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Abstract

Rural students globally face significant challenges in transitioning to higher education, particularly in
adapting culturally, academically and economically when moving to cities. In Afghanistan, this
adaptation is hindered by inadequate preparation, limited university support, socio-political instability,
financial constraints, and cultural differences. Despite these hurdles, education remains essential for
social mobility and economic progress, particularly in rural areas with fewer opportunities compared
to urban regions. This study explored the adaptation experiences of rural Afghan students in

universities and assesses how these experiences influence their career paths.

The research employs a qualitative method, conducting 15 semi-structured interviews with rural
Afghan students (both current students and recent graduates) and university professors familiar with
their experiences. Additionally, personal written stories were collected from some students for deeper

insights.

Findings revealed that rural students often struggle with cultural and academic adjustments due to
insufficient preparation and support. However, their resilience, strengthened by their backgrounds,
helped them persevere, leading to academic success through dedication and hard work. University
education significantly enhanced rural students' knowledge, skills, and employability, positively
impacting their career aspirations and opportunities. Participants reported substantial personal and
professional growth, including earned educational degrees, improved communication, research,
problem-solving, and other knowledge and skills, vital for their career development and contributions
to their rural communities. Nonetheless, some criticized the limited practicum and context-relevant

curricula, which hindered effective application of their education in rural settings.

The study also highlighted the importance of personal resilience, family support, private courses and

university interventions as coping strategies for overcoming academic, financial, and socio-cultural



challenges. It concluded that while university education significantly benefits rural students, systemic
changes are necessary to bridge the educational gap between rural and urban students.
Recommendations include updating curricula to reflect rural realities, enhancing practical training
opportunities, and implementing transition programs and investments to better prepare rural students
for university life. These changes are crucial to empower rural students, enabling them to contribute

effectively to their communities and national development.

Keywords: Rural Education; Afghan Rural Students; University Adaptation; Higher Education

Challenges; Coping Strategies; Career Development
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Glossary
Dari: The first national language of Afghanistan which is also referred as

Pashto:

Afghani:

Sunni:

Ismailies:

Tajik:

Dashti Qurugh:

Faizabad:

Jurm:

Farsi-Dari or  Persian.

The second national language of Afghanistan widely spoken among

Pashtun ethnic groups.

It refers to the currency of Afghanistan which is abbreviated as AFN.

The Muslims who believe in the Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad (sas)
and in Afghanistan Sunni Muslims represent the vast majority of

population.

The Shia Imami Ismaili Muslims are the religious minority groups in

Afghanistan who follow His Highness Prince Karim Aga Khan.

The second largest ethnic group in Afghanistan after Pashtoon ethnic

groups.

A district in the central parts of Faizabad town in Badakhshan province

of Afghanistan.

The capital or centre of Badakhshan province in Afghanistan.

A district of Badakhshan province in Afghanistan
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Professors:

Mazari Sharif:

In this thesis this words refers to the professors and lecturers who took
part in this study. This term is generally used which include lecturers,

head of departments and professors.

Another name of Balkh province in Afghanistan which refers to the

central parts of the Balkh province.
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Chapter 1

Introduction and Background

1.1 Introduction

Afghanistan has undergone significant political and social transformations in recent decades, creating
both challenges and opportunities for higher education (Aturupane, 2013; Baharustani, 2012; Samady,
2001). While access to education has improved, rural students continue to face significant barriers in
adapting to the university atmosphere due to poor learning experiences and a lack of resources during
their school time (MoE & UNICEF, 2018). Despite these challenges, rural Afghan students are
increasingly seeking out higher education opportunities with optimism of support systems which help
them to be comfortably adapted to university settings and build their career paths (Yiquan & Wang,
2015). They are motivated by a desire to improve their livelihoods, contribute to their communities,
gain employments and challenge traditional roles regarding education (Hayward, 2008). For example,
one of the participants in Hayward (2008) research from Afghanistan said, “I would prioritize
education over food” (p. 6). This is how Afghan students residing in the poorest country of the world
value the importance of education as an optimism for their future economic and social development.
The quest for higher education has long been recognized as a pathway to social mobility and economic
advancement (Esmaeily et al., 2010; Hayward, 2008). For rural Afghan students, who have historically
faced significant barriers to accessing education, university represents a unique opportunity to expand
their horizons, develop their skills, and contribute to the development of their communities (Esmaeily
et al., 2010). However, the transition from rural life to the university environment have been
challenging for these students, who must adapt to a new culture, navigate unfamiliar academic
expectations, and overcome social and economic obstacles (Muradi et al., 2018; Sabri, 2019). This

research aims to explore the experiences of rural Afghan students in their transition to university



settings, focusing on their adaptation to university culture and its impact on their career development

paths.

1.2 Research Topic

Afghanistan a country that most of its population are residing in rural contexts and similarly majority
of Afghan universities’ students are also from rural areas of Afghanistan (Samady, 2001). Despite this
majority and the challenges rural students face in other similar contexts outside Afghanistan, there is
a literature gap in the study of Afghan rural students within universities of Afghanistan. Therefore, the
topic of this research is selected as From Villages to Lecture Halls: Exploring the Adaptation of Rural
Afghan Students to University Culture and its Impact on Their Career Trajectories. This study
explores the transition experiences of Afghan rural students from their village to university settings.
The purpose of this study is to investigate how these students adjust to university academic and social
environments and how this adjustment may impact their future professional paths. Through an analysis
of the obstacles and possibilities encountered by Afghan rural students pursuing higher education, this
research aims to offer insights into the kinds of policies and support networks that can improve their
time at university and further their career advancement. In order to create a more inclusive learning
environment for all students, the research'’s conclusions are meant to provide guidance to policymakers,
educational institutions and other relevant patrons on how to close the achievement gap between rural
and urban education.

1.3 Problem Statement

Afghanistan's universities have witnessed a great increase in enrolment, with over 380,000 students as
of 2018, a significant portion of these students hailing from rural backgrounds (UNESCO, 2021). This
influx presents both challenges and opportunities for rural students during their transition to university.
While it reflects the country's commitment to expanding educational access and fostering social
mobility (Lyngdoh Nonglait & Myrthong, 2021; Nyatuka, 2019; Samady, 2013; Stone, 2017), it also

raises concerns about universities' ability to support students from diverse backgrounds, particularly

2



those from rural areas with limited academic preparation and financial constraints (Ahmed et al., 2021;
Rasmussen & Kelly, 2016) for their university adjustment. Moreover, bridging social, cultural and
linguistic gaps, addressing inadequate rural education, and mitigating financial burdens are crucial to
ensuring rural students' success during their transition and adjustment to university environment
(Baharustani, 2012; Rasmussen & Kelly, 2016; Samady, 2001). Closing the research gap on Afghan
rural students’ experiences within the country's universities is vital for understanding their specific
challenges which help in developing effective support systems to transform the status quo. For the
reason that over 75% of Afghan students come from rural contexts (Samady, 2001) and the benefits of
the efforts will be beneficial to large number of rural students as more people within Afghanistan have

common background which is rural belongingness.

1.4 Research Questions

The entire study seeks the answers to the following questions:

a) How do rural Afghan students experience their adjustment and integration into university life?

b) What specific challenges do rural Afghan students encounter during their transition, and how do

they cope with these challenges?

c) How do the university support system and the adaptation mechanisms employed by rural students

impact their future career paths?

1.5 Purpose of the Study

Afghanistan is a country that has faced decades of insecurity and instability. This has had a profound
impact on the education system, particularly in rural areas (Baharustani, 2012). Despite these
challenges, there has been a growing trend of Afghan students generally and including rural students
to attend universities pursuing their higher education (UNESCO, 2021) because education is a key

element for the development of all societies particularly rural areas which they have limited resources.



This research aims to explore the adaptation of rural Afghan students to university culture and its

impact on their career path. The objectives of this study is to:

e To identify and analyse the relationships between the diverse backgrounds of rural Afghan
students (e.g., cultural, socioeconomic, educational) and their experiences of adjustment and
integration into university life.

e To comprehensively identify and understand the exact challenges faced by rural Afghan
students during their transition from village life to a university environment and ways in which
they come out of challenges.

e To explore the effectiveness of university support mechanisms and rural Afghan students own
strategies in guiding and empowering them in shaping their future career pathways and overall

impact on their lives and communities.

1.6 Significance of the Study

This study may provide valuable insights into the experiences and challenges rural Afghan students
face while transitioning and adjusting to the university context from rural villages and benefits they
get in return. There are several reasons for the significance of this research. Firstly, there is a literature
gap on this topic particularly on Afghan rural students’ university transition and adaptation challenges
inside Afghanistan’s universities. Thus, this research might contribute to a broader understanding of
the challenges and opportunities faced by students from marginalized backgrounds in accessing and
succeeding in higher education. Secondly, this research would be beneficial to recommend the
development of more inclusive and equitable mechanisms and programs by relevant Afghan
educational institutions and other stakeholders to mobilize and leverage resources for preparation and
adaptation of rural students in higher education settings to ensure quality and equity in accessing
education for all (Unterhalter, 2019). Third, Afghanistan is a poor and landlocked country where its
population mainly resides in rural areas by more than 75% (World Bank, 2018). Hence, policy makers

4



and donors support and attention would be drawn to shape the future of these rural students by
providing them facilities and assistance such as financial support, preparation courses and mentoring
for their integration into university environment which would have positive impact on their future
career development and beyond (Ahmed et al., 2021; Ali et al., 2021; Stone, 2017; Wahab & Khatun,
2015). Lastly, this study could motivate researchers to the expansion of literature in this field as there
is hardly research found in Afghan context regarding rural Afghan students’ adaptation to university.
Responding to the needs of rural Afghan students ensures that Afghanistan is committed to meeting
international standards as rural students represent the large number in this country and it facilitates
processes to enable the country to have more skilled and educated workforce which ultimately impact

people’s life positively and national growth at general.



Chapter 2

Literature Review and Conceptual Framework

2.1 Introduction

This chapter presents a comprehensive review of relevant literature to understand the adaptation of
rural students to the university environment and the impact of higher education on their career paths.
The literature reviewed includes books, book chapters, scholarly articles, master's and doctoral theses,
websites, videos, and other significant research. This extensive review provided a thorough

understanding of the topic and allowed for the presentation of available knowledge to readers.

The literature review explored researches at global level, developing countries including Afghanistan
context regarding how rural students generally adapt to university settings and the subsequent impact
on their future lives. Due to limited literature specific to Afghanistan, similar contexts at regional and
global levels were reviewed which rural students global share common characteristics except the socio-
economic statues of countries which have differences in terms of opportunities and facilities. In
connection to my research topic and problem, | examined various articles, journals, books, online
resources, student theses/dissertations, reports, newspapers and more. As a result, the literature review
this study is categorised into six main themes with associated subthemes, which are further reviewed

and discussed in this chapter:

1. Rural education

2. Transition experiences of rural students to higher education
3. Challenges faced by rural students within universities

4. Opportunities offered by universities for rural students

5. Impact of higher education on rural Afghan students

6. Factors supporting rural students’ adjustment to universities



2.2 Rural Education

Education plays a crucial role in fostering economic growth and alleviating poverty in any context
including both developed and developing countries (Omodero & Nwangwa, 2020). Modern education,
often leveraging technology, allows countries to invest in their human capital, leading to greater
economic returns (World Bank, 2018). However, rural communities in developing nations often face
significant challenges in accessing quality education for their children. This ultimately affects rural

students' ability to adapt to university contexts (Psacharopoulos, 1994).

In Afghanistan, for instance, the same curriculum is implemented nationwide. Yet, rural schools have
significant limitations compared to their urban counterparts. These limitations include a lack of
resources, infrastructure, qualified teachers, and effective teaching-learning materials. These
shortcomings negatively impact rural students' learning outcomes and performance during their

transition to university (Ahmadi, 2022).

Ahmadi (2022) found that while examining the challenges of rural education is important, it's equally
crucial to understand how this foundational education affects rural students as they transition to higher
education, particularly in urban settings. Rural students often experience a pronounced cultural and
academic shock when adapting to university life in larger cities. This transition is influenced by several

factors rooted in their rural education background.

The disparity in educational resources and opportunities between rural and urban areas means that
rural students may enter university with lower levels of preparedness. Limited exposure to advanced
technology, specialized academic programs, and extracurricular activities in rural schools place these
students at a disadvantage in the highly competitive and resource-rich urban universities (Terenzini et

al., 1994). This gap manifests in lower self-confidence, heightened anxiety, and a sense of alienation



among rural students, impacting their academic performance and overall university experience

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

In the Afghan context, these challenges are compounded by the specific socio-political and economic
conditions. Rural students from Afghanistan face unique hurdles, such as ongoing poverty concerns,
gender disparities in education, and limited support systems both within their families and from
educational institutions (Morrow, 2016). Despite these challenges, Afghan rural students often exhibit

remarkable resilience and determination to succeed in higher education (Samady, 2013).

