, the Emirate has found the money to expand madrasas: as ever, money can 
be found if something is deemed a priority.15

15 For more on spending priorities, see Kate Clark and Roxanna Shapour, What Do The Taleban Spend 
Afghanistan’s Money On? Government expenditure under the Islamic Emirate, 16 March 2023 and Kate Clark 
Survival and Stagnation: The State of the Afghan economy, 7 November 2023. 

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/themed-reports/economy-development-environment-themed-reports/what-do-the-taleban-spend-afghanistans-money-on-government-expenditure-under-the-islamic-emirate/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/themed-reports/economy-development-environment-themed-reports/what-do-the-taleban-spend-afghanistans-money-on-government-expenditure-under-the-islamic-emirate/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/survival-and-stagnation-the-state-of-the-afghan-economy/
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Flexibility

Flexibility was also reported by some interviewees as an important factor, with radio 
programmes allowing learners to listen at their convenience as many radio stations 
broadcast lessons multiple times throughout the day, allowing learners to listen 
when domestic responsibilities permit — an important consideration for the many 
girls and women who have to balance education with household chores.

Students attend an on-air class at Radio Begum in Kabul on 2 November 2021.  
Photo: Hector Retamal/AFP 
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BUILDING A CLASSROOM ON THE AIRWAVES:  
GOING BEYOND ‘EDUTAINMENT’ 

Many radio education programmes in Afghanistan operate through systems that 
extend well beyond merely airing educational content, developing curricula, printed 
materials, lesson plans and assessment mechanisms, thereby introducing elements of 
formal schooling into radio learning. Through the use of workbooks and assessment, 
as well as making efforts to reflect a wider curriculum, these programmes attempt 
to move beyond ‘edutainment’ to a more rigorous form of education. In this, there is 
collaboration between radio professionals and trained educators. 

They seem to be meeting a high demand: one interviewee in Loya Paktia said they 
realised very quickly how popular their programmes were through the large number 
of admissions and calls they received from learners. Another interviewee said the 
number of learners was “beyond their imagination.” As the audience increased, 
providers in one province steadily expanded their output to other provinces. One 
interviewee attributed this expansion to “the popularity, and the audience it brought 
to the radio, and the economic benefits it had.” Over time, this growth prompted 
stations to strengthen curricula, materials and delivery system of these materials to 
distant areas through local intermediaries.

Interviewees said instruction is typically offered in three core categories: foreign 
language learning, foundational school subjects and health education. Interviewees 
from several radio stations said they had established curriculum committees 
to continually enhance teaching methodology, adopting creative instructional 
approaches suited for radio-based learning. 

While this report focuses on private stations in three regions – Loya Paktia, the 
southeast and central – that produce their own content, many media outlets benefit 
from sharing platforms and content. For example, national providers such as the 
Afghanistan Education Production Organization (AEPO), which receives donor funding 
to create content for four FM stations, later rebroadcasting that content through a 
network of 56 local FM stations.

https://www.tajalla.af/site/index?lang=eng
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Educational content and design

Radio education programmes include core school subjects, such as religious studies, 
mathematics, chemistry, physics and geography. While these courses are broadly 
in line with the national curriculum, several providers told AAN they do not feel 
they need to adhere to the official Ministry of Education syllabus rigidly. Instead, 
radio educators have customised content for radio-based learning and for learners 
studying independently at home. 

Language learning programmes focus primarily on English, with some also offering 
Arabic. The inclusion of Arabic as madrasa enrolment rose in the wake of the girls’ 
secondary school ban. “We used to teach only English,” said one radio educator 
in Afghanistan’s central region, “but recently, when so many schoolgirls started 
attending madrasas, they asked us to start Arabic instruction as well, so we added it 
to our programming.”

Subjects are organised to resemble school curricula, although condensed into 
formats that learners can follow at home. Lessons are supported by printed, colour-
coded textbooks and workbooks. The main lesson provides a clear explanation of 
the topic. Visual aids help learners understand the text and a summary of key points 
at the end of each section offers a recap of the lesson. There is then a dedicated 
section for questions and homework. For instance, a history curriculum seen by 
AAN was divided into several sections: the first covered the pre-modern era of 
Afghanistan; section two covered parts of modern Afghan history; and sections three 
and four continued up to the 1970s. Geography lessons move from global concepts 
to detailed examinations of Afghanistan’s terrain using accompanying visual aids. 
One educator described their approach to geography: 

We first teach learners about the entire globe … then, when we get to the 
section on Afghanistan in the global context, we explain in detail all aspects of 
Afghanistan’s geography. The books have clearly drawn maps, so they can easily 
get the idea of what the instructor is talking about. 

