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COVID-19 has forced educators, institutions, and their staff to switch from physical
to remote education This study investigates the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the international education system, particularly in Afghanistan. Specifically, this
paper explores how students in Afghanistan have been affected by the pandemic,
and identifies and evaluates the challenges faced by the education system of Af-
ghanistan due to the pandemic. Moreover, factors affecting the use of technology
by students in Afghanistan are also analyzed. A quantitative research methodology
was utilized by collecting responses from students through a questionnaire distrib-
uted online. All data collected were subjected to descriptive statistical analysis. Re-
sults revealed that technology has not benefited students very much, and the effects
of COVID-19 have been extreme on them. Furthermore, insufficient time to learn
new technologies has proven to be challenging for students. Developing technology
requirements for students during COVID-19 may be an important element of adapt-
ability to the pandemic. Moreover, it was found that Afghanistan already had poor
internet and technology infrastructure before the pandemic, which further deterio-
rated during COVID-19, leading students to experience increasing internet discon-
nection and costs and decreased communication with teachers. Effective strategies
to deal with these problems are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has precipitated
an unprecedented situation that has severely af-
fected every global sector, including education.
The shutdown of educational institutes, com-
pounded by the related economic and public
health crises, poses major challenges for teachers
and students. The pandemic has forced educa-
tional institutions to close in around 188 coun-
tries, deeply unsettling the course of learning for
more than 1.7 billion (94% of students world-
wide) youth, children, and their families (OECD,
2020). Some 23.8 million additional youth and
children (from pre-primary and tertiary edu-
cation levels) might have to drop out of school
next year because of the economic impact of
COVID-19, regardless of whether the pandemic
continues (The Hindu, 2020). These crises have
exposed the severe inequalities and insufficien-
cies in the education systems of developing coun-
tries. This study examines how technologically
disadvantaged students have been affected by the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Lack of techno-
logical infrastructure and inappropriate internet
speed have created barriers for students who must
now rely on technology to receive an education.
This has resulted in little educational benefit for
technologically disadvantaged students.

Afghanistan is one of the developing
countries that has been hit hard by the pandemic
because of its already fragile education system.
Similar to other developing nations, Afghanistan
possesses limited resources to counter socio-
economic disruption and public health threats
(UNESCO Bangkok, 2020). Despite the remark-
able progress in education made over the past
two decades, Afghanistan still faces plenty of
challenges. The enrollment of children in schools
has increased almost tenfold, from less than a
million in 2001 to 9.6 million in 2018. This has
required the construction and establishment of
schools, as well as the deployment of hundreds
of new teachers. However, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has presented additional challenges to the
Afghan education system, especially after the
Ministry of Education closed all educational in-
stitutions on March 14, 2020 (Naidoo & Arian,
2020). Moreover, the increasing intensity of the
socioeconomic barriers in Afghanistan has also
affected the country’s education system (Garcia
& Weiss, 2020).

Review of Literature
Rapid technological development has
made distance education convenient and easy
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(McBrien et al., 2009). The outbreak of COV-
ID-19 has forced a downward spiral in the world
economy and has had a huge effect on the higher
education system worldwide. Educational insti-
tutions faced the sudden closure of face-to-face
classes in favor of remote learning as a social dis-
tancing measure to help prevent the spread of the
virus. This, in turn, required the utilization of e-
learning platforms and tools to effectively engage
with students; however, affordability and acces-
sibility limitations have affected most students.
The global crisis has exposed the limitations of
the current education system as well as the need
for more training and development of educa-
tors in digital technology to better allow them to
adapt to the rapidly changing educational climate
of the world (Rashid & Yadav, 2020). The state
of education and technology disadvantage have
affected the education system and students of Af-
ghanistan, especially now when many students
are out of school.

Only seven million out of the total 12
million children in Afghanistan are enrolled in
schools (Mehrdad, 2020). This data can be vague
but is relevant to reflect on the education situa-
tion in Afghanistan.