2.3 Transition Experiences of Rural Students to Higher Education

Higher education has long been recognized as a key driver of social and economic mobility (Esmaeily
et al., 2010; Hayward, 2008). For rural students, higher education can provide a pathway out of
poverty, access to better employment opportunities, and the chance to contribute to their communities
in meaningful ways. In recent years, there has been a growing body of research exploring the impact
of higher education on rural students' lives, emphasizing improvements in their quality of life through

employment opportunities and entrepreneurial endeavours (Schafft & Jackson, 2010; Hektner, 1995).

Generally, the transition from rural education to university life has been a subject of extensive study.
Research highlights the transformative potential of higher education for rural students, offering them
new opportunities and broadening their horizons. The literature suggests that while the benefits of
higher education are substantial, rural students often face a complex transition due to differences in
academic culture and the availability of resources compared to their urban counterparts (Ali et al.,
2021; Xiulan, 2015. This transition period is critical and can significantly influence their overall

university experience (Byun et al., 2012).

Looking at the developing world, the transition experiences of rural students to higher education often

reflect broader socio-economic and cultural contexts. These students frequently encounter a stark
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contrast between their rural backgrounds and the urban university environment. The literature indicates
that rural students benefit from higher education through improved employment prospects and social
mobility, but their transition is marked by significant adjustments to new academic expectations and
social settings (Masaiti, 2020; Sabri, 2019; Tinto, 1993). The university experience for rural students
in developing countries is thus a mix of challenges and opportunities, with the potential for substantial

personal and professional growth.

In Afghanistan, the transition experiences of rural students to higher education are particularly
noteworthy due to the unique socio-political and economic conditions. Studies emphasize that higher
education offers Afghan rural students a vital opportunity to break the cycle of poverty and contribute
to the development of their communities. However, the transition to university life involves navigating
a vastly different academic and social environment (Muradi et al., 2018). Despite these challenges,
higher education remains a crucial avenue for rural students in Afghanistan to achieve personal and

professional development.

The transition from rural education to higher education is a multifaceted experience that varies across
different contexts. While this theme has explored the general transition experiences of rural students
globally, in developing countries, and specifically in Afghanistan, it is important to delve deeper into
the specific challenges they face. The next theme will provide a comprehensive review of these
challenges, including academic, cultural, financial, and more, offering insights into how they impact
the university transition experiences of rural students and what rural students do to overcome these

challenges.

2.4 Challenges Faced by Rural Students within Universities

Rural students face a unique set of challenges in the university context, often rooted in their

socioeconomic backgrounds, geographic isolation, and cultural differences. By addressing these



challenges, universities can empower rural students to succeed in higher education, which help them
contribute to their communities and drive national growth. Several studies have explored the
challenges faced by rural students in global and developing contexts (Ahmed et al., 2021; Ali et al.,
2021; Ontiveros, 2020; Sabri, 2019). These studies found that rural students face a range of challenges,
including those listed below, and if these challenges are addressed by universities, it would have a
profound impact on the rural students’ academic success and their ability to transition into the

workforce effectively.

2.4.1 Academic Challenges

Rural students often enter university with lower academic preparation than their urban counterparts
due to factors such as limited access to quality secondary education, limited teaching-learning
resources and a lack of exposure to advanced coursework. These can lead to difficulties in keeping up
with the demands of university-level work and can contribute to lower graduation rates for rural
students (Sabri, 2019). For instance, in Afghanistan, rural schools often lack qualified teachers and
resources, leading to significant gaps in foundational knowledge. Guzmén et al. (2021, September)
found that rural students were more likely to drop out of university than urban students were and were
less likely to be employed after graduation. This trend is particularly concerning in developing

countries, where education is a critical pathway for them to get them out of poverty.

2.4.2 Financial Challenges

Many rural students come from low-income families and face significant financial constraints in
attending university. These financial challenges affect their ability to afford tuition, housing, and other
necessary expenses, leading to stress, anxiety, and even dropping out of university (Guzman Rincén
et al., 2021; Ontiveros, 2020). In the Afghan context, where rural economies are predominantly

agrarian and incomes are often unstable, these financial pressures are exacerbated. Sabri (2019)
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explained that rural students were more likely to experience financial difficulties than urban students
were and were more likely to report feeling isolated and unsupported. Scholarships and financial aid

are crucial for these students, yet often remain insufficient or inaccessible.

2.4.3 Social and Cultural Challenges

Rural students experience social and cultural isolation in the university environment, as they are
unfamiliar with urban life and do not have a strong support network of peers and mentors. This can
lead to feelings of loneliness, alienation, and a sense of not belonging (Ahmed et al., 2021). In
Afghanistan, cultural differences between rural and urban areas can be stark, with rural students
potentially facing discrimination or prejudice. Ahmed et al. (2021) and Lo (2022) conclude that rural
students have lower levels of self-efficacy than urban students do and were more likely to report feeling
anxious and stressed about their studies. This can be particularly true in societies with rigid social

structures, where rural students may feel marginalized.

2.4.4 Geographic Challenges

Rural students often face long commutes or the necessity to relocate to attend university, adding to
their financial burden and making it difficult to participate in extracurricular activities and campus life
(Arooje & Burridge, 2021). In Afghanistan, the mountainous country and lack of reliable
transportation infrastructure can significantly hinder students' ability to attend classes regularly. This
geographic isolation can also mean limited access to academic support services, further disadvantaging
rural students. Unless they do not move to the city and town centres, they might not have access to

preparatory resources and classes.
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2.4.5 Limited Access to Resources

Rural students have limited access to resources such as libraries, computers, and internet access both
when they are in school in rural areas as well as when transitioning to university. Khan et al. (2020)
and Sabri (2019) reveal that rural students were less likely to have access to such resources and often
lacked the skills to use technology effectively due to inadequate resources and training in their schools
in rural contexts. In Afghanistan, where rural schools lack basic facilities, this digital divide is
particularly pronounced. Rural students were also less likely to have the support of family and friends
when they were at university, as they come to a context that is very new to them and feel the lack of

immediate supporters compared to the urban students.

2.4.6 Language Barriers

Many rural students come from areas where local languages which are different from national
languages are the primary means of communication, and they struggle to learn and use national
languages such as English, which is the language of instruction at most universities. According to
Ahmed et al. (2021), rural students were more likely to struggle with the language of instruction. This
issue is especially prevalent in Afghanistan, where students from rural areas primarily speak Pashto or
Dari and find it challenging to transition to English-medium instruction. They were also more likely
to have difficulty adjusting to the university culture, which can be dominated by urban norms and

expectations.

For rural students to succeed academically and generally, it is imperative that the issues they face are
addressed. To assist these students in overcoming obstacles related to their education, finances, social
lives, cultures, geography, resources, and language, universities need to put in place focused
interventions and support networks. Through this action, universities can effectively contribute to

closing the achievement gap and ensuring that all students, regardless of their backgrounds, have equal

12



access to higher education.
After identifying the difficulties, it is critical to acknowledge the opportunities which colleges and
universities can provide for rural students in order to assist them in overcoming these obstacles and

succeeding in postsecondary education; these will be discussed in the theme that follows.

2.5 Opportunities Offered by Universities for Rural Students

The transition from rural villages to university life is usually a challenging one for students from rural
backgrounds (Perna, 2005). Factors like limited exposure to diverse social settings and academic
resources can contribute to this initial difficulty. However, research highlights the significant benefits
that rural students can gain from attending university, making it a worthwhile endeavour (Sabri, 2019).
These benefits encompass academic and social opportunities, improved career prospects, and personal

growth and development.

2.5.1 Academic and Career Opportunities

Universities offer a wider range of academic programs compared to rural high schools. This allows
rural students to explore various fields of study, such as engineering, medicine, law, and business,
which is not be readily available in their hometowns (Perna, 2005). This exposure opens doors to
successful careers in a variety of sectors, something that is limited in rural areas with fewer industry
options. A study by Perna (2005) support this notion, suggesting that universities equip students with

the necessary knowledge and skills to thrive in these diverse career paths.

Beyond specific disciplines, universities cultivate essential skills for navigating the complexities of
the modern workforce. The rigorous academic environment fosters critical thinking, problem-solving,
and communication skills, all of which are highly sought-after by employers (Perna, 2005). This aligns
with the findings of Carnevale et al. (2015) who emphasizes the increasing demand for graduates with

strong critical thinking and problem-solving abilities in the job market.
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2.5.2 Personal Growth and Social Engagement

The university experience offers more than just academic development. It serves as a platform for
significant personal growth and social engagement for rural students (Van Hees et al., 2015).
Researches by Lyngdoh Nonglait & Myrthong (2021) and Akcay et al. (2024) suggest that university
life exposes students to a wider range of cultures, perspectives, and ideas. This exposure fosters
tolerance, understanding, and a sense of global citizenship, broadening their worldview and preparing

them to interact effectively in an increasingly interconnected society.

Universities also provide numerous opportunities for social engagement beyond the classroom.
Extracurricular activities, such as sports, clubs, debates, volunteer organizations and associations,
allow students to connect with peers who share similar interests. Participation in these activities
enhances leadership, teamwork, and communication skills, all of which are valuable assets for both

personal and professional success (Van Hees et al., 2015).

Overall, the university context offers a multitude of opportunities for rural students to grow
academically, socially, and personally. While the initial adjustment may be challenging, the vast
benefits of attending university make it a transformative experience for students from rural
backgrounds. Universities equip these rural students with the knowledge, skills, and experiences
necessary to succeed in their chosen careers and contribute meaningfully to society, which the focus
of the next theme is to review the overall impact of university experience on Afghan rural students’

lives and other similar contexts based on the available literature.

2.6 Impact of Higher Education on Rural Afghan Students

Higher education has a profound impact on rural Afghan students, significantly shaping their futures
and contributing to the socio-economic development of their communities. For many rural students,
attending university in urban centres offers opportunities for academic and personal growth that were
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previously inaccessible. According to Ahmed et al. (2021), the exposure to diverse academic
environments and resources available in urban universities enhance the educational experience and
open up new avenues for career advancement. This shift is not merely academic but also brings about
critical socio-cultural transformations, enabling students to bridge rural-urban divides and fostering a

greater sense of national cohesion.

The benefits of higher education extend beyond individual advancement; they catalyse community
development. As Arooje and Burridge (2022) highlighted, educated individuals often return to their
rural hometowns equipped with knowledge and skills which can drive local development initiatives.
These graduates become pivotal in addressing local challenges, such as improving agricultural
practices, enhancing healthcare delivery, and promoting education within their communities.
Furthermore, Rasmussen and Kelly (2016) emphasized that higher education empowers rural students
to become change agents, contributing to socio-economic stability and fostering resilience in their

communities amidst ongoing challenges.

Higher education in Afghanistan has undergone significant transformations in recent decades, marked
by periods of both progress and setbacks (Easar et al., 2023; Ghulam & Nagawi, 2022). Since the
establishment of the transitional government in Afghanistan 2001 by the support of its international
allies particularly the United States of America, there has been a renewed focus on rebuilding the
higher education system, with international support playing a crucial role in expanding access and
improving quality (Easar et al., 2023). The number of universities increased, female enrolment rates
rose, and new programs and disciplines were introduced (Ghulam & Nagawi, 2022; Samady, 2013).
The recent political chaos in Afghanistan as a result of the collapse of Afghanistan’s Islamic republic
and taking power by the Taliban has further cast uncertainty over the future of higher education, raising

concerns about countries ability to fulfil its critical role in national development through education as
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many international supporters and donors suspended their programs and left the country (Easar et al.,

2023).

However, higher education has been shown to have a significant impact on the lives of rural students
in Afghanistan (World Bank, 2013). This impact can be seen in several areas, including economic,
social, personal development, community engagement and rural development (Doyle, 2014; Parsons,

2022; Thompson, 2014).

2.6.1 Economic Benefits

Rural students who pursue higher education are more likely to find employment and earn higher wages
than those who do not (Doyle, 2014). A study by Roehrs (2015) found that the average monthly income
of a university graduate in Afghanistan is “13500 Afghani (equal to 225 USD), compared to 6500
Afghani (equal to 110 USD) for someone with no education” (p. 5-7). Similarly, the findings of another
research on the socioeconomic impact of education on university graduates by Rasouli (2023) revealed
that the monthly income of a university graduate is 200 USD dollars compared to 150 USD dollars
with no graduate or someone who recently graduated from university. Moreover, higher education also
expands employment opportunities for rural students, opening doors to a wider range of professions in
industries (Schollie et al., 2017; Thompson, 2014). With a higher level of education, rural individuals
are better positioned to secure jobs in the formal sector, which offers greater stability, higher wages,
and better working conditions compared to informal employment (Guerrero, 2021). This, in turn,

contributes to economic diversification and reduces reliance on traditional agricultural livelihoods.