A separate programme about health and medical education is another component, 
teaching subjects such as basic anatomy, disease recognition, prevention, treatment 
and the provision of appropriate basic medical care for common ailments, as well as 
the translation of medical terminology into local dialects. One radio station in Loya 
Paktia operates a specialised programme called Koranai Daktar (Household Doctor) 
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which aims to provide practical medical knowledge for families. One radio official in 
the central region described their medical programming:

We use illustrated material to teach anatomy, including the names of body 
parts and to explain disease recognition, symptoms, prevention and treatment. 
… The aim is to build people’s medical knowledge so they can provide basic 
first aid and, at a minimum, understand their own illness and identify the right 
doctor for their condition.

Stations start registration and distribute material before launching a new 
educational series. Textbooks and accompanying workbooks are sent to designated 
places – typically local shops, or bazaars in both urban areas and district centres. 
Radio stations run short publicity campaigns, inviting potential learners to visit 
these distribution centres to collect their material. The distribution centres register 
learners who collect these materials and their information is recorded for the radio 
station. One director explained: “Every student who takes the books is registered 
and their information is recorded in our special database at the radio office.”

The cost of these materials varies but is generally kept affordable. According to 
one radio station director, a complete set of textbooks and workbooks for a series 
cost between 300 and 500 afghanis (roughly USD 4-6). In some cases, learners or 
their families pay slightly above-cost, with the additional funds supporting radio 
operations and programme expansion.

Standards and Assessment 

Ensuring high-quality learning methodology and providing remote assessment is 
challenging. Radio educators interviewed by AAN said they had devised several 
assessment mechanisms. 

Many radio stations conduct special weekly live interactive assessment 
programmes, particularly on Fridays, described by one radio director as “golden 
weekly programmes.” During these sessions, learners participate by phone and 
respond to questions asked by instructors, allowing teachers to evaluate their 
comprehension and track their progress. These interactive sessions serve multiple 
purposes, one educator explained: 
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They [allow instructors to] assess learning, provide learners with immediate 
feedback, maintain engagement and motivation and give educators valuable 
insights into which issues learners find challenging.

A radio official from Loya Paktia elaborated: 

Dozens of learners participate in each programme [which is about 90 minutes] 
and we evaluate them by asking various questions. Then we sometimes 
announce the learners who answer the questions correctly as the winners of the 
programme. A lot of learners try to join the call. The phone doesn’t stop ringing – 
not even for a second. 

Beyond live lessons, teachers assign homework through the workbooks distributed 
to learners. At the conclusion of each series, learners return their completed 
workbooks to distribution centres. Radio staff review assignments, evaluate student 
performances and assign grades. Results are announced on the radio and high-
performing learners are often publicly recognised. As one radio official from the 
southeast explained: 

We call top-scoring learners or their family members to receive an award and an 
appreciation certificate from the station. For those who cannot come, we show 
appreciation in other ways, such as sending them mobile phone credit top-ups.

Interviewees say that these incentives and recognition are effective in motivating 
learners. One educator contrasted it with traditional schooling:

In Afghanistan, one of the major problems in the education sector is the use of 
harsh, forceful methods in schools, which upsets learners and makes learning 
very ineffective. We, on the contrary, can’t and don’t want to use harsh methods; 
instead, we try to take a soft approach. This has been very effective. Those 
small gifts and appreciation certificates have proven to be highly effective in 
encouraging learners to do their best and compelling others to do the same, 
creating a kind of competition to perform better.

Some radio stations have attempted to conduct in-person formal examinations at 
the conclusion of major learning milestones. For example, one radio station in Loya 
Paktia organised 14 in-person examination sessions in the city, with approximately 
200 participants in each session. However, these in-person gatherings, particularly 
when they involve large numbers of girls, drew suspicion and condemnation from the 
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local authorities and were eventually banned. This highlights one of the ongoing 
tensions between radio education providers and the authorities. 