The pandemic has put additional pressure
on the education system, with increasing reli-
ance on technology. In the context of millions of
students out of schools, this posits a bigger chal-
lenge. Technology is the main tool for schooling
during the current pandemic, and the increasing
use of technology in learning has greatly altered
the tactics of teachers. The current pandemic has
added to the teachers’ responsibilities as they
must facilitate and motivate students by utiliz-
ing technology (Onyema et al., 2019). By using
suitable educational technologies, the accessibil-
ity to learning resources and multiple learning
approaches could be increased to meet the needs
of diverse learners. However, while telecommuni-
cation services in Afghanistan cover almost 90%
of the population (including men, women, and
children), the reach of these services is very low,
making it difficult for students to access digital
platforms and educational resources.

Table 1 shows that there has been a steady
increase in the number of cellular subscriptions
in Afghanistan since 2002. Cell phones allow stu-
dents to use mobile internet for educational pur-
poses. However, there are still many other tech-
nological challenges that students face, including
low broadband reach. Currently, internet users
in Afghanistan account for 8.64 million (Data
Reportal, 2021), a relatively low proportion com-
pared to the number of cellular users, which in-
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dicates the low reach of broadband connection.
Ultimately, there is a scarcity of infrastructure
designed to connect smartphones to the internet,
making possession of a phone and internet ac-
cess two different things (Huber & Helm, 2020).
Figure 1 shows the percentage of internet access
based on different demographics.

Table 1. Mobile cellular users in Afghanistan
from 2002 to 2018 (Source: Baiza, 2020)

Number of mobile cellular users in Af-

Year ghanistan
2002  0.03 million
2003 0.2 million
2004 0.6 million
2005 1.2 million
2006 2.52 million
2007 4.67 million
2008 7.9 million
2009 10.5 million
2010 10.22 million
2011 13.8 million
2012  15.34 million
2013 16.81 million
2014 18.41 million
2015 19.71 million
2016 21.6 million
2017  23.93 million
2018 21.98 million

Figure 1. Access to the internet based on demo-
graphics in Afghanistan

Y-axis: percentage; x-axis: demographics

Source: Baiza, 2020

Along with technological limitations, ot-
her factors make the transition from face-to-face
to remote education challenging. For instance,
students are faced with inexperienced teachers,
poor online teaching infrastructure, information
gaps (i.e., limited resources and information avai-
lable to all the students), and the complex and
challenging environment at home (Zhang et al.,
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2020). The lack of support and mentorship from
teachers due to inexperience with digital infra-
structure formats has been evaluated previously
(Judd et al., 2020).

On the other hand, there are several bene-
fits to virtual learning. Computers, phones, and ot-
her internet applications help people interact and
communicate effectively with others (Kanawat-
tanachai & Yoo, 2007). Baytiyeh (2018) stressed
the significance of digital technologies to support
the continuity of learning and education during
a pandemic. The importance of reliable internet
connections at home to assist the delivery of edu-
cation materials has also been highlighted (Song
et al., 2004). Furthermore, digital technologies
offer several advantages to independent learners
such as online educational platforms that allow
students to learn at their own pace, which in turn
provides them flexibility during the day (Herold,
2017). However, this could also be perceived as
a source of discrimination where students who
are studying through e-learning might be able to
do so as they have the technological privilege to
access the learning materials.

Furthermore, research suggests that there
has been a high level of satisfaction with virtual
learning during the pandemic. Studies also sho-
wed that participants were satisfied with the online
platforms and virtual learning tools(Almusharraf
& Khahro,2020). Moreover, the students were
pleased with the support from their teachers du-
ring the pandemic. Another study also suggested
that parents had a positive level of satisfaction re-
garding distance learning (Bokayev et al., 2021).
Overall, online classes foster positive satisfaction
but have lower satisfaction than face-to-face lear-
ning (Hashemi, 2021).

