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From Limitations to
Deprivations: Afghan
Refugee Women's Access
to Higher Education

For marginalized populations like Afghan refugee women in host
nations, fair and higher education has emerged as one of the major
global crises. Geopolitical, economic, and social conditions in host
nations significantly impact Afghan refugee women's access to fair
higher education. These limitations have occasionally resulted in
their total deprivation of the right to an education.

This research investigates the impact of stricter regulations on
Afghan refugee women's ability to access higher education fairly in
host nations, particularly Pakistan and Iran. Based on empirical data
from interviews with refugee students and teachers, the study
emphasizes a large gap in educational equality.




Background and Purpose of Study

The Taliban's resurgence in August 2021 represented a major step backward in Afghan women's rights and liberties,
especially in education. Secondary schools and universities were closed to female students, forcing many Afghan women to
flee to surrounding nations in search of educational prospects. The forced migration crisis, along with weak political
engagement between Afghanistan and host countries, growing security concerns, and International pressures, led to

increasingly strict immigration policies toward Afghan refugees.

Because Pakistan is not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention, there is no formal framework for refugees, which leads to
ambiguous legal statuses and restricts access to public services like education. Also in Iran, despite a 2015 decree allowing all

Afghan children to enroll in public schools regardless of legal status, bureaucratic challenges remain for higher education.

This study aims to investigate the various barriers Afghan refugee women face when they try to further their education in Iran and
Pakistan. By examining how national policies, social norms, and international interventions interact, the study seeks to shed light on the
systemic barriers and potential paths to educational equity for this underprivileged group.
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Background the Study

The Taliban's resurgence in August 2021 represented a major step backward in Afghan women's rights and liberties, especially
in education. Secondary schools and universities were closed to female students, forcing many Afghan women to flee to
surrounding nations in search of educational prospects. The forced migration crisis, along with weak political engagement
between Afghanistan and host countries, growing security concerns, and International pressures, led to increasingly strict

immigration policies toward Afghan refugees.

Afghan refugee women in Pakistan face barriers including ambiguous legal statuses and restricted access to public services
like education. In Iran, despite a 2015 decree allowing all Afghan children to enroll in public schools regardless of legal status,

bureaucratic challenges remain for higher education.

z . A[E & Geopolitical Factors
Legal Barriers Cultural Challenges
Pakistan is not a signatory to the _ _ _ Recent measures by Pakistan
_ Socioeconomic constraints, _
1951 Refugee Convention, _ have increased pressure on
_ _ language barriers, and cultural

leading to ambiguous legal _ _ Afghan refugeestoreturnto
_ conventions further complicate _ _ _ _

statuses and restricted access to Afghanistan, interfering with

_ educational access. _ o
education. educational continuity.
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The Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study is to examine this set of barriers and to analyze how national policies, social norms, and
geopolitical conditions affect the right to education for Afghan refugee women in Iran and Pakistan. Ultimately, this study

seeks to identify possible pathways toward equitable and inclusive education for this vulnerable groups.
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Research Variables and Key Terms

This study focuses on access to equitable higher education for Afghan refugee women in Pakistan and Iran. Fair access means
non-discrimination, resource availability, and encouraging policies that allow refugee women to seek higher education at the

same level as citizens of the host nation.

Access to Fair Higher Challenges Faced Global Policies
Education Economic, social, legal, and cultural International frameworks affecting
The dependent variable measuring hurdles affecting access refugee education

quality and equity of educational

options

Geopolitical Factors

Political relations between countries affecting educational access
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» Challenges Facing Afghan Refugee Women:

The barriers and difficulties faced by Afghan refugee women are among the most significant independent variables affecting their access
to education. Theses challenges are multidimensional, including economic, social, legal, and cultural obstacles. Afghan refugee women
in Pakistan face multiple issues such as poverty, lack of proper documentation, and limited access to educational opportunities.

Similarly, in Iran, although laws allow Afghan children to attend public schools, many Afghan refugee women still face bureaucratic
obstacles and financial difficulties that prevent them from continuing their education.

> Global Policies:

The global compact on refugees and other international frameworks emphasize inclusive education models that integrate refugees into
national education systems. However, the implementation of these policies varies from country to country. For example, the absence
of the formal refugee framework in Pakistan has made it difficult for Afghan refugees to access consistent and structured educational

programs.

» Geopolitical Factors:

Recent policies in Iran and Pakistan, have increased pressure on Afghan refugees to return to Afghanistan, where they may face
persecution and have limited access to education. These geopolitical tensions not only disrupt the lives of refugees but also
severely restrict educational aspirations.
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Literature Review Findings

The topic of fair higher education access for Afghan refugee women remains understudied but is crucial for refugee and global education

studies. This review examines the nexus of difficulties, international policies, and geopolitical considerations through theoretical lenses

including Refugee Education Theory, the Capability Approach, and Human Capital Theory.

Access Challenges

Despite international agreements
guaranteeing equitable higher education
as a fundamental right, Afghan refugee
women face significant restrictions. In
Pakistan, limited access persists despite
some assistance from NGOs. In Iran,
despite the 2015 announcement allowing
Afghan children to attend public schools,
higher education opportunities remain
limited.