Ensuring quality is one of the driving forces behind the creation of a consortium 
of Afghan and international NGOs and educational institutions, the Alliance for 
the Education of Women in Afghanistan, that among other things, has developed 
a set of Learning Quality Standards. Their membership includes organisations 
providing online, radio-based and home-based alternative education, with several 
efforts underway to develop accredited means of certifying learners’ learning. The 
founder of the NGO, Education Bridge for Afghanistan, which works primarily in 
online education, Shakardokht Jafari, told AAN they had developed a method for 
issuing diplomas to pupils studying the Afghan curriculum in grades 7 to 12, as well 
as international accreditation. They now have 30,000 learners signed up to try to 
get accredited. Similarly, Begum Organization for Women, which includes Radio 
Begum, is working towards accreditation from Cambridge University in the UK.

https://aewa.org.af/
https://aewa.org.af/
file:///Users/rachelreid/Documents/AAN/AAN%202025/Editing/Learning%20Quality%20Standards
https://eba.ac/
https://begum.ngo/our-projects
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WHO IS LEARNING? REACH, GENDER AND 
GEOGRAPHY

Determining the precise number of learners benefiting from radio education across 
Afghanistan is impossible, given the decentralised nature of these programmes 
and the absence of government coordination or oversight. Individual radio stations 
operate independently in various provinces and there is no unified national 
registration system. As a result, the only available estimates come from the radio 
stations’ own statistics based on registration records and textbook sales. 

Despite these limitations, the figures provided by individual radio directors paint a 
picture of substantial reach, possibly in the tens of thousands. One radio director 
from Loya Paktia province estimated that approximately 7,000 learners are registered 
with his station alone, while another director in the Loya Paktia region estimated 
more than 5,000 learners registered with his station. Another radio station in a 
southeastern province said it had 52,000 registered learners for their programmes. 

In southeastern parts of the country, an informal association of four radio stations 
meets regularly to discuss operational issues. According to one member:

When we gather and discuss issues like these programmes, every radio station 
presents its own figures. Collectively, our estimates show that more than 20,000 
learners are learning through radio in [province name withheld] alone.

One radio director noted the persistent challenge of keeping up with demand: 

We always run out of printed books, even after printing thousands, as more 
people register and purchase them. Sometimes, learners miss an entire month 
of lessons simply because we don’t have enough printed materials available for 
them to use. 

Given these figures from just a few provinces, the total number of learners engaged 
in radio-based learning across Afghanistan likely numbers in the hundreds of 
thousands. This is a long way from the more than two million girls who are denied 
secondary schooling. However, the numbers demonstrate that education by radio is 
going some way to meeting a need. 
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Why are so many girls taking up radio-based learning? 

Perhaps the most striking demographic characteristic of radio education is that the 
vast majority of beneficiaries are girls and women. Interviewees said female learners 
constitute nearly the entire student population. One radio director estimated that 
women and girls account for 99 per cent of learners. Data from four other radio 
stations confirmed this. The same director recalled, in 14 in-person examinations 
held in the city — each with around 200 participants — only 30 of those taking the 
exams were boys.

Similar patterns emerged in district-level examinations. Another radio official from 
Loya Paktia reported that all 99 participants in an exam in one of the districts were 
female, while in another district, there was only one male among the 200 learners 
sitting for the exam. 

In many parts of the country, the rapid development of alternative education is 
a direct result of the Emirate’s ban on girls’ secondary education. Radio Begum, 

Girls working at a brick kiln in Surkh Rod district, Nangrahar province. School is not an option for the 
children of many families who live in poverty and need them to work.  
Photo: Shafiullah Kakar/Anadolu via AFP, 15 March 2025

http://www.begum.fm/fa/
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for example, was conceived in response to the ban and is providing lessons in 
all subjects to girls from grades 7 to 12. The Director of the Afghan Education 
Production Organization (AEPO), Mohammad Asif Omar, also says their educational 
radio programming has evolved as a direct response to the restrictions on girls’ 
education: “Under the Taliban, we started programmes teaching the school 
curriculum; these were not needed under the Republic, but now, because girls 
cannot go to school, we have started to provide some basic education.” 

In some rural southern and eastern districts, however, the overwhelming female 
participation in radio education programmes also reflects fundamental disparities 
in access to education. Boys in rural areas have multiple options for pursuing 
education that have always been unavailable to most girls. Boys’ schools exist 
in most districts, even in conservative rural areas. Schools and madrasas for 
boys, while often inadequate or of poor quality, at least provide boys with some 
educational opportunities. In contrast, many districts have no educational facilities 
for girls at all. Boys and young men are also generally free to travel to other districts, 
cities, or even the capital, Kabul, to continue their studies if local options are 
inadequate. Women and girls, by contrast, are restricted by cultural norms and 
Emirate restrictions from travelling unchaperoned or living away from their families, 
narrowing their educational pathways. (This is not the case across Afghanistan: in 
some areas, families used to encourage girls – and boys – to travel for education, 
including staying in dormitories in major cities so that they could attend university.)