Computer-mediated technology has taken
on a fundamental role in communication with
the passage of time and has facilitated the onli-
ne learning environment. It is likely to remain
indispensable for business communication. Since
the internet is ubiquitous, access to computer-me-
diated communication has increasingly become
affordable and convenient (Rashid & Yadayv,
2020). According to Vitoria et al. (2018), students
perceive online educational platforms as valuable
in refining their self-control, independence, un-
derstanding, motivation to learn, and ability to
interact with each other and with their teachers.
Furthermore, Mamattah (2016) demonstrated
that most students perceive e-learning to be a new
and innovative idea that increases its value, en-
couraging students to use the technology. Delga-
do (2020) identified that immediate response and
instant feedback are possible in e-learning. This
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requires online learning platforms with good in-
ternet connections, the possibility of video con-
ferencing with 40 to 50 students, lectures that
are accessible on mobile phones, the possibility
of watching lecturers later, and achieving instant
feedback from students (Basilaia et al., 2020).
However, a growing concern is not only whether
the methods of online teaching—learning provide
quality education to the students, but also how
academic institutions can adopt e-learning in a
massive manner (Carey, 2020).

Although online learning has been an ef-
fective tool for other developed countries, the
system has not been successful in Afghanistan.
There are various reasons why online learning is
not as effective in the country (Khuram, 2021).
The major barriers to online learning are lack of
community, technical difficulties, and challenges
in understanding the instructional objectives and
goals. Online learning could effectively deliver
quality education to students if programs are de-
signed so that they are group-based, student-cen-
tered, relevant, interactive, and creative (Partlow
& Gibbs, 2003). The COVID-19 pandemic caus-
ed 1500 schools to close, which has intensified
the already risky situation of five million Afghani
children being out of school. This number could
also be higher because of a lack of proper recor-
ding and reporting of data.

Nicolau et al. (2020) examined the impact
of COVID-19 on the education system in Roma-
nia. Their study found that tele-education has fai-
led to replace face-to-face education because of
the lack of symmetrical policy, infrastructure, di-
gital competencies, connectivity, and digitalized
educational materials.

Hence, educators are required to spend a
considerable amount of time, effort, and energy
to develop effective strategies for providing onli-
ne instructions. This is because effective online
instructions most likely facilitate feedback and
responses from students and learners, allowing
them to raise questions as well as broaden the
scope of the course content for the learners (Kee-
ton, 2014).

Research Gap

There is a notable research gap concerning
Afghanistan’s education system. There is evi-
dence that although telecommunication services
cover 90% of the country’s population, the lack
of internet and telecommunication infrastructu-
re is an existing problem (GlobeNewswire, 2020)
that has resulted in low penetration of cellular
network users and broadband connections. Mo-
reover, Afghanistan has faced a prolonged civil
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war, which has particularly affected its education
system. Children, especially girls, have found it
almost impossible to obtain consistent opportuni-
ties for education. This situation has improved in
the past two decades, but there is still much room
for improvement.

Literature regarding Afghanistan, especial-
ly in the field of education is scarce, which makes
it worthwhile to examine extant problems in this
area. Furthermore, it is worth investigating how
the present COVID-19 pandemic has worsened
the above-mentioned, pre-existing problems.
Therefore, studying the impact of COVID-19 in
this context can be relevant and useful for under-
standing the Afghan education system.

Problem Statement

Despite Afghanistan’s progress in the field
of education, there is a lack of socioeconomic
and technological infrastructure in place to pro-
vide education amid the COVID-19 pandemic.
Moreover, the pandemic has plunged the world
into an unprecedented situation that is worth
analyzing and discussing. This study therefore
examines the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the education system in Afghanistan.

Research questions

What are the impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic on students in Afghanistan?; What is
the role of technological disadvantage in impe-
ding access to education?; Which factors are exa-
cerbating COVID-19’s impact on Afghanistan?