2.6.2 Social Advantages

Higher education can also help to reduce poverty and inequality in rural Afghanistan (MoEA, 2016).

A study by the World Bank found that 35.8% of the Afghan population live in poverty and they are
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mainly in rural areas (The World Bank, 2013). Similarly, this issue is also highlighted in the Ministry
of Education of Afghanistan’s education strategic plan that states 36% of people living below the
poverty line and the majority of them are in rural areas (MoEA, 2016). These researches link poverty
with poor education and emphasize that quality education helps reduce poverty and improve families'
social statuses. Higher education besides contribute to improve social cohesion and reduce conflict
(Sahar & Kaunert, 2020). A study by Mashriqgi (2016) found that rural communities with higher levels

of education are less likely to experience violence (Mashrigi, 2016).

2.6.3 Rural Students’ Personal Development

Higher education have a noteworthy impact on the personal development of rural students. Students
who attend university are more likely to develop critical thinking, problem-solving, and
communication skills (Robiolle-Moul, 2016). They are also more likely to be confident and self-
motivated. These skills and qualities can help rural students to achieve their personal and professional
goals (Guerrero, 2021). Higher education also plays a vital role in promoting social mobility and
reducing poverty in rural communities (Esmaeily et al., 2010; Hayward, 2008). Mashriqi (2016) says
that higher education among rural women can lead to increased household income, improved health

outcomes for children, and greater participation in community decision-making.

2.6.4 Community Engagement and Rural Development

Higher education graduates play a vital role in the development of their rural communities (Dutta,
2021; Rahman & Hossain, 2006; Schollie et al., 2017; Thompson, 2014). Their knowledge, skills, and
leadership contribute to improved agricultural practices, education, healthcare, and infrastructure.
Rural graduates often return to their communities to establish businesses, provide essential services,
and participate in local governance, driving economic growth and social progress (Dutta, 2021;
Thompson, 2014). In addition, higher education has been recognized as a crucial factor in the
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development of Afghanistan (World Bank, 2013). In the context of rural areas, attending university
can provide students with a wealth of opportunities, including access to knowledge, skills, and
resources that are not at hand in their home communities (Rasmussen & Kelly, 2016). For instance,
university education can equip rural students with the necessary expertise to contribute to the economic
growth and development of their communities (Samady, 2001, December). Furthermore, universities
can provide rural students with access to resources and support that they may not have access to in

their home communities (Sabri, 2019).

2.7 Factors Supporting Students’ Adjustment to Universities

Various studies have underlined the importance of different support networks in aiding rural students'
adaptation to university life. These networks provide emotional support, academic guidance, and a
sense of belonging, helping students navigate the unfamiliar academic and social landscape of the

university (Masaiti, et al., 2020).

2.7.1 Social Support Networks

Social support networks are crucial for fostering a sense of belonging and easing the transition to
university life for rural students. A study by Tinto (1993) emphasizes the importance of social
integration for student persistence. Masaiti et al. (2020) further highlighted how these networks
provide emotional support, academic guidance, and a sense of community. This is particularly
important for rural students who may be experiencing feelings of isolation due to being away from
familiar surroundings. Social support can come from family, peers, mentors, faculty, or even online
communities of students from similar backgrounds (Lashari, Kaur & Awang-Hashim, 2018; Skahill,
2002). Universities can foster these connections by creating mentorship programs, peer tutoring

initiatives, or cultural clubs that cater to rural students’ needs.
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2.7.2 Financial Support

Financial constraints pose a substantial barrier for rural students. Goldman (2019) points out the
importance of scholarships, grants, and financial aid in mitigating these concerns. Beyond tuition, rural
students often face additional costs for housing, food, and transportation. Programs that addressing
these living expenses can considerably reduce stress and allow these students to focus on their studies.
Furthermore, research by Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) suggests that participation in extracurricular
activities enhances students’ learning and development. Financial aid that allows for such participation

can contribute to a well-rounded university experiences for rural students.

2.7.3 Academic Support Services

Universities can provide a safety net for rural students by offering academic support services like
tutoring, counselling, and preparatory courses. These services, as highlighted by Goldman (2019),
bridge the academic gap between rural high schools and universities. Tutoring can address specific
learning difficulties, while counselling can provide guidance on study skills, time management, and
navigating the university system. Additionally, language programs can equip rural students with the

necessary communication skills to excel in their studies (Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016).

These support structures not only improve academic performance but also boost confidence and a
sense of belonging within the university environment. Ultimately, this can lead to a wider range of
career opportunities for graduates from rural backgrounds, fostering social mobility and contributing

to the development of their communities.

2.8 Conceptual Framework
After reviewing different literature about rural students transition from villages to university contexts,
its challenges and benefits for their future, it is important to develop a conceptual framework for my

study to keep a consistent relationship between my learning from literature, findings of my research
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from the field to find responses to educational problem and questions to contribute consistently to the
research topic (Leshem and Trafford, 2007). The conceptual framework enabled the researcher to make
connections between the international, developing countries and national contexts’ definitions of rural
students’ transition from rural education to higher education by understanding deeply the research
participants’ views, discussing the literature and my experiences from the field that the published
report then can be used as a reliable source for readers and research body.

Thus, development of conceptual framework helped me to explore consistently the transition of rural
students from their villages to university in urban contexts. Firstly, during and after transitioning from
rural villages to university life, rural students faced numerous challenges such as academically,
culturally, economically and beyond (Ali et al., 2021; Goldman, 2019; Masaiti, et al., 2020; Xiulan,
2015) because they come from localities where they had less opportunities than urban areas. Secondly,
despite the difficulties of adjusting to university environment and daily challenges, there are many
opportunities they benefited including academic knowledge and skills, social and cultural interactions,
extra-curricular activities, other soft and practical knowledge and skills provided by their university as
well as from their daily encounters with peers and classmates (Goldman, 2019; Lyngdoh Nonglait &
Myrthong, 2021; Perna, 2005). Moreover, overcoming the challenges by rural students and providing
enough support systems by the universities for rural students, ultimately would have good impact on
rural students’ future long run progresses. These lead rural graduates to improved socioeconomic
mobility, personal and professional growth, more employment opportunities and overall rural
development and improvement (Dutta, 2021; Esmaeily et al., 2010; Hayward, 2008; Schollie et al.,
2017; Thompson, 2014). Finally, having understood the experiences, challenges, opportunities and
impact of university periods on rural students, there are different factors and ways which facilitate the
adjustment of rural students to university settings (Masaiti, et al., 2020). Afghan universities and other
stakeholders can facilitate the smooth and long-term adjustment processes of rural students from their

villages to universities through provision of assistance on social, financial and academic endeavours,
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which these elements have been considered the most important ones based on findings from researches

done in different contexts (Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; Goldman, 2019; Tinto, 1993).
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework of Study on From Villages to Lecture Halls: Exploring Adaptation

of Rural Afghan Students to University Culture and its Impact on their Career Trajectories.
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Chapter 3

Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This chapter presents a detailed description of the methodology of this study, comprising various
sections such as research approach, participants, sampling procedures, data collection methods, data
analysis, the role of the researcher, ethical issues and concerns, credibility and rigour and the
limitations of the study. It focuses on accounts by the Afghan rural students with exploration on their
perceptions, thoughts, experiences and the challenges they faced during their transition into their
university and city life. In this section, a comprehensive methodological approach is illustrated,
concentrating on the value of a qualitative study design and elaborating the most appropriate methods

to collect and analyse data.

3.2 Research Approach

In this study, the researcher applied a qualitative research approach to deeply study the lived
experiences of Afghan rural students in university contexts, challenges they encountered and how their
experiences at university shaped their personal and professional life further (Patton, 2002). Rural
students represent a vast number of students in Afghanistan and they usually face countless challenges
yet it is hard to find qualitative researches within this context to understand the real situation of these
students to know how they cope with those challenges. Bogdan and Biklen (1992) believe that to
understand the real problems and experiences of someone, it is important to study their lives within

the context they are experiencing their realities and they provide real-life meaning of their situation.

3.3 Research Site
This study was conducted in 11 public and private universities located in seven different cities of

Afghanistan where mainly majority of students of these universities are rural students from different
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rural areas. Data was collected from current male students who are were presently studying at these
universities during data collection and male and female recent graduated rural students from these
universities as well as university professors who had extensive experiences of working with rural
students. The universities where data was collected are: 1) Badakhshan University (Public) located in
the centre of Badakhshan province, 2) Jowzjan (Jawzjan) University (Public) located in the centre of
Jawzjan province, 3) Mawlana Jalaluddin Mohammad Balkhi (MJMB) University (Private) located in
the centre of Balkh province, 4) Farah University (Public) located in central Farah province, 5) Takhar
University (Public) located in the centre of Takhar province, 6) Kabul University (Public) located in
Kabul city, 7) Albiruni University (Public) located in Kapisa province, 8) Salam University (Private)
located in Kabul city 9) Gawharshad University (Private) located in Kabul city, 10) Ruyan University
(Private) also in Kabul city and 11) Dunya University (Private) located in Kabul capital of Afghanistan.
A summary of the research field plan is displayed in the following table with more information

regarding the implementation of the research plan.

The research field plan for conducting the research in the field.

Participants

No. Activity Date Site Strategy/Methods Remarks
11.01.202 MJIMB Zoom Recording & Writing &
1 Interview #1 4 University Note-taking Transcription
12.01.202 Farah Tape Recording and Writing &
2 Interview #2 4 University Note-taking Transcription
12.01.202 Takhar Tape Recording and Writing &
3 Interview #3 4 University Note-taking Transcription
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10

11

12

13

14

15

Interview #4

Interview #5

Interview #6

Interview #7

Interview #8

Interview #9

Interview #10

Interview #11

Interview #12

Interview #13

Interview #14

Interview #15

13.01.202

4

13.01.202

4

14.01.202

4

15.01.202

4

16.01.202

4

16.01.202

4

17.01.202

4

18.01.202

4

18.01.202

4

15.01.202

4

17.01.202

4

18.01.202

4

Gawharshad
University
Salam
University
Jawzjan
University
Badakhshan
University
Kabul
University
Badakhshan
University
Badakhshan
University
Ruyan
University
Albiruni
University
Dunya
University
Badakhshan
University
Badakhshan

University
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Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording
Note-taking
Tape Recording

Note-taking

and

and

and

and

and

and

and

and

and

and

and

and

Writing
Transcription
Writing
Transcription
Writing&
Transcription
Writing
Transcription
Writing
Transcription
Writing
Transcription
Writing
Transcription
Writing
Transcription
Writing&
Transcription
Writing
Transcription
Writing
Transcription
Writing

Transcription

&



Personal
Written Story 18.01.202  Albiruni

16 #1 4 University Personal Written Story
Personal
Written Story 18.01.202 Jawzjan

17 #2 4 University Personal Written Story
Personal
Written Story 18.01.202 Takhar

18 #3 4 University Personal Written Story

Table 1: The research field plan for conducting the research

3.4 Research Participants

Participants in this research were mainly rural Afghan students who are either currently studying in
public and private universities in Afghanistan, recently graduated from these universities, or are
currently in the labour market. Moreover, some university professors both from public and private
universities were also selected to study their experiences of being familiar with experiences of rural
students. In this research, there were a total of 15 research participants which 12 of them were students
and 3 of them were university professors. Out of the 12 students 6 of them were current students
studying in public and private universities which all of them came from different rural areas and had
unique experiences and challenges during their transition and university experiences. These students
were studying in different fields of study and are in different academic years and terms but they mostly
had common experiences and challenges because of belongingness to rural contexts despite being from
various location. There were six graduated rural students in this study who recently graduated from
universities of Afghanistan which most of these graduates are currently employed, and some of them
created their own incomes. These graduates provided comprehensive data about their experiences as

well as the impact of university in their career and life. Moreover, for the triangulation of the data and
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cross checking the responses of rural students, 3 university professors who had up to ten years of
experiences of working with rural students were also selected and they participated in this study. This
helped the researcher to understand the universities’ adjustment strategies and support systems, which
helped rural students to succeed in their studies despite limitations and ensured that university

impacted rural students’ career development and improved their quality of life.

In addition, since majority of participants were male but three female participants graduated from
university before 2021 were also included in the study as females have more unique and personal
experiences and this contributed to study to understand the issue from different participants points of
view and experiences. The reason for less female participants was that after August 2021 universities
and work banned for girls and women by the Taliban government and it was hard to find more female
participants as they were under tight restrictions by the current regime in Afghanistan. For each

university and participant, | used pseudonyms to protect their identity.

The table below shows the details of research participants, site using their pseudonyms.