Interviewees provided stark examples of the absence of girls’ schools in many rural 
districts. There are no girls’ schools at any level in the entire Zurmat district of Paktia 
province, which neighbours Gardez, the provincial centre. Nor are there any in Giro 
district in Ghazni or Paktika’s Muta Khan district. One parent from the central region 
explained what that meant for families:

Males in rural areas can pursue education through various means because they 
can go to schools and madrasas. They’re also free to travel to other districts, to 
cities and even Kabul, to continue their studies. But females face many problems 
that prevent them from getting an education. The most significant is the lack of 
schools and [female] teachers in most villages.

As a result, while boys and young men can continue their education through local 
madrasas or by relocating to nearby cities, their sisters are effectively left behind with 
almost no options other than radio-based education. For many families, radio is not a 
preferred alternative but the only remaining pathway for girls to continue learning.

https://www.tajalla.af/site/index?lang=eng
https://www.tajalla.af/site/index?lang=eng
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LEARNING AT HOME: COMMUNITY LEGITIMACY AND 
FAMILY SUPPORT

In these times, it’s very important for everyone to be literate and know 
something. In the past, most men and women couldn’t even understand 
their prayers because they couldn’t read or write. But now, praise be to Allah, 
education has reached people’s ears and one can easily access it. These 
radio programmes are very useful for women. In our area, there’s no school 
or madrasa for women. So, the girls learn from the radio. I sometimes ask my 
granddaughter about what she’s learnt. She can read and write fluently from 
textbooks and has memorised the last juz [one of thirty sections] of the Quran. 
That’s a big deal for me.

This account from an elder from a southeastern province reflected the impact of 
radio education on his family, which echoes the overwhelmingly positive attitudes 
expressed in AAN interviews with parents, family members and community leaders. 
The success of radio education programmes depends not only on their pedagogical 
design but also on the support and engagement of families and communities. 
This appears to be rooted in both necessity and cultural acceptability. For families 
confronting political restrictions, cultural norms and the absence of local schools, 
radio has become an accessible, affordable and socially acceptable alternative.

For some families, radio education emerged only after other alternatives proved 
unworkable. One village leader from southeast described his efforts:

We tried to get a [community-based] class to our area, but the NGO and 
villagers couldn’t agree. … I was unable to persuade them, so we missed that 
opportunity. I tried to hire a private teacher, but couldn’t find a female one. Then 
a friend told me about these programmes. … I listened to them for a while and 
they seemed very useful. So, I went to a local bookstore, bought the books and 
registered my three sisters. They’ve been following the programmes for a year 
and have become proficient in many things. … At least they can now read and 
write, even if they can’t get a higher education.
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The role of family members in supporting learning

An important dimension of radio education is the supportive role played by family 
members – particularly brothers, fathers and husbands – as well as, in some cases, 
educated female family members. This involvement takes on various forms and has 
become an integral part of the radio education ecosystem. Interviewees described 
how learning through radio is rarely an individual activity, but is instead a shared 
household endeavour. As one radio educator explained: “Nowadays, in almost every 
family, there are at least one or two people who can read. … We encourage them to 
help those who can’t read but want to learn through radio.”

Several male family members described actively supporting the education of their 
sisters and daughters. One engineer the author knows said:

I work in Kabul and only get home on Fridays. When I do, my sisters gather 
round and ask about the things they haven’t understood from their lessons. I go 
over the entire week’s lessons with them, ask them questions and check their 
workbooks. That way, they don’t miss anything from their lessons.

Radio Begum director Saba Chaman (R) and a colleague in the studio at the station in Kabul. 
Photo: Hector Retamal/AFP, 28 November 2021
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A shopkeeper, from Paktia, also described how radio education had altered his 
evening routine:

After dinner, I ask my daughters and sons, who attend a nearby school, to 
review their lessons and do their homework together. I help them with their 
assignments. What I’ve noticed is that my daughters are more passionate about 
their lessons than my sons. My sons ask few questions, seek little guidance and 
just try to complete the tasks regardless of whether they understand them, but 
my daughters ask questions about every detail and do their homework with 
great precision.

This kind of family support is particularly important in creating an acceptance 
of girls’ education. As family members actively participate in and observe their 
children’s learning, girls’ education becomes more visible within the household and 
increasingly valued by the family.