Research Objectives

To investigate how students in Afghanistan
have been affected by COVID-19. To identify and
evaluate the challenges faced by the education
system of Afghanistan due to the pandemic. To
analyze the factors affecting the use of technolo-
gy by students in Afghanistan.

METHOD

This study used quantitative research met-
hods to collect data. Explanatory research appro-
ach was employed to explain the phenomenon
through this survey research (Taylor et al., 2015).

Data were collected through a web-based
questionnaire over Facebook from February to
March 2021. In addition, secondary data were
obtained through varied information sources, in-
cluding Google Scholar, Google search engine,
and Proquest. Search terms used for collecting
secondary data include education in Afghani-
stan, COVID-19 and its impact on education, and
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related terms. Respondents were 469 students,
the majority being undergraduates (n = 441).
Other students belonged to schools and universi-
ties. The sample was representative of the student
population in Afghanistan because of the social
media platforms used for data collection (Kumar,
2018).

Chosen Methodology and Research Design

A quantitative research methodology was
used that collected primary responses from stu-
dents over Facebook. The chosen research design
is explanatory as it clarifies how the COVID-19
pandemic has affected technologically disadvan-
taged students in Afghanistan.

Sampling
Participants were recruited using a conve-
nient, non-random sampling technique.

Data Analysis Tools

The data collected were analyzed using de-
scriptive statistics. The use of bar and pie charts
facilitated the visualization of the data.

Measures

The data were obtained through a web-
based, comprehensive questionnaire composed
of mainly closed-ended questions. The question-
naire asked about the students’ sociodemograph-
ic (Table 2) and academic characteristics.

Table 2. Respondents’ Sociodemographic Char-
acteristics.

Sociodemographic Charac- Fre- Per-
teristics quency centage
Gender
Female 10 2.13
Male 459 97.87
Age
18-25 394 84.01
26-35 64 13.65
Above 35 11 2.35
Education
Undergrad-
uate 441 94.03
Graduate 18 3.84
School 10 2.13

Student Income (part-time
/ full-time work)
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AFN 1000 -
40000 36 7.68
AFN 4001 -
7000 56 11.94
Above AFN
7000 73 15.57
No Income 304 64.82
Household
Income
Below AFN
10,000 176 37.53
AFN 10,000
- 20,000 127 27.08
Above AFN
20,000 84 17.91
No Answer 82 17.48
Personal Communication
Device
Smartphone 411 87.63
Laptop
Computer 53 11.3
Desktop
Computer 5 1.07
Respondent
Location
Kabul 123 26.23
Nangarhar 147 31.34
Kandahar 98 20.90
Balkh 29 6.18
Herat 25 5.33
Khost 19 4.05
Other Prov-
inces 28 5.97
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Question 1: Which platform did you use dur-
ing classes?

Figure 2 shows the different platforms used
by the participants during their online classes. A
total of 38% of all participants responded that
they used Teams as their online platform to at-
tend their online classes. Furthermore, 14% used
Zoom while only 6% used Skype as their online
platform. Most of the students chose Others as
an online platform they used, which includes
platforms such as HELMS, Google Classroom,
Google meets, and WhatsApp.
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USE OF ONLINE
PLATFORM FOR CLASSES
AND MEETINGS

Teams
38%

Zoom
14%

Figure 2. Use of online platform for classes and
meetings.

Question 2: How was the internet quality dur-
ing online classes during COVID-19?

Figure 3 shows that the majority, that is,
88% of participants did not have stable, good
internet access during their online classes, while
only 12% responded having good internet access.
This shows that most of the students experience
trouble concentrating in class since a stable inter-
net connection is one of the top requirements for
an online class.

INTERNET QUALITY
DURING ONLINE

CLASSES
Good,
53, 12%
Bad)}
396,
88%

Figure 3. Internet quality during online classes

Question 3: Did internet cost increase during
COVID-19?

Question 4: Did you experience internet dis-
connection during classes?

Question 5: Did your income decrease during
COVID-19?