No Participants Gende Identifica Field of Study University Type of
(Pseudonym) r tion (Pseudonym) Universit
y
Marhamat Graduate MIMB
1  Tagizada Male Student Dari Literature University Private

Current English

2 Noor Mohammad Male Student Literature Farah University  Public
Graduate Takhar
3 Ulfatmah Baheej  Female Student Dari Literature University Public
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10

11

12

13

14

15

Janbek Sharifi

Qais Ahmadi

Milad Parwa

Mukhtar Salimi
Imam Nazar

Khursani

Abdul Jabar
Sayed Hussain

Hussaini

Ziagul Nazari
Manzalmah
Nusrat

Sayed Ahmad

Sadat

Jawed Sharifi
Ahmad  Fazayil

Fazlumand

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Female

Female

Male

Male

Male

Graduate

Student

Current

Student

Current

Student

Graduate

Student

Current

Student

Current

Student

Current

Student

Graduate

Student

Graduate

Student

Professor

Professor

Professor

BBA

Islamic Law
(Sharia)

English

Literature

Chemistry

Psychology

History

Economics

Law & Political

Sciences

Journalism

Law & Political

Sciences

Agriculture

Sociology

Gawharshad

University

Salam University
Jawzjan
University
Badakhshan

University

Kabul University
Badakhshan
University
Badakhshan
University
Ruyan
University
Albiruni
University
Dunya
University
Badakhshan
University
Badakhshan

University

Private

Private

Public

Public

Public

Public

Public

Private

Public

Private

Public

Public

Table 2: The details of research participants and site with their pseudonyms.
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3.5 Sampling Procedure

In this study, I employed purposive sampling (Creswell, 2015) for choosing the location and
participants due to the selective and non-probable characteristics of purposive sampling, which enabled
me to choose participants based on the objective of the study (Rai & Thapa, 2015). Moreover, for this
research, homogenous sampling was also applied in the selection of rural students from different
locations and universities, which had similar characteristics and experiences (Shaheen & Pradhan,
2019). Since there was limited research on this topic in the context of Afghanistan, thus I utilised
expert sampling to find in-depth data as advocated by Rai and Thapa (2015). As a result, all participants
of this study were selected from rural villages which they had lived experiences relating to the research
topic and on the other hand university professors also provided some expert insights in the broader

impact of transition and adjustment on rural students during their transition and entire university life.

3.6 Research Methods

The data was collected through semi-structured interviews and personal written stories written by
participants and submitted to the researcher. Before the actual research, I conducted pilot interviews
with some of my research participants to revise my interview questions and familiarize participants
with the dynamics of interviews as most of these students had not participated in such official research
before. Both research tools; interviews and written stories helped to collect saturated data from current
male students, male-female graduates, and university professors. During the semi-structured
interviews, the researcher asked follow-up questions to dig deep the issues but personal written stories
from some of the participants helped to deeply understand rural students’ experiences and feelings
they had during their transition to university and beyond transition because it enabled them to think
and write their experiences and feelings at their own pace and time. Using both research tools, the
researcher got an interpretative understanding of Afghan rural students' transition and adaptation
experiences to university, the outstanding challenges they faced and the benefits that university

brought to their professional and personal lives (Adhabi & Anozie, 2017; Anyan, 2013).
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3.6.1 Interview

Interview is the common tool researchers use to understand the experiences of participants and using
semi-structured interview, the researcher has the flexibility and possibility to ask more probing and
follow-up questions to get in-depth insights about the phenomenon (Adhabi & Anozie, 2017). The
design of interview main and follow up questions in this study were done and articulated in sequential
and chronological manner that helped the participants to narrate their stories from their transition and
adjustments to university and from challenges they experienced to the impact of university on their
careers routes. The first three questions of interview focused on rural students’ personal experiences
they faced while moving from their remote villages to enter university and the importance of support
systems in their transition, which for these rural students mostly were their own self-strategies and
efforts to adapt to the university culture. The next three questions were asked particularly about
outstanding challenges and difficulties rural students faced during their adaptation and adjustments to
university context and the coping mechanisms they used to overcome those difficulties. They shared
numerous challenges they faced but applied various techniques to combat the challenges. The last 3 to
4 questions of this research tool gathered data about university support systems and students’ personal
plans and actions for their future career development and how the university impacted their life overall.
Moreover, the last questions also enabled them to recommend and suggest university stakeholders
better ways to support rural students based on their personal experiences and learning. All 15
interviews helped the researcher to get an in-depth understanding of rural students’ transition and
adaptation to the university context, the challenges they encountered and the impact of the university

on their future careers (Adhabi & Anozie, 2017; Anyan, 2013).

The interviews were conducted virtually through Zoom and WhatsApp applications due to travel
limitations to the context of Afghanistan. All interviews were recorded using tape recorder with the

written permission of participants, each interview took between 50 to 70 minutes to enable the
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participants to express their experiences and feelings as well as the researcher to gather enough data

to meet the objectives of the study and find responses to the research main questions.

3.6.2 Personal Written Stories

Hayman et al. (2012) notes, “Story-sharing is a data collection method that enhances the depth and
amount of data collected in qualitative research (p.285)”. Thus, 4 out of 15 existing participants were
requested to write their personal written stories about their experiences of transition to university, what
circumstances they faced and how university experiences affected or transformed their lives further.
However, only three participants wrote and submitted their personal written stories which added
further details and data to the research besides their interviews. The reason for using this research
method was the importance of personal experiences and feelings about the educational problem as
during the interview, participants might not had enough time and or confidence to share their sensitive
feelings but in their own time and pace, they did. Similarly, Pretorius (2023) in her blog at Basil
Cahusac de Caux's website said, “I now believe that stories matter and that individual experiences
should be valued. I also now advocate for researchers to allow individuals to tell their own stories, as
they are the experts in their own experiences”. As a result, the personal written stories by participants
enabled the researcher to know the unique and sensitive stories, which Afghan rural students faced
during transition to university and daily life at university environment. The purpose of both the
interviews and written stories was to gather perceptions of students, graduates, and professors about
the transition and adjustment of rural students to university contexts and how it helped them in their

career development.

This table details out the methodology matrix used in this research.

Data Sampling Nature of
No. Research Questions Research tools
source  Technique data
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RQ 1: How do rural Afghan

Purposive,
) ) Semi-structured
students experience their homogeneous
1 ) ) ) Primary interviews and Qualitative
adjustment and integration and expert
) . written stories
into university life? groups
RQ 2. What specific
challenges do rural Afghan Purposive
) Semi-structured
students encounter during homogeneous
2 ) . Primar interviews and Qualitative
their transition, and how do y and expert Q
i written stories
they cope with these groups
challenges?
RQ 3: How do the university
support system and the Purposive
: ) Semi-structured
adaptation mechanisms homogeneous
3 Primar interviews and Qualitative
employed by rural students y and expert Q
] ) written stories
impact their future career groups

paths?

Table 3: Research methodology matrix used in this study.

3.7 Data Analysis Process

The researcher employed thematic analysis protocols to analyse the collected data through interviews
and personal written stories (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Creswell, 2015; Lester et
al., 2020). Thematic analysis was chosen for its flexibility and depth, allowing iterative and sequential
patterns to thoroughly examine participants’ experiences. Lester et al. (2020, p. 98) state, “We thus
view thematic analysis as a useful starting point for learning and doing rigorous qualitative analyses”.

The researcher followed the six steps of thematic analysis outlined by Attride-Stirling (2001), Braun
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and Clarke (2006), Creswell (2015), and Lester et al. (2020), which encompass the entire data analysis
process from data preparation to reporting. The first step, termed collecting and preparing data for
analysis by Creswell (2015) and Lester et al. (2020). It was in this initial step that individual interviews
were conducted using Zoom and WhatsApp in the participants' native language, Dari. Additionally,
three personally written stories were also collected to add more detailed data to the research. The 15-
recorded interviews then were transcribed verbatim, resulting in over 80 pages of text. Before
translating the data, the transcribed interview forms were shared with research participants for member
checking and revising any data they wanted which then they approved the final transcription of the
interview forms without changing any data. Upon approval of the transcribed data by the participants,
the researcher then translated the transcribed interviews and written stories from Dari language into
English to be ready for reading and data analysis. In the second step, the researcher spent enough time
to read all translated and original versions of the interviews and stories to familiarize with the data and
gain a deeper understanding of participants’ responses (Braun & Clarke, 2006). After gaining an
overview and meaning of the collected data, | started initial coding manually using Microsoft Word
tabular formats, with columns for each interview and coded responses separately. Codes were refined
and merged where necessary because the amount of data were much and the responses had relevancy
between participants in some areas. Inspired by Kriukow (2024) on his YouTube channel, “Research
with Dr. Kriukow”, the initial codes were highlighted in three colours based on their relevancy to the
research questions. The third step involved categorizing the codes to form themes and subthemes.
Vaismoradi et al. (2016) distinguish the difference between explicit categories and implicit themes.
Learning from this scholarly work helped me to apply this method in my analysis because there were
many initial codes emerged from data, which needed to be categorised based on relevancy and
similarities of participants’’ responses. Consequently, the researcher categorized initial codes into sub
themes and then created themes relating to rural students’ early experiences at university, challenges

faced, mechanisms they used for overcoming challenges, and the impact of university life on students.
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Subthemes were created by merging and cross checking the codes and ordering them into relevant
categories, which resulted in formation, defining and naming the main themes according to refined
codes and participants’ responses (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Creswell, 2015; Braun & Clarke, 2006). In
the fourth step, as described by Braun and Clarke (2006), themes were revised and reviewed to make
them final in order to be used in the report writing. The researcher refined the themes through constant
back and forth reference to the original data, eventually finalized four main themes with related
subthemes. This ensured that the created themes accurately represented participants' voices and
experiences and were interpretive. In the fifth step, the themes were defined and named for the final
report and write-up (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The final themes were comprehensive, reflecting
participants' responses and aligned with the research questions. VVaismoradi et al. (2016) asserted that
a well-defined theme fits well into the whole data set concerning the research questions. The four
themes emerged from the extensive data, illustrating the rural students' adjustment experiences, the
university's impact on their lives, the challenges encountered during transition to university, and the
strategies they used to overcome these challenges. The final stage involved writing the final report
using the finalized themes and subthemes, consistent with the final data analysis stage of Braun and
Clarke (2006). The findings were described and interpreted with direct reference to participants'
responses, as emphasised by Attride-Stirling (2001) and Creswell (2015). Further revisions ensured
the validity and coherency of the themes and participants’ responses. To ensure validity and
transparency, the findings and drafts were shared with participants and faculty for peer review and
member checking. This step ensured the trustworthiness and rigor of the research, meeting the study's
purpose and objectives (Creswell, 2015; Lester et al., 2020). The data was validated with participants
and relevant faculty to incorporate their feedback or revised the data as it is important to produce a
qualitative research which through this process the researcher ensures that the findings of this research
is only come from participants’ perspectives and there is not any biases and interpretation from the

researcher.
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The following figures represents the data analysis techniques used by the researcher from coding

to theme development manually.

Data analysis technique: color coding and codes extraction for themes and subthemes
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Figure 2: Data analysis technique: color coding and codes extraction for themes and subthemes

development
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Data analysis technique: revised and finalized themes and subthemes emerged from codes

Finalized Themes and Subthemes after Coding Process

Themes Sub-theme
o Rural students' early encounters | 1, Transitioning from Village to University

and adaptation approaches to . Adjustment Approaches
university environment

[

o The impact of university on| 1. Preparing Students for Societal Contributions

students' personal and  career Enhancing Graduates’ Employability through Skills
paths development Development

3. Gaining  RealWorld  Experiences  through
Apprenticeship
4. Employment Opportunities

!a.)

o Challenges faced by rural
students during their fransition
to university

Academic Life Challenges

Biases and Discrimination
Economic and Financial Constraints
Social and Well-being Issues

Lack of Employment Opportunities

o e b e

o Coping  strategies  and | No Sub subthemes
mechanisms to address the
challenges

Figure 3: Data analysis technique: revised and finalized themes and subthemes emerged from codes
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3.8 Role of the Researcher

From January 11 to 18, 2024, | conducted the interviews with 15 participants, which included Afghan
rural students who were studying or studied in different public and private universities of Afghanistan
and university professors. Moreover, by 18" January 2024, | also received the three requested written
stories, which voluntarily were written by three of the interviewed participants to find more unique
and personal experiences related to the purpose of the research. Despite the fact that, | had similar
experiences to the research participants because | was also belong to rural areas of Afghanistan but in
this research, 1 did not use my personal experiences and voice at any point and instead | focused only
on perceptions and experiences of my research participants. In addition, as the research focused on
Afghan rural students experiences, the personal and unique experiences of participants were very
significant for this study. This required the researcher to develop the best and reliable research tools to
gather data on the outstanding experiences and feelings rural students regarding their transition to
university, their overall university experiences and long-term impact. Thus, semi-structured interviews
and personal written stories were the most suitable tools to conduct the study because interviewees
were given the freedom to express themselves freely and asked them follow up questions to delve
deeper into the issues they experienced. To ensure the effectiveness and validity of the research tools,
I conducted seven pilot interviews in advance with some of the participants, which helped to ensure
the effectiveness of the interview questions by revising and refining the interview questions
accordingly to ensure that interview questions are highly relevant and help in gathering relevant data.
On the other hand, before conducting this research, | took two research and report-writing courses at
the BRAC Institute of Educational Development (BRAC IED) as part of my Master of Education
studies. These two research courses equipped me with sound research knowledge, skills, and
practicum, which allowed me to conduct this study confidently and maintained the research rigor and

standards as per the requirements.
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3.9 Ethical Issues and Concerns