As discussed, interviewees described a combination of live interactive assessments 
and marking homework to assess and ensure educational quality. While this 
process is time-consuming (one official noted it can take one to two weeks to review 
thousands of workbooks), it provides valuable feedback on both individual student 
progress and overall programme effectiveness. Radio stations also actively request 
feedback from learners, parents and communities in order to refine and improve 
their content and delivery. Still, how effective these programmes are in practice 
remains an open question, examined below.
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ACHIEVEMENTS AND CONSTRAINTS: MEASURING 
LEARNING OUTCOMES AND QUALITY

Assessing the effectiveness of radio education is complex, as formal evaluation 
mechanisms remain limited. While the radio directors and educators interviewed 
by AAN were not part of the standard-setting or certification projects noted above, 
they consistently expressed confidence in the effectiveness of their programmes. 
Interviewees described progress that extended beyond basic literacy to include 
language learning, religious studies and practical skills. One radio employee from 
Loya Paktia reflected on the long-term development of learners who had followed 
their programmes from the outset:

In my view, our radio education is highly effective. I would even say that 
our learners are more proficient than many school students and I’m not 
exaggerating. Right now, our learners who’ve been with us from the beginning 
can speak English. In our medical education track, we have girls who now 
actually work in clinics as nurses. They write articles for our other radio 
programmes, participate in live broadcasts and present excellent ideas.

Another educator offered anecdotal evidence of his learners’ progression: 

We have learners who started with us from the basic literacy level and can now 
read and write fluently. Many have memorised [portions of] the Quran and can 
recite it beautifully. Some have become so proficient that they now help others in 
their communities learn.

According to interviewees, some graduates of radio education programmes have 
become visible contributors to their communities in ways that were previously 
impossible. Parents and community members cited examples of girls who had 
learned through radio, becoming the first literate women in their extended families, 
leading religious recitations at gatherings and serving as informal teachers for other 
women in their neighbourhoods.
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Structural constraints and limitations

Despite these positive indicators, radio education faces inherent challenges in 
ensuring consistent quality and, for example preventing cheating in exams taken at 
home. Realistically, there are few mechanisms for monitoring day-to-day learning 
or ensuring that learners complete their homework independently. One educator 
described the difficulties of delivering education remotely: “What is difficult is the 
follow-up. Apart from monthly or end-of-book exams, there’s no effective mechanism 
to track whether learners understand what’s been taught.” 

Radio education also faces structural limitations that constrain the depth of learning 
it can provide. Most do not yet offer formal certification, which the learners may 
later require for official recognition or transition into higher levels of education. 
Nor is there a clear pathway for integrating radio learners into formal schooling 
in the event that the ban on girls’ education is lifted or new schools open. While 
emerging certification models for online and home-based education may offer future 
possibilities, these are so far limited in scope. 

Subjects are also taught in a condensed timeframe, again raising questions about 
the depth of learning that is achievable. For example, a series may last only two 
or three months, whereas formal schools teach the same material over an entire 
academic year, with the timeline adjusted to learners’ capacities. In addition, there 
is little focus on many advanced high school subjects – such as chemistry, physics 
and mathematics – because it is difficult to teach them over the radio. “You can’t 
teach mathematical algorithms through the radio,” said one radio director. “In social 
science subjects, it’s manageable, but in science, it’s difficult.” These constraints 
illustrate radio’s limits as a medium for higher-order cognitive learning.

Interviewees noted that practical delays, such as collecting and assessing completed 
workbooks and distributing new materials, can delay the start of subsequent series, 
sometimes leaving gaps of several weeks between courses.

The remote nature of radio education also creates opportunities for learners to 
receive what might be seen as ‘illicit’ assistance with homework or to cheat in 
exams taken far from an invigilator’s eye. However, one educator from the southeast 
was optimistic: “Those who join our programmes genuinely want to learn. They 
understand its value and their purpose is purely learning. So, they’ve little incentive 
to cheat.” He said they also make ethical appeals to the learners and their families: 
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We repeatedly emphasise the importance of honesty so that we can assess the 
effectiveness of our programmes and adjust them based on results. If they cheat 
and don’t complete tasks themselves, the overall programme’s quality declines 
because we can’t measure its effectiveness.

Finally, this type of education by radio relies on family oversight, with some stations 
implementing basic integrity measures. One educator from Paktia explained, “We 
take a pledge from parents not to allow … cheating or skipped homework. … 
these pledges have proven very helpful, especially for mothers who act as exam 
supervisors on our behalf.”