Cultural Barriers

Women are frequently limited by
conservative customs and patriarchal
norms. Many Afghan families see higher
education for women as unnecessary or
unsuitable, especially if it involves
interacting with male students or traveling
elsewhere. Early marriages and household
duties leave little opportunity for academic
pursuits.

Geopolitical Impact

The Taliban conquest of Afghanistan in
2021 had significant effects on regional
geopolitics. Increased tensions and
security concerns have resulted in tighter
refugee documentation and repatriation
initiatives, disrupting educational
continuity. International sanctions have
impacted Iran's capacity to finance
refugee education.
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Research Methodology

This study employed a quantitative research paradigm with a descriptive cross-sectional survey approach. The research

collected data from 500 Afghan refugee women over 18 years old living in Pakistan and Iran's official or unofficial refugee

camps, cities, or educational institutions.

Research Design

Descriptive cross-sectional
survey within a quantitative
framework to collect data
from alarge group of Afghan
refugee women at one point

in time.

Sampling Strategy

Simple random sampling
with a sample size of 500
respondents, determined

using a 5% margin of error

and a 95% confidence level.

Data Collection

Structured questionnaire
with closed-ended and
Likert-scale questions,
translated into Dari and
Pashto, distributed both

online and offline.

Data Analysis

Statistical analysis using
SPSS version 22, including
descriptive statistics, chi-
square tests, correlation
analysis, and regression

analysis.
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Key Findings: Demographics and Barriers Statistical Analysis: Education Level and
Perceived Barriers

The study included 499 valid responses from Afghan refugee women with

an average age of 26.75 years. Approximately 55% of respondents lived in Chi-square tests revealed statistically significant relationships between
Pakistan and 45% in Iran, with most having stayed in their host country for education levels and perceived barriers. The majority group (coded as "5"
less than three years. in the study, representing 90% of participants) consistently expressed

stronger agreement with barriers compared to those with secondary or
postgraduate education.

60+

404

45% 55%

204

Iran . . Pakistan

Less than 1 year 1-3 years 4-6 years
The study revealed significant barriers to education. Financial obstacles : .. - : :
were strongly acknowledged by 90% of respondents. Linguistic barriers COI:reIatlon analysis .'dent'f'e.d complex ) relationships betwe.en
were recognized by all participants, with varying degrees of agreement. variables related to mternatlor_lal education, awareness, eqyl_ty,
Discrimination was strongly felt by 90% of respondents. The absence of access, and _support. Internatlona! programs _showed p03|t!ve
official paperwork and transportation issues were also identified as correlat!on W'_th eq.ual oS e, higher e_o!ucatlon bu.t egatyve
significant challenges. correlation with fair policies and recognition of achievements,

suggesting systemic inequities.
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Regression Analysis: Factors Affecting
Access

Regression analysis revealed that global policies have a significant positive impact on access to
higher education, while geopolitical factors have a significant negative impact. The model

demonstrated a perfect fit, accounting for all variance in the outcome.

0.800 -0.800

Global Policies Impact Geopolitical Factors Impact

Positive coefficient showing supportive policies  Negative coefficient indicating conflicts impede

correlate with increased access access

0.000

Challenges Impact
No significant statistical impact in this model
However, collinearity diagnostics indicated potential multicollinearity issues between the

independent variables, with high condition indices and shared variance proportions. This suggests
overlapping contributions to the model, which may affect the accuracy of coefficient estimates.

yces

y
Education Access
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Conclusions and Recommendations

This study demonstrates that global policies, geopolitical events, and institutional barriers
significantly impact Afghan refugee women's access to higher education in Pakistan and Iran.
Despite existing support structures, implementation is inconsistent and hindered by bureaucracy,

documentation challenges, economic hardships, and sociocultural norms.

Legal Status
ol

Establish clearer legal frameworks for Afghan refugees

Policy Implementation

8@

Improve alignment with global education obligations

Academic Opportunities

Increase funding for targeted scholarships

Language Support

Offer language instruction and academic orientation

By implementing these recommendations, stakeholders can help Afghan refugee women transition
from crisis management to sustainable development and empowerment, providing fair and
meaningful opportunities to pursue higher education with dignity and independence.
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Our Message: A Voice for Educational Justice, A Powerful Call for Change

This research emerges not solely from academic inquiry, but from lived experience. As a scholar shaped by the very realities under
investigation, | write with both analytical intent and human urgency. The educational situation of girls in Afghanistan represents not a

marginal concern, but a humanitarian crisis of profound magnitude. For countless Afghan girls, education is not merely inaccessible — it
is institutionally prohibited. This is not a policy gap; it is systemic exclusion.

The work presented here is modest in scope but significant in its message. It aims to contribute not only to the academic understanding

of gendered educational injustice but also to broader awareness and international engagement. | invite readers to consider this article
as more than a study: it is a voice seeking to bridge research with responsibility.

This endeavor also reflects a deeper truth: we, Afghan girls, are not only subjects of crisis but thinkers, contributors, and future leaders.

Yet our voices often remain unheard, and our efforts unseen. We do not stand on equal ground. Our words need support. Our ideas
need space. And our futures depend on global solidarity.

With this in mind, | humbly extend this work as a call for recognition, engagement, and opportunity. Let this research travel, be
engaged with, and be amplified. Let it open doors — for the article to be published, for the voice behind it to be included, and for the
struggle it represents to be carried forward by those who believe in the transformative power of education and equity.
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