Johnson and Christensen (2004) emphasized that ensuring the ethical issues and concerns of
participants in any research is part of moral practices and valuing the participants’ dignity. Moreover,
it was the sole right of the participants that they should have been assured that their data and details
are not used in such a way that is harmful to them or used against their will (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).
Therefore, | took several considerations to ensure ethical concerns. Firstly, the researcher
communicated with participants in advance and conducted pilot interviews, which helped the
participants to know the role and purpose of this study and researcher answered their unclarified
concerns and questions of the participants regarding the study. Secondly, a detailed informed consent
letter was prepared in participants’ local language and sent for their readership and signing off. In the
consent letter, researcher included clauses such as introduction of researcher, purpose of research,
volunteer participation of research participants, their confidentiality and anonymity through using
(pseudonyms), permission to tape recording and their withdrawal without any cost whenever they
wanted so all participants signed the consent forms and returned back to the researcher. Third, as a
formal process of the study, the researcher obtained and signed the ethics application form of BRAC
IED before starting data collection and he considered all those points as mentioned in the ethics
application and thesis manual. Lastly, the findings of the research were written and shared with some
participants and supervisor for member checking and peer review before final submission. For the
reason that to avoid any personal biases and misinterpretations except relying on the collected data

from participants.

3.10 Credibility and Rigor

To ensure the credibility and rigor of this study, several meticulous steps were followed. Rossman and
Rallis (2003) emphasize that the trustworthiness of research hinges on competent execution. Thus,

activities were systematically planned to meet qualitative research standards and adhere to Braun and
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Clarke's (2006) 15-point checklist for effective thematic data analysis. First, the researcher’s personal
experience with the educational challenges faced by Afghan rural students was invaluable. Having
grown up and studied in rural Afghanistan, the researcher possessed a deep understanding of the issue.
This background informed the thorough research proposal, which included a detailed methodology
matrix and field plan outlining the approach, methods, and tools for systematic execution. Second,
effective research tools such as semi-structured interviews and personal written stories were
developed. The interview questions were piloted and refined based on participants’ feedback. The
researcher defended the proposal and a professional thesis committee, which afterwards incorporated
their feedback before data collection began, approved it. Third, data was collected from a diverse group
of participants, including Afghan rural students from public and private universities, graduates, male
and female participants, and university professors. The data was fully transcribed and shared with
participants for member checking, allowing them to make revisions. Participants endorsed the
transcriptions, which were then translated from Dari to English for analysis, ensuring accuracy and
removing bias. To ensure credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, three strategies
were employed: triangulation, member checking, and external audit, as advocated by Lincoln and
Guba (1985) and Creswell (2015). Triangulation involved selecting participants from various
geographical locations and educational backgrounds, and using both interviews and personal written
stories for data collection. Member checking ensured accuracy by sharing transcriptions with
participants in their local language and verifying draft findings through interviews. External auditing
involved sharing the draft with the thesis supervisor for feedback, which his feedback was incorporated
iteratively to ensure high-quality and credible findings. These rigorous steps ensured that the voices of
Afghan rural students were accurately represented, with findings that are valuable to broader contexts,

addressing common challenges faced by rural students in Afghanistan.
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3.11 Limitations of the Study

Almost every study has limitations which sometimes constrain the researcher. The University of
Southern California (2024) describes study limitations from two perspectives: methodological
limitations and researcher-related limitations. Methodological limitations include factors like selecting
an appropriate sample size. Researcher-related limitations encompass issues such as researcher biases
and access to participants (University of Southern California, 2024). Despite being neutral, it is crucial
to explicitly state these limitations, explain how they were addressed, and suggest areas for future
studies. This research also faced limitations due to the virtual nature of the study caused by travel
restrictions. The first limitation was the sample size of 15 interviews and 3 written stories. Boddy
(2016) notes that a large sample size in qualitative research can hinder gathering in-depth insights.
Although 15 participants seemed large, the researcher used semi-structured interviews and personal
written stories to obtain insightful data. The flexibility of semi-structured interviews allowed for
probing questions to get focused data. Future studies might benefit from fewer participants to allow
deeper exploration of responses. The second limitation was the lack of research in the local context of
the study which is Afghanistan. Although the issue was studied in other countries, this study focused
on how rural Afghan students experienced their university transition. To address this, the researcher
utilized studies on Afghan students in foreign universities and research on rural students' adaptation in
various countries, including Bangladesh, China, Pakistan, India, the US, Australia and African
countries. These studies provided valuable insights to support this research. This study highlights the
need for more research on Afghan rural students, who face significant challenges during their transition
to university. The third limitation was related to data collection tools. The semi-structured interview
questions were extensive: 10 for students and 11 for professors. Some interviews exceeded one hour,
leading to participant fatigue. During interviews, some questions were skipped as they were answered
through participants' detailed responses. Future studies could benefit from fewer, more critical

questions (around 5-6) to allow for follow-up questions and deeper insights. The final limitation was
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the researcher's access to participants. Due to security and financial constraints, the study was
conducted virtually via Zoom and WhatsApp. Participants faced internet connection issues,
particularly with Zoom. WhatsApp was used as an alternative, though it also faced disconnections in
some occasions. To mitigate this, the researcher provided participants with better internet facilities and
requested multiple sessions to cover the questions. Additionally, personal written stories were
collected to supplement the interviews. While virtual methods had limitations, they were necessary
due to circumstances mentioned before. Future studies would good to be done by in-person interviews

and collecting more personal written stories.
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Chapter 4

Results

4.1 Introduction

In this chapter, the findings of the research on the adaptation of Afghan rural students to university
culture and its impact on their career path are presented according to the data gathered through
interviews and written stories. The data were collected from a diverse body of rural Afghan students
studying or studied at public and private universities, belonging to different rural locations, studying

in various fields of studies, including both gender and university professors.

After analysing the collected data, the emerged themes are classified as the following:

Rural students' early encounters and adaptation approaches to university environment

The impact of university on students' personal and career paths development

Challenges faced by rural students during their transition to university

Coping strategies and mechanisms to address the challenges

4.2 Rural Students' Early Encounters and Adaptation Approaches to University Environment

Rural students initially seem happy from entering the university because this journey enable them to
understand the world around them through interaction with resources and knowledge seeking.
Manzalmah Nasrat, a female rural graduate from Alberuni Public University described her initial

experiences at university in her personal written story:

When | went to the university for the first time, the university environment was very interesting
and pleasant for me, university students from different provinces, with different cultures
gathered together and studied together in a different academic environment. And | was able to
get to know people who came from different parts of the country and learn more about their

culture and customs.
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However, the first-year experiences changed based on support systems and university surroundings’
behaviours day by day and their experiences had a zigzag line of explanation, which will be reported

in the following sub-themes.

4.2.1 Transitioning from Village to University

The experience of rural students during their transition year was different from those of urban students
because they did not come with enough preparation to adjust themselves easily. The first year of
university for rural students was usually a difficult moment because they moved from small villages
surrounded by their family and relatives to an environment where they did not know anyone. They
only relied on the help and support of university but usually in Afghanistan, universities do not provide
more support other than teaching. As Noor Mohammad one of the rural students studying at a public
university, from Interview #2, 12.01.2024, shared his experience, “University does not do anything
that involves students’ personal life, what they do is just teaching their subjects and deliver their
content for students and in terms of students’ personal life there is no specific program”. He further
explained that by personal life, he means the uncertainties, which they face during the transition year,
which university lacked interest in them. For instance, some students got upset and depressed or faced
ilinesses; but there was not a dedicated responsible person or section other than the students themselves
to provide them support. This kind of experience was also reported in other universities but some
students used their self-driven approaches and inspiration to adapt instead of waiting for the university
to engage. Milad experienced that rural students did not have access to technology before but during
university, they had to learn and use it. It was because most university assignments and tasks required
the use of technology so he said, “Universities should encourage rural students to use and learn
technology”. (Personal Communication: Interview #6, 14.01.2024). Similarly, Sayed Hussain a third-
year student at Badakhshan University seemed he had an unsatisfactory experience during his

transition years and he suggested that the university should address these issues in the earlier time:
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Universities should have programs for students before they come from the village because they
have fewer motivational programs. And encourage students by having a good program for them
so that they will be aware of the university environment as well as the good and bad things they
have so that the educational system of the university is not only based on theory, it should also

focus on practice as well.

It was evident that rural students during their transition did not have a satisfactory experience and they
compared themselves with urban students and sometimes felt disappointed about their situation. This
was what Marhamat Tagizada, Zoom Interview #1, 11.01.2024, a student who from graduated from
Mawlana Jalaluddin Mohammad Balkhi’s Private University described his experience, “If we lived
here before and found ourselves aligned with urban students so that | could have alignment with my

urban classmates. We suffered a lot from this area at the beginning of the university”.

4.2.2 Adjustment Approaches

Rural students had different approaches during their transition at university to keep themselves aligned
with the complexities of university settings and norms. Usually, the adjustment process for females
was more difficult than for male students as they faced tripled barriers. However, the open-mindedness
of girls for change and accepting the new context was part of their self-efforts, which made them

resilient. Ms. Ulfatmah Beheej, studied at Takhar University, explained:

Adapting yourself means changing yourself but it is not an easy task to change yourself.
Change from what you used to be to what the society wants you to be, where you are and should
be. They expect you to behave like them, to speak like them, this is a very difficult task and it

takes a lot of time to get used to it.

Hard work and personal efforts were some of the main characteristics of each rural student in their
adaptation process, which enabled them to combat unexpected situations and burdens. Mr. Marhamat

expressed that the notion of collaboration and social interaction were some of the key strategies for the
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success of rural students as rural and urban students were studying together. Enrolment at university
opened various ways of preparing for the challenging atmosphere of the university because beside
university, rural students also enrolled themselves in private courses to empower themselves
academically to make a smooth transition into academic setting. Using the private courses, Ms. Ziagul
Nazari, Interview #11, 18.01.2024, shared her experience and suggested that upcoming students should
use such opportunities to solve their problems. She emphasized, “They (upcoming rural students)
should be more prepared for university because when they get out of school, university is a place that
has higher lessons and studies than school. They can prepare themselves by studying and taking

courses”.

The adaptation attitudes used by the rural students, resulted in significant progress in both their
knowledge and skills as well as their overall improvement. Milad Parwa, Interview #6, 14.01.2024,
mentioned, “We had classmates from different rural areas: from Faryab province rural areas, he got
the first top grade, from Jawzjan province rural village became second and | was from Badakhshan
province and I came third”. This illustrates that, rural students even sometimes surpassed urban
students in terms of their academic achievements as they seemed more committed to their studies than

the students from urban areas.

4.3 The Impact of University on Students’ Personal and Career Paths Development
Research participants in interviews and written stories described the impact of university experiences
on their career directions. These impacts mostly have been positive in terms of employment and

learning knowledge and skills but they reported drawbacks as well.

4.3.1 Preparing Students for Societal Contributions

University experiences significantly had an impact on rural students' lives, shaping their beliefs,
behaviours, skillsets, and even their roles within their communities. While some students faced
challenges in adapting to university life, findings from this research suggest a generally positive
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influence, which helped them to contribute to their societies positively (Milad, Interview #6,

14.01.2024; Mukhtar, Interview #7, 15.01.2024).

One of the most prominent impacts reported was a shift in students' perspectives. Coming from rural
areas with limited opportunities, university exposed them to new possibilities and ignited a drive for
personal growth. University professors and resources played a crucial role in this transformation, as
showed by Mr. Milad's experience (Interview #6, 14.01.2024). He described the encouragement and
motivation instilled by professors, leading him to believe that university graduates will find
employment to serve his family and community. This sentiment resonates with students across

universities, highlighting the overall positive impact on their outlook and aspirations.