One underlying aspiration for this and other educators is that they are sustaining 
girls’ hope in the future although this is something that, realistically, radio education 
cannot manage on its own. Especially for girls who were used to going to school, 
studying at home may not be enough: as one educator said, “They’re lonely and 
get depression. They lose motivation.” Her work on education includes a forum for 
girls to share their struggles with mental health, while other projects incorporate 
psychologists and mental health helplines. 

Radio can deliver meaningful learning despite the restrictions, but it cannot 
replicate the depth, certification, social interaction or institutional continuity of 
formal schooling. Its effectiveness depends not only on pedagogy and family and 
community support, but also on broader political conditions, particularly whether 
the Emirate will allow these programmes to continue to operate.
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FROM LEARNING TO LEGITIMACY: THE 
NORMALISATION OF FEMALE EDUCATION

Beyond direct educational outcomes, radio education programmes may have 
broader positive social effects, particularly in conservative rural areas. Under the 
Emirate and Republic, radio learning has helped normalise the idea of female 
education in communities where it was previously viewed with suspicion or outright 
hostility. Several interviewees suggested that radio education serves as a soft 
introduction to the concept of female education, allowing families and communities 
to see its benefits without directly challenging deeply held norms around girls going 
to school. In areas where purdah is the norm, radio education can start to gently 
challenge some norms – by girls being educated by male presenters, or calling 
feedback programmes or attending in-person exams. A university lecturer in Paktika 
described this process of gradual acceptance: 

In many rural areas, people in the 21st century are still not comfortable with their 
girls going to school because they see no value in it. Even if a school exists and 
the government allows it, I suspect people wouldn’t send their daughters. This 
kind of education is a very good step in laying the groundwork and changing 
people’s mindsets. I’m sure people will recognise its value when they see how 
different an educated girl is from an uneducated one.

A radio employee in the southeast concurred, emphasising that radio education 
reframes learning as compatible with, rather than a threat to religious values:

Up until now, the issue of girls going to school was a strange idea and most 
people hated it, considering it immoral or sinful. … Radio education familiarises 
them with learning and shows them that there’s nothing wrong with education; 
in fact, it improves religious understanding, values and ethics. When people see 
this, they understand that it has benefits.

This normalisation shows that expressions of established patterns of gender 
norms may change. Typically, this occurs slowly through multiple drivers working 
simultaneously and with the old and the new often coexisting during transition 
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periods.16 Radio directors shared several examples where they have seen radio 
education begin to shift community perceptions. One recalled an incident in a 
central province about one of their learners.

Last year, a man told our registrars about … [how] his aunt passed away and 
his daughter and other family members went to the house for the funeral. 
His daughter, who was our student, had gathered all the women present and 
recited the Holy Quran. The women, he said, had never seen a girl recite the 
Quran before and were all amazed. When word reached the father, he was very 
proud and praised our programme.

Some radio education programmes navigate conservative religious sensibilities 
by emphasising Islamic education alongside other subjects. Religious content 
– Quranic recitation and memorisation, hadith studies and basic Islamic 
jurisprudence – feature prominently alongside literacy and language learning. This 
is also, of course the case in schools, both under the Emirate and the Republic. 
Such religious grounding is of significant importance for some parents, as one 
interviewee explained:

Before, my daughter couldn’t even recite al-Hamdulillah [Sura Hamd, the 
opening chapter of the Quran] properly. Now she’s memorised the last juz and 
recites it beautifully. For me, this is the most important education; everything 
else is secondary. 

However, despite its growing acceptance, radio education operates in a fragile 
policy environment, as discussed in the next section.

16 See Rachel Marcus and Caroline Harper, How Do Gender Norms Change?, Overseas Development 
Institute (ODI), London 2015.

https://media.odi.org/documents/9817.pdf
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STATE RESPONSES TO RADIO EDUCATION: POLICY 
AMBIGUITY AND LOCAL NEGOTIATION

The most difficult aspect of radio education is its relationship with the Emirate 
authorities. The state’s policy toward these programmes remains unclear, 
inconsistent and at times negative, creating an uncertain operational environment 
for radio educators. Interviewees reported being in the dark about official state 
policy regarding their programmes, as no clear written policy exists that either 
explicitly permits or prohibits their work. As one radio employee from a central 
province said: “We don’t know whether the education ban applies to us. The 
authorities have never given us a clear answer. This uncertainty is itself a challenge.”

In practice, this policy vacuum provides enough operational space for programmes 
to continue, though not without significant challenges and risks. Taliban authorities 
at the local level have intervened in these programmes with varying degrees 
of frequency and intensity, often reacting to visibility, scale, content or specific 
practices rather than the existence of radio education itself. 