Figure 4 shows that a whopping 90% of
participants experienced increased internet cost
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, 90%
of them experienced difficulties in their internet
connection during classes. On top of that, 88%
reported a decrease in their income as an effect of
the COVID-19 crisis. Only minimal percentages
of participants reported that they had not experi-
enced increased internet cost, internet disconnec-
tion during classes, and decreased income during
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the COVID-19 pandemic.

Students' Response

1 Q0% 0% 9e%

0.a

0.6

0.4

02 10% 10% 12%
0 ] ] |

Increase Disconnection Reduced
Irternet Cost  of Internet Students'

during classes Incorme

mYes mMo

Figure 4. Increased internet cost, internet dis-
connection during classes, and income reduction
during COVID-19

Question 6: Did you communicate with stu-
dents and teachers during COVID-19?

Figure 5 shows that there was a high level
of communication between the students during
the COVID-19 pandemic, while only 28% did
not communicate with their classmates. Further-
more, only 51% of students communicated with
their teachers, while 49% did not. Hence, almost
half of the respondents never communicated
with their teachers during the pandemic.

Communication During

CoOVID-19
28%
Mo
409
T2
Yes
B1%
u] 0z 04 0.5 0.3

® Student-3tudent  m Student-Teacher

Figure 5. Communication with teachers and stu-
dents

Question 7: How did students communicate
with other students and teachers?

Figure 6 shows that most of the students’
communications took place online. Only 14% of
student—teacher communication took place phy-
sically or face-to-face. Moreover, only 12% of stu-
dent-student communications were face-to-face
during the pandemic. Figure 6 shows that most
communications between students and teachers
and among students largely took place via online
platforms.
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How did Students
Communicated with
other Students and

Teachers?

GE%

online
BE%

12%,
ace-to-Face
e

0 nz 0.4 & 0a

B Student-5Student B Student-Teacher

Figure 6. Students’ communication with other
students and teachers

Analysis of Collected Data

Most of the respondents were male (n =
459), between 18 to 25 years of age (84%), and
undergraduates (441/459). This is representative
of the educational and cultural context of Afgha-
nistan, where male and young students are pre-
dominant. In addition, most students (n = 304)
reported not having any income. Moreover, the
household income of most respondents was be-
low AFN 10,000 or between AFN 10,000 and
AFN 20,000.

The data showed that respondents used a
variety of online platforms (e.g., Teams, Zoom)
for educational purposes. Also, an overwhelming
majority of respondents (88%) revealed that inter-
net quality during online classes was bad. This is
consistent with previous research indicating poor
internet infrastructure in Afghanistan. There are
many reasons for bad internet quality, including
increasing internet cost, disconnection, and dec-
reased student income. Ninety percent of all stu-
dents felt the internet cost had increased while
their income had decreased during COVID-19.

Moreover, 90% of respondents experien-
ced internet disconnection during classes. Face-
to-face communication with students and teach-
ers was generally low but it was even lower with
teachers than with other students. However, onli-
ne communication was popular, with more than
85% of respondents reporting participating in it.
In general, there is room for more communica-
tion and interaction with students and teachers.

Afghanistan faces considerable challen-
ges to its educational system. Owing to the civil
war, many of the country’s institutions have been
destroyed over the years. Technology can howe-
ver compensate for the lack of educational infra-
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structure in the country. However, poor techno-
logical development in Afghanistan as well as
its neighboring counties in the Middle East has
prevented that from happening. At the very least,
one must have access to electricity, a computer,
and the internet for virtual learning. However,
most of the students in Afghanistan have no ac-
cess to digital devices and the internet. Thus, stu-
dents have been unable to cultivate the skills they
require for virtual learning such as computer and
communication skills. Online education was very
uncertain in Afghanistan even before COVID-19
(Rabi, 2020).