Universities equipped students with knowledge and skills that empowered them to address social issues
within their communities. Qais Ahmadi, a student majoring in Islamic Law, reflected on how
university transformed his approach to social interactions (Personal Communication: Interview #5,
13.01.2024). He emphasized the importance of guidance and positive reinforcement, contrasting his
past behaviour of forceful intervention with the refined communication skills honed at university
encouraged, guided and paved the way for him in tackling social issues constructively. The potential
to contribute to rural development emerged as another significant theme. Janbek Sharifi, an economics
graduate, recognized the abundance of natural resources in his village but acknowledged the need for
skilled personnel to manage them effectively. His university education equipped him with the
knowledge to utilize these resources scientifically and improve the village economy (Personal
Communication: Interview #4, 13.01.2024). This perspective highlights the potential for universities

to bridge the gap between rural potential and its actualization.

University experiences were particularly empowering for women in rural communities. Ulfatmah from
Interview #3, 12.01.2024, one of female participants described a newfound independence and the

ability to make her own decisions, a stark contrast to the lives of her non-university peers. Her acquired
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communication skills empowered her to advocate for her rights as well as other girls rights, as evident
in her confidence to challenge potential forced marriages. While the overall impact seemed positive,
some students expressed dissatisfaction with certain aspects of their university experience. Mr. Imam
Nazar, a graduate of Kabul University, criticized the curriculum's lack of context-relevance for
students from rural backgrounds (Personal Communication: Interview #8, 16.01.2024). He argued that
the focus on fields like hotel management, tourism and agriculture with more applicability in rural
areas are the fields which need greater practicum are more valuable for rural communities so they
suggested that universities should focus on these fields for rural students. However, universities might
be addressing this concern as Professor Ahmad Fazahil from Badakhshan University described a
curriculum update process after each five years based on market and societal needs (Personal
Communication: Interview #15, 18.01.2024). He explained how regular reviews and surveys informed
the addition of relevant courses to meet the demands of the labour market and supplied graduates for

SUCCESS.

Despite these efforts, some students remained sceptical. Mr. Sayed Hussain, a student at Badakhshan
University, questioned the effectiveness of the current systems at universities, emphasizing the lack of
practical application opportunities (Interview #10, 17.01.2024). He contended that a heavy focus on
theory without practical experience hindered students' ability to translate knowledge into action, like
creating a business. This highlights the ongoing need for universities to bridge the gap between
theoretical knowledge and practical application. Ensuring students are equipped to thrive not just in
academia, but also in the real world, especially upon returning to their rural communities to serve

effectively and professionally.

University life had a multifaceted impact on rural students. While challenges existed, the overall
experience of rural students seemed to foster personal growth, social awareness, and the potential to

contribute to rural development. However, ensuring curriculum relevance and providing practical
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application opportunities remained crucial aspects to consider for universities aiming to fully empower
rural students and maximize their positive impact on their communities upon return of students to their

villages and play their role to develop the society.

4.3.2 Enhancing Graduates’ Employability through Skills Development

University education fortified rural students with knowledge and skills crucial for their career
development in today's job market. University coursework fostered valuable skills sought by
employers. Qais Ahmadi (Interview #5, 13.01.2024) highlighted how assignments enhanced
presentation and research abilities — essential for navigating external resources and delivering effective
presentations frequently emphasized in job postings (Qais, Interview #5, 13.01.2024). University
environments also nurtured interpersonal skills. Ahmadi (2024) emphasized professors' guidance in
fostering respectful communication and peaceful conflict resolution. University education deepened
understanding within a chosen field and broadened overall knowledge. Mr. Sayed Hussain underlined
the importance of theoretical knowledge for practical application. Citing economics as an example,
Sayed Hussain argued that theoretical understanding empowered individuals to manage finances, run
small businesses, and make informed decisions (Personal Communication: Interview #10,
17.01.2024). Universities promoted technology utilization for enriched learning. Milad Parwa, a rural
student, advocated for parental support in providing technological tools like smartphones and laptops.
He emphasized the benefits of technology for current studies and future career prospects (Parwa,

Personal Written Story #2, 18.01.2024).

University nurtured individual initiative and facilitated peer interaction. Ms. Manzalmah's written
story (Personal Written Story #1, 18.01.2024) exemplified success through hard work and dedication,
leading to academic achievement and recognition among classmates. Professors like Mr. Jawed Sharifi
highlighted the value of scientific research projects. These projects empowered students with

theoretical and practical knowledge alongside research skills, preparing them for employment in
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academic and research institutions (Sharifi, Interview #14, 17.01.2024). Sharifi (2024) further
highlighted the importance of specialized knowledge gained through university education. This
specialized knowledge furnished graduates to excel in the workplace compared to those lacking such
expertise. Mr. Ahmad Fazahil, a university department head, acknowledged the university's
responsibility to effectively develop students' knowledge, skills, and attitudes. He expressed concern
that universities might not always fulfil this commitment (Personal Communication: Interview #15,
18.01.2024). This study demonstrated that university education played a critical role in empowering

rural students with the knowledge and skills necessary for career success in the modern world.

4.3.3 Gaining Real-World Experiences through Apprenticeship

Interviews and written stories revealed both positive and critical perspectives regarding the current
state of practicum programs at university. Participants widely recognized the importance of practical
work for future employability. Graduates like Mr. Marhamat (Interview #1, 11.01.2024) credited his
university practicum with developing his teaching skills through observation, demo classes, and
feedback from experienced educators. Similarly, Milad a second-year student at Jawzjan University,
highlighted the value of internship programs such as the “expression skills program”, which provided
rural students with opportunities to gain practical experience alongside their urban counterparts

(Personal Communication: Interview #6, 14.01.2024).

Janbek Sharifi, Interview #4, 13.01.2024, a successful economics graduate, described his university's
practical approach, including seminars on leadership, accounting, management, and marketing held in
real-world settings such as Pakistani related companies operating in Afghanistan. These experiences,
he explained, equipped students with essential skills for instance customer interaction. Students who
were interested in media and communication fields also benefited from practicum initiatives. Ms.
Ulfatmah, a former university student in Takhar province, shared her experience as a TV presenter

gained through practical work during her studies. Universities facilitated such opportunities by
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organizing programs where students interested in presenting could participate and showcase their

skills. (Personal Communication: Interview #3, 12.01.2024)

University professors echoed the importance of practical learning. Mr. Jawed Sharifi (Interview #14,
17.01.2024) from Badakhshan University described workshops designed to transform theoretical
knowledge into practical application. Additionally, collaboration with institutions, corporations,
industries and scientific projects further strengthened students' specialized skills. However, some
students expressed concerns about limited practicum opportunities. Ms. Manzalmah, a graduate from
Albiruni University (Interview #12, 18.01.2024), criticized the lack of equal distribution of practicum
opportunities across all departments. She pointed out that engineering and medical students benefited
more compared to other fields. Students at Badakhshan University, who felt their education lacked
practical elements, voiced similar concerns. Mr. Sayed Hussain (Interview #10, 17.01.2024) illustrated
this sentimentality by highlighting their reliance solely on theoretical textbooks in economics courses.
This perspective contrasted with faculty claims about introducing students to fieldwork. Mr. Mukhtar
Salimi, another graduate student, emphasized the crucial role of practicum in shaping future careers.
He argued that a lack of practical experience during university left graduates ill equipped for the job
market and contributed to youth unemployment (Personal Communication: Interview #7, 15.01.2024).
To address these concerns, Mr. Sayed Hussain from Interview #10, 17.01.2024, proposed a balanced
approach, suggesting that students in fields like literature or education could spend more time in
practical teaching environments alongside theoretical coursework. For instance, studying 3 days at

university and teaching 3 days in nearby schools.

This study underscored the importance of practicum programs in Afghan universities for student
development and future employability. While positive experiences were shared, concerns regarding
uneven distribution of opportunities and a theoretical bias in some fields highlighted the need for

improvement.
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4.3.4 Employment Opportunities

University experiences and personal efforts of rural students impacted the lives of rural students
positively as all graduated students who participated in this research were employed and some of them
even established their own businesses. Moreover, even those who are currently students created some
income sources to support their studies. As an example, Mr. Marhamat, Interview #1, 11.01.2024,
studied Language and Literature at University, currently working as a Teacher Educator in a renowned
non-governmental organization (NGO) so he described his job satisfaction. He says, “My field of study
is compatible with my work and things | learned at university helped a lot here in the village in the
career path that I am currently working on”. According to the female participants, in Afghanistan, the
female employment rate has been usually lower than males but rural female students during university
even they secured positions based on their personal efforts and university support programs. Ms
Ulfatmah, Interview #3, 12.01.2024, narrated how she found a job during her university time in Takhar
province, she stated, “I had job during university, I was studying and working at the same time, and
after graduating from university, we had to make our way. We were finding out what we are good at

and what we can do”.

University’s complexities also urged rural students to be hardworking and creative in finding income
sources to support their studies as well as become entrepreneurs in the future. Mr. Imam Nazar,
Interview #8, 16.01.2024, told how some of his classmates from other rural areas created income
sources for themselves. He reported what he saw, “We also had other rural classmates, for example,
from Maidan Wardak province, who after university lessons in trolley sold different items so that they
could pay for their education expenditures because their family's economy was weak”. From university
professors’ perspective, people of Afghanistan mostly live in rural areas and there are less professional
people working in different sectors. University programs helped rural students to close these gaps in
these areas. It was what expressed by Mr. Sayed Ahmad, one of the University Professors at Dunya

University as he mentioned:
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Because most of the universities especially those focusing on fields of business management,
financial management, banking, educational management, education, training, language
learning and health sector (nursing, pharmacy, stomatology, public health...) have more job
opportunities. Rural students can study these fields and have more high paid jobs because there

are fewer professional people in the villages.

The importance of formal education degrees and transcripts among Afghan employers is high.
Whenever any post is announced, minimum qualification is written as having at least a bachelor’s
degree from university. Before the regime changed in Afghanistan (fall of previous Afghanistan
Islamic republic to the current Taliban government), girls who graduated from universities were
employed by public and private organizations and it was because of their education and skills they got
from university. However, the situation changed due to political transformation. Manzalmah is a rural
female university graduate in her personal written story wrote about the importance of her education

and how it supported her to be employed. She transcribed:

The documents that | obtained from the courses during my studies were very effective in my
life and career, and | was able to get the job | wanted after graduating from university, but
unfortunately, after the regime changed in my country, like other girls and women | became

unemployed in Afghanistan.

4.4 Challenges Faced by Rural Students during their Transition to University
Almost all of the research participants in interviews and some also in written stories explained that
during their transition to university and during their four years of studies, they faced numerous

challenges that made their transition and university experiences challenging.

4.4.1 Academic Life Challenges
Being unfamiliar with the university's academic culture and convention was the first constant theme

that all of the research participants talked about and said that they faced many troubles. One of these
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rural students, Mr. Marhamat from Interview #1, 11.01.2024, who studied at a private university said,
“Pedagogy at university was lectures and we were unfamiliar with this system, professors provided us
with large amount of information in short time. Due to prior unfamiliarity, we could not understand
the concepts. Everything was very difficult”. Another student Mr. Noor Mohammad, Interview #2,
12.01.2024, also faced academic problems and he linked the challenges to wrong teaching at school,
which lack of qualified teachers was one of the significant reasons. He added, “Our English teachers
at school pronounced words wrongly and taught grammar incorrectly, which were different to what |
saw at university. So | faced various challenges and professors always corrected and showed us

accurate pronunciation and structure”.

University life surprised many rural students with unfamiliar academic methods. As an example,
assignments required technology access but rural students often lacked. Ms. Ulfatmah, a student at
Takhar University, struggled with these challenges, unsure what a seminar was or how to prepare one
on a computer. Through observation and perseverance, she learned from classmates and eventually
mastered the tasks. Most rural students who study at public or private universities faced difficulty in
utilizing technology in university-related projects and responsibilities. This is probably because they
did not have ‘access to technology’ in their school and village. Janbek Sharifi, Interview #4,
13.01.2024, stated, “In addition, rural students have more problems in terms of access to technology
for preparing seminars, homework, revising lectures slides than students in urban areas”. Moreover,
he elaborated that some rural students even have less self-confidence when speaking in front of more

people and it is because in the village they did not have the opportunity to speak in big gatherings.

Afghanistan’'s diverse population speaks numerous local languages in addition to the national
languages such as Dari and Pashto. Rural students spend their schooling in their local tongue, creating
a barrier when they enter university. Professors, primarily from urban areas, use academic Dari or

Pashto, leaving rural students struggling to translate and understand concepts. This, as Professor Sayed
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Ahmad confirmed creates a significant academic hurdle (Personal Communication: Interview #13,
15.01.2024). While some believe fluency in national languages can be achieved within university
years, accents and pronunciations persist. Ms. Ulfatmah demonstrated this, highlighting the difficulty
of changing ingrained speech patterns (Personal Communication: Interview #3, 12.01.2024).
Conversely, Professor Jawed Sharifi suggested allowing presentations in local dialects to avoid ridicule
and encourage participation (Personal Communication: Interview #14, 17.01.2024). This, however,
might not be commonly accepted, highlighting the ongoing debate about language accommodation in

Afghan universities.