Several radio directors reported being summoned by local education or information 
officials when their programmes first gained popularity. One director recalled:

When we first started these programmes and they became popular, with a large 
number of learners registering, [the local education and culture authorities] 
summoned us and asked why we were airing them. They were concerned about 
the content, so we showed them the entire curriculum. After that, they didn’t raise 
any further issues and allowed us to continue.

The most intense official scrutiny and, in some cases, outright prohibition, has 
centred on in-person exams, particularly when hundreds of female learners gather in 
one place, even when stations complied with segregation, dress and conduct rules. 
One director described a confrontation:

The day after we conducted the exam, the Amr bil-Maruf [virtue and vice 
enforcers] summoned us and questioned the activity. We told them the exam 
was conducted in accordance with all rules, including the segregation of men 
and women and proper hijab. But they said it was against the rules because 



34 Bridging the Divide? Radio learning and girls’ education in rural Afghanistan

education is banned. Afterwards, the education department also sent us a letter 
demanding that we stop holding these exams. 

This led to the suspension of in-person exams by that radio station, forcing them to 
rely exclusively on remote assessment via workbook reviews.

Another major issue raised by local officials was live call-in programmes involving 
male presenters and female learners, which some IEA officials considered to be a 
violation of their laws, including in Loya Paktia, as one interviewee reported:

The authorities said we were not complying with the law, even after repeated 
warnings, we continued to have live phone conversations with women during 
broadcasts. This resulted in a temporary suspension of our programmes.

Crucially, enforcement varies significantly between provinces and over time. Radio 
educators described how changes in local leadership could abruptly alter conditions. 
One radio director from a southeastern province explained:

Girls arrive at their secondary school in Kabul on 23 March 2022, the first day of the school year. The Emirate 
had announced that older girls could return to school, before reversing its decision and ordering the schools 
to again close, hours after classes had begun. 
Photo: Ahmad Sahel Arman/AFP
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One official at a particular department was very strict and opposed these 
programmes. He … temporarily banned them. After he was replaced by a 
moderate official who supported the programmes, we were able to restart.

In the southeast, the local authorities have generally been supportive of radio 
education programmes. Radio directors there reported no significant issues, saying 
their programmes have aired smoothly without interruptions. Elsewhere, however, 
radio stations have faced repeated challenges and temporary suspensions. Radio 
educators must constantly navigate these shifting local dynamics, adjusting their 
operations to accommodate the sensibilities of particular officials, while trying to 
maintain programme continuity.

Despite official ambiguity and occasional interference, some educators reported 
receiving quiet support from local Taliban officials, including some whose own 
daughters listen to their programmes. One radio official noted: “We’ve got female 
learners from families of senior officials. They come to us to buy books and often 
tell us they’re ready to help if there’s an issue with other officials.” This behind-
the-scenes support has proven particularly helpful in resolving disputes with 
other officials and keeping programmes running. Yet these programmes remain 
vulnerable to shifts in local political dynamics and economic pressures.
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ECONOMICS OF SURVIVAL: HOW RADIO EDUCATION 
SUSTAINS ITSELF

An important factor in the persistence of radio education has been its financial 
sustainability. Unlike regular schools or state-run madrasas, the radio directors and 
producers interviewed reported operating without government funding. Nor do 
they get support from international NGOs. Instead, they are typically self-financed 
through a combination of advertising revenue, student fees, book sales and, to a 
small extent, community support. Other radio stations have turned to educational 
content to make up for the shortfall caused by the drop in advertising that came with 
the economic contraction of recent years. 

There is some state funding for education media, though mostly for state-run 
outlets, according to the 2024 UNESCO report, which surveyed 343 media outlets, 
of which 185 were radio stations.17 AEPO’s Director, Mohammad Omar, told AAN that 
they worked with the Ministry of Education to deliver content based on the national 
curriculum for broadcast on local radio stations, but he also noted tension between 
the Ministries of Education and Information and Culture over the regulation of this 
sector, as well as requests for ‘unofficial’ fees.

For those without external support, the financial model is straightforward: learners 
or their families purchase textbooks and workbooks at distribution centres with 
prices set to cover both materials costs and contribute modestly to radio operations. 
As one educator explained: “Our learners pay for the books and workbooks, and in 
return, we provide them with educational services. This is how we cover our costs.”

Typical prices range from 300 to 500 afghanis (approximately USD 4 to 6) for a 
complete set of materials for one educational series. While this represents a 
significant expense for poor families, it remains far more affordable than the cost 
of sending children to school (uniforms, transport, learning materials) or hiring a 
private teacher. 