The increasing cost of the internet, along
with internet disconnection during classroom
activities, makes it challenging for students to
remain engaged in educational activities during
COVID-19. Increasing internet disconnection is
mainly due to the lack of effective and proper
infrastructure in the country as well as expensi-
ve internet services. This is more problematic for
individuals with low income, as is the case in this
study, with most respondents having a very low
household income and reporting decreased per-
sonal income as well.

This study has achieved its research objec-
tives by examining the tendency of online com-
munication among Afghan students. However,
it is also noted that the internet connection and
infrastructure in Afghanistan are not supporti-
ve of online education. Much work needs to be
done to enable students to use the internet during
a pandemic where face-to-face interactions might
be dangerous. On a positive note, the pandemic
has forced the country to investigate its digital
technology and internet infrastructure, which
might not have been possible without the presen-
ce of such severe conditions.

This study’s findings are in line with exis-
ting research on the online and technological
development of Afghanistan. It was found that
the low socioeconomic progress in the country, in
part due to individuals’ low level of income, has
affected the level of connectivity among students.
There is a higher need for internet connection and
connectivity during the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, the lack of proper infrastructure has
caused little positive development in the country,
which has worsened students’ experience with di-
gital learning during the pandemic.

To summarize, the critical assessment and
evaluation of the education system of Afghanis-
tan provide a deeper understanding of the factors
responsible for ineffective online learning, inclu-
ding inadequate resources, lack of infrastructure,
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low level of internet access in general, lack of pre-
paredness to deal with the pandemic, and high
dropout rates among students.

CONCLUSION

To conclude, in Afghanistan, the new way
of learning through online classes during the CO-
VID-19 pandemic have proven difficult for the
students. The increasing internet cost and slow
internet speed are making it challenging for stu-
dents to engage with digital learning. The use of
technology during COVID-19 has increased, but
a lack of infrastructure and low socioeconomic
conditions in Afghanistan are acting as hurdles.
As a result, technology has not benefited students
very much, and the effects of COVID-19 have
been extreme on them.

The pandemic has worsened an already
technologically disadvantaged environment in
Afghanistan. The lack of technological infra-
structure, lower income, and increased internet
cost due to the pandemic have been a challenge to
the educational system of the country. Statistics
have revealed that five million students are out
of school, and the pandemic could increase this
number. At a time when internet and technology
have become vital for education in the context of
COVID-19, the current situation is not suitable
and has emphasized the need for the country to
focus on its technological infrastructure. The pre-
sent research confirmed the visible trend of ina-
dequate technology infrastructure and means in
Afghanistan. Students experienced disconnection
and the increasing cost of the internet during the
pandemic, which resulted in insufficient commu-
nication with their teachers.

Furthermore, students seemed to be unfa-
miliar with technology. Specifically, the insuffi-
cient amount of time to learn new technologies
was challenging for students. Meeting the techno-
logy requirements of students during COVID-19
may prove to be an element of adaptability to the
pandemic. Therefore, it must also be ensured that
learning and teaching are less stressful, more en-
gaging, and based on mutual commitment, trust,
and accountability for all stakeholders, including
teachers, students, decision-makers, and acade-
mic staff.

Moreover, the present research has noted
that students’ expectations and requirements, as
well as educational goals, can be determined by
the educational system in Afghanistan. Thus, the
country should focus on closely monitoring the
engagement of students by following up on their
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learning progress, behavior, and attendance, and
addressing the potential constraints and barriers
to their engagement by offering adequate resour-
ces (safe places to learn, laptops or tablets, etc.),
and providing individualized support to students
so they can get the best out of the new modes of
education delivery (Gouédard et al., 2020).

In addition, the radical transformation
of every aspect of education would lead to an
increased scope for digital development and in-
novation. Research indicates the need for such
development (Dhawan, 2020). Moreover, it is of
paramount significance that the digital compe-
tencies of teachers or educators be improved, and
it be ensured that they are well trained in the pe-
dagogical approaches best suited for hybrid lear-
ning models (Giorgio et al., 2020).
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