4.4.2 Biases and Discrimination

This study revealed concerning experiences of systematic discrimination faced by rural students,
particularly those students from religious and ethnic minorities in Afghan universities something that
was not a big concern in other countries as per the literature | reviewed. While universities are
envisioned as spaces for intellectual development, these findings depict a harsh reality for many

students transitioning from rural backgrounds into the university context.

The research highlighted religious bias as a significant challenge. Sunni Muslim dominance in the
education sector of Afghanistan led to marginalization of students from minority faiths. Mr. Janbek
(Interview #4, 13.01.2024) described facing religious discussions and arguments due to his faith.
Similarly, Ms. Ulfatmah (Written Story #3, 18.01.2024) narrated facing harsh treatment from
professors and classmates due to her Ismaili faith. An Islamic culture professor even threatened to bar
her from exams based solely on her sect (Personal Communication: Interview #3, 12.01.2024). These
experiences highlight the need for religious tolerance within academic institutions. Language and
ethnicity are other factors contributing to a discriminatory environment something new in the findings
of this study than the literature reviewed. Noor Mohammad, a Tajik student at a Pashto-dominant

university (Interview #2, 12.01.2024), faced difficulties due to language barriers. He described
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instances where university staff prioritized those who spoke the local dominant language which in his
case was Pashto. Furthermore, both professors and classmates mocked his rural accent, highlighting
the prejudice against ethnic minorities. Rural students also experienced criticism regarding their
clothing choices. Ms. Ulfatmah defined facing disapproval for dressing differently from urban students
who adhered to stricter religious attire (Personal Communication: Interview #3, 12.01.2024).
Similarly, Mr. Noor Mohammad was criticized for wearing jeans and a t-shirt, deemed ‘western’ by
his peers (Personal Communication: Interview #2, 12.01.2024). These experiences highlight the need
for greater cultural sensitivity within universities. The study found a heightened vulnerability for
female students, particularly those from rural areas. Professor Ahmad Fazahil (Interview #15,
18.01.2024) acknowledged the challenges faced by female students transitioning from rural
backgrounds to urban universities. Ms. Ulfatmah's experience is an instance of this, as she faced verbal
threats from classmates and professors due to her religious minority status and clothing choices

(Personal Written Story #3, 18.01.2024).

The discriminatory environment based on religion, language, ethnicity, culture, and gender created
significant challenges for Afghan rural students’ academic success and well-being. Participants
suggested that universities in Afghanistan must strive towards inclusivity and create a safe space for

all students, regardless of their background.

4.4.3 Economic and Financial Constraints

The other most burning issue faced by rural students, they described frequently in interviews, and
written stories was economic and financial problems that affected their university life significantly.
The matter of finance was even more severe for students who were studying at private universities

which all processes needed money. Mr Qais Ahmadi studying at Salam Private University said:

Even some students cannot buy study materials or phones, to take their lessons in Portable

Document Format (PDF) shared in study groups. In addition, most of the students who come
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from the village have an economic problem. Sometimes urban students cooperate and share

course materials and seminars with us, sometimes they buy the materials for us.

Private universities put every condition based on payment and if students are unable to make their
payments on time, they are not allowed to take their exams or continue the next semesters. Some rural
students who did not have stable economic means hence they tried to find part-time jobs to pay their
university fees. However, occasionally they did not receive their salaries and wages on time, which
again created problem for them as the transition between semesters was based on timely payment of
fees. Mr Janbek Sharifi, Interview #4, 13.01.2024, who studied at Gawharshad University in Kabul,
explained the problem he faced, “Financial concerns weighed heavily on me. Balancing work to afford
university was a challenge. While grateful for the opportunity, income delays caused difficulties,

including meeting semester fees”.

Unstable financial support made rural students' transition to university life hard. They often relied on
family or relatives support who were usually working abroad or in the army far from their homes for

income. Mr. Marhamat, a student in Faizabad, Afghanistan, exemplified this challenge.

| want to share a personal story with you. When | lived in rented the room, | needed to pay my
university expenses, which included all the basic needs of a human being that can be solved
with money, but | did not have money to pay. Once | called my uncle who was in the army in
Helmand province to send me some money. He said | will talk to one of my friends to give you
some money and you go to him and get it. His friend was in the old city of Faizabad and | was
in the Dashti Qurugh area of Faizabad where our college was located. I called his friend and
he said that if you do not arrive within half an hour, | am leaving towards Jurm district. Because
| did not have a taxi fare, | ran for more than 3-kilo meters in that scorching sun. This was one

of the most difficult moments of my student life.
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Economic challenges even sometimes put such pressure on rural students that they stopped university.
For example, Sayed Hussain, Interview #10, 17.01.2024, told an instance where some of his friends
stopped university because of economic instability, he described, “some students left university and
immigrated to Iran and some other countries due to economic problems such as unable to pay room

rentals, food, stationary and etc.”

4.4.4 Social and Well-being Issues

This section points out the struggles rural students encountered during their university transition,
focusing on social and well-being issues. The findings emphasized the psychological and emotional

strain caused by adapting to new norms, pressures, and distance from family.

The contrasting environments between rural villages and universities created significant challenges.
Students reported feelings of depression, loneliness, and inadequacy upon entering university
(Hussain, Personal Communication: Interview #10, 17.01.2024). The pressure to succeed
academically, coupled with a lack of prior experience and limited support systems, contributed to these
negative emotions. Abdul Jabar (Personal Communication: Interview #9, 16.01.2024) described his
initial fear of participating in class due to self-doubt. Sayed Hussain (Personal Communication:
Interview #10, 17.01.2024) further emphasized the immense stress and difficulties faced during the
first semesters. The emotional toll of transitioning to university life can have severe consequences for
students' well-being. In extreme cases, students stated experiencing mental breakdowns requiring
medical intervention (Ziagul, Personal Communication: Interview #11, 18.01.2024). Imam Nazar
(Personal Communication: Interview #8, 16.01.2024) stressed the disparity in addressing physical and
mental health concerns. While physical ailments might have quicker solutions, depression can take
considerably longer to manage. Furthermore, Ulfatmah (Personal Communication: Interview #3,
12.01.2024) emphasized the emotional and mental anxiety caused by being away from family and

loved ones.

JU



Rural students faced the additional burden of adapting to unfamiliar social and cultural norms in urban
settings. Marhamat (Personal Communication: Interview #1, 11.01.2024) described city life as
completely different from his village upbringing. Abdul Jabar (Personal Communication: Interview
#9, 16.01.2024) acknowledged the challenges of navigating a new social environment and the need for
flexibility to adapt. He emphasized the importance of interacting with others and integrating into the
new community. Female students faced specific difficulties due to cultural norms and limited support
networks in urban environments. Ulfatmah (Personal Communication: Interview #3, 12.01.2024)
expressed worries about being in a new, open environment far from her village and family. The
combination of geographical distance and societal expectations regarding gender were identified as

significant contributors to psychological problems.

The physical distance from family restricted access to immediate support for rural students. Jawed one
of the university professors (Personal Communication: Interview #14, 17.01.2024) highlighted those
urban students have the advantage of family proximity, allowing them to readily address academic,
financial, and personal issues. Rural students, on the other hand, often lacked this support system.
Additionally, limited access to communication technologies further isolated them from their villages
(Jawed, Personal Communication: Interview #14, 17.01.2024). Furthermore, accessing educational
resources online was challenging for rural students due to limited internet connectivity in rural areas
(Abdul Jabar, Interview #14, 17.01.2024; Janbek, Interview #4, 13.01.2024). The high cost of travel
between rural villages and universities restricted students' ability to visit their families. Imam Nazar
(Personal Communication: Interview #8, 16.01.2024) gave an example of this challenge, explaining
that traveling home twice a year is financially prohibitive for many students. This limited physical

contact with family further exacerbated the emotional and social difficulties faced by rural students.
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4.4.5 Lack of Employment Opportunities

Despite the tremendous challenges rural students faced during transition and university time,
participants labelled job security after graduation one of the most concerning and worrying problem
for them. This sentiment stemmed from the country's dependence on international aid and limited

career opportunities in rural areas.

Noor Mohammad, a graduate, underlined the mismatch between university education and rural job
availability (Noor Mohammad, Personal Communication: Interview #2, 12.01.2024). He put emphasis
on the lack of relevant job opportunities in villages, forcing graduates to take unrelated positions in
small agencies. This feeling is echoed by the lack of opportunities in specialized fields like agriculture
and tourisms upon returning to villages. Janbek Sharifi, a graduate who opened a shop in Kabul,
identified limited English language proficiency as a barrier to employment in both public and private
sectors (Janbek, Personal Communication: Interview #4, 13.01.2024). He argued that while the
Ministry of Agriculture of Afghanistan aimed to place rural graduates in agriculture-related jobs, a

focus on foreign languages created a disadvantage for rural students with limited English skills.

On the other hand, participants understood that job insecurity is a national concern, but it is particularly
acute for rural graduates due to limited access to job markets. Even employed rural graduates for
example Imam Nazar worried about losing his job (Imam Nazar, Personal Communication: Interview
#8, 16.01.2024). He underscored the constant threat of job loss, underlining the overall instability of
the job market. Ms. Manzalmah, a rural female graduate, identified a critical mismatch between
university programs and job market realities (Manzalmah, Personal Communication: Interview #12,
18.01.2024). She gave emphasis to the lack of specialized jobs within the country, particularly in rural
areas, creating significant challenges for graduates seeking employment in their fields. Participants
acknowledged the need for adaptability and diverse skillsets to secure jobs. Ms. Ziagul provided

instances of this approach. Despite studying Law and Political Sciences, she currently works as a
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teacher, demonstrating the flexibility required in the Afghan job market (Ziagul, Personal
Communication: Interview #11, 18.01.2024). In addition, Mr. Ahmad Fazahil stressed the importance
of acquiring relevant knowledge and skills for specialized jobs. He highlighted the value of computer
skills and other soft skills for career development, particularly in fields like computer science,

economics, and education (Ahmad Fazahil, Personal Communication: Interview #15, 18.01.2024).

Job insecurity also posed a significant challenge for Afghan graduates, particularly those from rural
areas. Limited job opportunities, language barriers, and the mismatch between university programs
and job markets contributed to this concern. Developing adaptability, diverse skillsets, and 21st-
century skills are crucial for rural graduates to navigate the challenging Afghan job market. The
transition to university life presented significant challenges for rural students, affecting their social and
emotional well-being. Understanding these challenges are crucial for developing support systems and

interventions that could help students navigate this critical period in their lives.

4.5 Coping Strategies and Mechanisms to Address the Challenges

The participants to manage financial limitations adopted several strategies. Notably, students displayed
remarkable diligence and perseverance, working part-time jobs to supplement their income and meet
university expenses (Janbek, Interview #4, 13.01.2024). Mukhtar Salimi (Interview #7, 15.01.2024)
illustrated this approach, emphasising his commitment to hard work and frugality as key coping
mechanisms. There were different techniques and strategies utilized by the participants to address
academic challenges. Particularly, some students enrolled in private courses to enhance their
knowledge and academic skills (Marhamat, Interview #1, 11.01.2024). Some participants, allowing
them to capture key information from lectures and enhance their understanding of the material (Noor
Mohammad, Interview #2, 12.01.2024), he also implemented effective note-taking techniques to
internalise the concepts. Collaboration with urban students emerged as another valuable strategy. By

leveraging the technological proficiency and academic experience of their urban peers, rural students
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were able to gain valuable insights and support in completing academic assignments (Ulfatmah,
Interview #5, 14.01.2024). Additionally, actively participating in lectures, seminars, and seeking direct

guidance from professors proved beneficial for many participants (Qais, Interview #8, 15.01.2024).

Research participants employed various strategies to overcome language-related obstacles. Especially,
some students opted to learn the dominant languages used at the university, finding this approach to
be helpful in navigating social interactions and academic tasks (Noor Mohammad, Interview #2,
12.01.2024). However, access to foreign language improvement programs was not always equitable.
Instances of nepotism and unequal access to university-provided free language courses and resources
were reported by some participants, highlighting the challenges faced by rural students in obtaining
language learning opportunities. Consequently, some students shouldered the additional financial
burden of enrolling in private language courses to bridge the language gap (Ulfatmah, Interview #3,

12.01.2024).