17 A 2024 UNESCO study on media education found that 28 per cent of more than 300 media respondents 
cited financial funding from the authorities, though this was largely for state-run media (p9). 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389588
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389588


37 Bridging the Divide? Radio learning and girls’ education in rural Afghanistan

Perhaps most remarkably, in some cases, the student community itself has financed 
radio infrastructure. One radio director described how learners and their families 
contributed additional funds through book purchases to support the establishment 
of an independent educational station:

Before this radio station existed, I was running these educational programmes 
on other local media outlets through contractual arrangements. After some 
time, I told my learners that I wanted to establish an independent educational 
radio station but lacked the financial means to do so. At that time, a set of 
textbooks cost 300 afghanis [roughly USD 5]. I asked whether learners would be 
willing to pay 500 afghanis [roughly USD 8] instead, with the extra 200 afghanis 
going toward a fund for building the radio station.

Another major income source is commercial advertising: “Since a lot of people are 
listening to these programmes, many businessmen, hospitals, schools and other 
enterprises contact us and give us their ads. We get good money from them,” a radio 
official from southeast said.

Teaching maths in Herat in the first months of the second Islamic Emirate.  
Photo: Stringer/Anadolu via AFP, 14 September 2021
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For the directors of radio stations that we interviewed – who get no support 
from NGOs or the government – this independence has clear advantages and 
disadvantages: on the one hand, it gives radio stations operational autonomy 
and insulates them from the funding volatility that affects many NGO-dependent 
initiatives. On the other hand, it limits their ability to scale up, invest in improved 
technology, expand content development, or conduct rigorous programme 
evaluations. Ironically, this is also a winning point for them, because one of the 
few reasons the government allows them to operate is that they are locally run and 
free of any foreign funding or external involvement.

Currently, these education programmes have expanded significantly across 
Afghanistan. While no formal, nationwide coordination of radio education 
programmes exists, there are informal regional cooperation networks of 
educational broadcasters serving diverse geographic regions. In one southeastern 
province, for example, an association of approximately four radio stations meets 
periodically to discuss operational issues, share best practices and coordinate 
activities. Similar informal networks appear to exist in other provinces.

Some have developed content-sharing arrangements, with some stations 
producing high-quality educational content and licensing their programmes to 
stations in other regions, extending reach without duplicating production. For 
example, one private radio, in southeast produces content that is broadcast by 
partner stations in many other provinces across Afghanistan. 

These informal networks show how local media can function as decentralised 
education networks, providing reciprocal support and ensuring resilience and 
sustainability. However, if poverty deepens and in the absence of external or 
state support, questions are raised about their long-term viability. While these 
programmes have been able to survive and, in some cases, grow, expanding – or 
even sustaining – them may become difficult.
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EDUCATION ON THE AIRWAVES: A TEMPORARY 
LIFELINE, NOT A LONG-TERM SOLUTION

Radio education in Afghanistan has become a critical lifeline for tens of thousands 
of girls and women who would otherwise have no access to learning. In the 
absence of formal schooling – whether because blocked by Emirate bans or 
conservative attitudes, or there were never any schools anyway – radio has 
emerged as one of the few viable alternatives in rural communities where access to 
internet and television is scarce. These programmes can help at least some women 
and girls develop basic literacy and numeracy, or go beyond, widening knowledge 
of secondary school subjects, including religious study. For deeply conservative 
communities, they are culturally acceptable. For girls now denied education, they 
offer one of the few remaining pathways to learning.

Radio education, however, remains a stopgap measure, not a comprehensive 
solution. It cannot offer the depth, breadth or quality of learning provided by 
formal schooling. It lacks systematic quality assurance mechanisms, relies on 
student motivation without robust follow-up support and cannot provide the 
social interaction and peer learning of physical classrooms. Fundamentally, 
while radio education can support basic learning, it cannot be a substitute for 
the advanced education necessary for higher studies, professional careers or 
full economic participation – should those avenues become available to Afghan 
women and girls. 

For millions of Afghan girls, the right to education has effectively been reduced 
to what can be transmitted over a radio signal. Radio education has preserved 
learning where it would otherwise have disappeared entirely, but it does not 
provide the full, dignified and meaningful education to which every girl is entitled 
and should be able to access again. Without formal education, a generation of 
Afghan girls will have little or no options for intellectual growth and economic 
independence. Not only is the Emirate’s ban on girls’ education detrimental to 
their lives today, but its consequences will reverberate far into the future.
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