Those who took part in this study employed various strategies to manage stress and maintain their
well-being. Engaging in physical activities such as sports and walking emerged as common coping
mechanisms (Milad, Interview #6, 14.01.2024; Janbek, Interview #4, 13.01.2024; Abdul Jabar,
Interview #9, 16.01.2024). Additionally, some students found solace in social connections, joining
associations or student groups to build a sense of community and belonging (Sayed Hussain, Interview
#10, 17.01.2024). One prevalent approach involved cultivating patience and tolerance. Mr. Marhamat
(Interview #1, 11.01.2024) underscored this, stating, “The first way to cope is patience and tolerance”
(Marhamat, 2024). This approach allowed them to maintain composure and avoid escalating situations.
Another strategy contained internalizing discriminatory experiences to build resilience. Ms. Ulfatmah
described how negative comments from classmates “you are a village girl, stay silent” became a
catalyst for personal growth. She explained, "To be the more | thought about this issue, the bigger it

became and it was better to work on myself so that it becomes a strong point” (Ulfatmah, Personal
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Communication, Interview #3, 12.01.2024). This demonstrated how adversity can be transformed into

a source of strength.

Respecting diversity and fostering positive relationships were crucial for these students. Janbek, from
a rural village, emphasized the importance of building bridges: “We learned how to deal with people
and how they dealt with us. This is something that if you respect someone, you will be respected. If
you do not respect, you will be treated badly” (Janbek, personal communication, Interview #4,
13.01.2024). This highlighted the power of mutual respect in fostering understanding and creating a
more inclusive environment. Adaptability was another key strength displayed by these students. Qais,
a student from a rural village, acknowledged the need to adapt to urban culture, including clothing and
communication styles. He said, “We should be inspired according to the urban culture, when we return
to the villages we can live with our own culture™ (Qais, personal communication: Interview #5,
13.01.2024). This adaptability allowed them to integrate into their new environment while retaining

their own cultural identity.

The challenges extend beyond cultural differences. Rural students often faced social isolation due to
being far from their families and communities. Abdul Jabar defined the need for self-reliance: “You
have to work by yourself including cooking and other social issues...it is a matter of opinion and beliefs
that we have to interact with other people” (Abdul Jabar, personal communication: Interview #9,
16.01.2024). This underlined their determination to overcome social challenges in pursuit of their
academic goals. Many students found support from their seniors who have already navigated the
transition to university life. Mr. Sayed Hussain (Interview #10, 17.01.2024) described the value of this
support: “seniors cheered us up and sat with us that we were the same. This is not a problem” (Hussain,
2024). Knowing they are not alone and having access to guidance from experienced peers provided
comfort and encouragement. Professors viewed the rural students' willingness to embrace urban

culture positively. Mr. Ahmad Fazahil saw this as an opportunity for long-term social change: “This
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will create a cultural transformation which at least cause them to go to change and facilitate their

family's lifestyle and create at least one cultural and social transformation in the village for the long

term” (Fazulmand, personal communication: Interview #15, 18.01.2024). His perspective showed the

potential for these students to act as agents of positive change in their communities.

Overall Findings of the Study
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Figure 4: The Overall Findings of the Research from Interviews and Personally Written Stories.
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Chapter 5

Discussion and Conclusion

5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents a thorough discussion of the analysed data gained through multiple data
collection methods. This chapter majorly discusses the perceptions of Afghan rural students and
university professors on rural students’ transition to the university environment, challenges rural
students faced during their adaptation, some coping strategies they utilised for adjustment and the
impact of the university on rural students’ future career development, aligning the findings from data
with relevant literature and researcher’s conclusion of the study. At the end, a few recommendations
are provided for policymakers, relevant ministries and other stakeholders to address ongoing
challenges to facilitate a smoother transition for rural students to university life to maximize the impact
of university on rural students’ career paths in order to improve their quality of life and overall rural

development.

5.2 Discussion

5.2.1 The Experiences of Rural Students in Afghan Universities

Access to equitable and quality education for all is the core mandate of the United Nations Sustainable
Goals (SDG) Number 4 as it says, "inclusive, equitable, and quality education for all” (Owens, 2017,
p. 414 as cited in Safa, 2023). Afghanistan is a permanent member state of this organization and is
required to meet these goals and objectives. Moreover, according to Samady (2001, November), rural
students in Afghanistan represent many students compared to urban students, with nearly 75% of
university students coming from rural villages. In the meantime, a significant amount of money more
than 50 million dollars donated from international allies to support the Higher Education Development
Program (HEDP, 2015-2020) to ensure that all students including those from rural villages have access

to quality higher education (Adil et al., 2020). Similarly, Ministry of Education of Afghanistan by
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support of international community and NGOs prepared National Education Strategic Plans to ensure
quality education for all children. For instance, having access to relevant and quality school education
was the core focus of their recent NESP Il (MoEA, 2016). However, the findings of this research
revealed that rural students experienced uncertainties during their transition to university due to a lack
of preparation and the unavailability of university support systems for rural students despite the
commitments and investments mentioned above. To illustrate this, Noor Mohammad (Interview #2,
12.01.2024), argued that there are no university adjustment programs for rural students. He further
added, “University does not do anything that involves students’ life, what they do is just teaching their
subjects and deliver their content for students and in terms of students’ life there is no specific
program”. The Ministry of Education of Afghanistan listed improving ‘quality’ and ‘relevance’ of
education as their number one priority in their recent National Education Strategic Plans. Ministry of
Education in NESP III says, “The priority for the Ministry and its partners is to improve education
quality and relevance” (MoEA, 2016, p. 3). Thus, majority of the rural students remained in their
isolated villages and from there they transitioned to university, which faced difficulty in adjusting to
university contexts. Transitioning to university and then experiencing the uncertainties, hardships and
the unavailability of university-supported activities in Afghanistan maximised the worries and
anxieties of most rural students. Yet, rural students applied different methods and ways to align
themselves to the complex and culturally different university environment. Concisely, sometimes even
rural students' performance was better than that of urban students, as they came from isolated areas
and dreamed to have a bright future through employment and further studies so they exceled at
university and the outcomes of their efforts were better than urban students. The findings of this
research proved this claim as participants showed their eagerness and hard work to achieve their goals.
Marhamat was one of such participants who said, “We rural students had more interests and
enthusiasms in acquiring knowledge, and the urban students seemed less interested in their lessons

than the rural students” (Personal Communication: Zoom Interview #1, 11.01.2024). Putting more
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efforts repaid the results of rural students' hard work and later they became proud of their successes.
This was clear in the sentiments of Manzalmah, a female rural student who stated, “I strived for
excellence, earning a spot on class honour list amidst 100+ students. Maintained top grades throughout,
graduating from university successfully (Personal Written Story #1, 18.01.2024). Even the resiliency
of rural students was confirmed by Mr. Sayed Ahmad one of the University Professors without
mentioning the university interventions. He acknowledged that rural students adjusted to the university
during the initial semesters; he mentioned, “My experiences have shown that most of the rural students
can leave all the traditions around them and fully prepare themselves for the university environment
within one to two semesters”. (Personal Communication: Interview #13, 15.01.2024). Relevant
researched also endorsed the adjustment of rural students to the new environment and culture when
they put themselves in that context and gradually made progress and enjoyed the advantages of the
new environment. A study by Muradi et al. (2018) supports this finding, revealing that rural students
adapt and enjoy their education. The researchers further added, “Generally social adaptation of the
students contributes positively to the social adaptations of participation in social, cultural and sportive
activities and they are satisfied with their education” (p.697). Another study by Ali et al. (2021) on
adaptation challenges and coping strategies of rural students in Bangladesh’s urban universities had
similar findings, which said, “Majority of the respondents (75%) said they fully adapted to the lifestyle
of the university”. Rural students in countries where there are fewer adaptation programs do not have
any more chances than students own self-strategies to adapt. This was proved in the findings of
Goldman's (2019) study on rural students' success and adaptation strategies to university life, he said,
“students talked about the importance of resiliency and how they could fight through struggles to

receive a degree (p.22)”.

Considering the experiences of rural students during their transition based on the findings of my
research and similar experiences of other rural students in different countries plus my personal

experiences of being from rural context, rural students face struggles during their initial years at
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university. Universities in Afghanistan do not have adaptation programs for rural students, which put
these students in difficult situations, however, rural students used their personal strategies to overcome
the situation but this sometimes does not apply to all students, as some of the students cannot tolerate
the struggles which lead them to stopping university. This was evident in the findings of this study as
Sayed Hussain one of the participants said, “Even we saw students who stopped university unfinished
and went to Iran and some other countries. Due to economic problems, they could not study as they

had to pay room’s rent, books and other issues” (Personal Communication: Interview #10,

17.01.2024).

5.2.2 Afghan Rural Students Navigate Challenges and Thrive

Findings of this research indicated that Afghan rural students faced varied challenges during their
transition from rural villages to university contexts. Participants described varieties of challenges
which affected their transition as well as their overall university life, even some of these challenges
were in commonality with rural students in different countries according based on the review of
literature for this study. Living in a village and studying only in a school with just teachers, books and
students is not enough for preparation of rural students for university transition because there vast
differences between rural schools education and universities contexts. For example, students found the
pedagogy of university something new and challenging for them which they had to adapt to a totally
new university context which uses modern pedagogy along with technology when delivering classes
and doing assignments. Marhamat (Interview #1, 11.01.2024), one of the participants described his
university experience; “University lectures surprised us. Professors gave us tons of information
quickly, a system we were not used to. We were unprepared for this teaching style and we struggled
to grasp the concepts. It was overwhelming”. This is not just Afghan rural students who faced academic
difficulty at universities of Afghanistan but Afghan students both rural and urban ones in other
countries faced similar issues. For instance, findings of a study about Afghan students' academic

experiences in the United States (US) universities indicated that Afghan students in US universities
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faced hurdles due to different teaching styles between their home country and the host country.
Research by Sabri (2019) also highlighted these challenges, including unfamiliar methods like group
work and research which are common in US universities. This stems from the educational gap between
the two countries. Studies showed that Afghan students struggled with research, a core aspect of US
graduate programs (Esmaeily et al., 2010 as cited in Sabri, 2019).

Likewise, rural students in Afghan universities struggled with new university teaching methods as this
experience was described by one of the female graduates at Takhar university, “Unprepared for
seminar, | struggled: what is it? How to prepare it? | could not ask. The teacher said 'type it." | panicked

no computer! The days were bad. I tracked a classmate to learn” (Ulfatmah, Personal Communication:

Interview #3, 12.01.2024).

Moreover, research indicates that rural students faced social challenges when transitioning to a
university context and urban students discriminated against them because of their background.
Findings of one study about Chinese rural students studying at urban universities found that rural girls
faced discrimination in universities because their behaviour and speech, seen as unsophisticated, lead
to mockery and assumptions of inferiority (Mu, 2021). Similar to rural students at Chinese universities,
participants of my research also encountered discriminative behaviours based on rural-urban
differences. One such discrimination was about the language and accents of Afghan rural students,
which were different from urban people. For instance, Noor Mohammad participant in the research
faced such behaviour at Farah University, he described, “We were from the rural districts of
Badakhshan and our accent was very different. When we started to speak using our accent, others
started to say how you are speaking and they were insulting us so it is important for the university to
have transition programs to avoid such problems” (Personal Communication: Interview #2,
12.01.2024). These things usually happen to rural students when they go to university but they should
have tolerance and the ability to adapt themselves to the new environment. Abdul Jabar was another

participant of my research who found social life something challenging but still flexible to adjust
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himself. He emphasised, “Solo living (cooking, social) in a new, culturally diverse environment
requires navigating social complexities. Integration takes time, but cultural flexibility is key to
avoiding isolation and thriving in the community (Personal Communication: Interview #9,

16.01.2024).

Afghanistan is one of the poorest countries in the world where access to quality education for rural
students both girls and boys due to economic problems is one of the significant challenges (Arooje &
Burridge, 2022). It is because Arooje and Burridge (2022) believe that rural students sometimes have
to work during their school and university to support their studies and parents by getting a surviving
income through working on the farm or pulling trolleys in the city. Students, who went to university
and did not have support from their parents, started selling items in the city to support their studies. In
the same way, economic and financial limitations were the most frequent findings of this research
about the lives of rural Afghan students during university. The relationship between a stable economy
and success in studies is close because students need to have the required resources and facilities which
need money to buy and failing to do this affects their studies. One of the research participants
highlighted the lack of financial support as a barrier. He said, “Some students, including those from
villages, lack resources for study materials or phones to access PDFs shared in groups. Urban peers
occasionally assisted by sharing or purchasing course materials and seminars, recognizing economic

challenges” (Personal Communication: Interview #5, 13.01.2024).

The findings of this research also indicated that rural students used a variety of techniques and activities
to keep themselves healthy and support their studies financially. Janbek, Imam Nazar and Ulfatmah
described that they found part-time jobs and some of their friends worked in the city by selling items
to pay their university expenses. On the other hand, other students like Milad, Janbek and Abdul Jabar
said they used to join sport clubs, exercise and walking to manage their stress levels and keep
themselves healthy whenever they felt homesick or felt pressured from studies (Abdul Jabar, Interview
#9, 16.01.2024; Janbek, Interview #4, 13.01.2024; Milad, Interview #6, 14.01.2024).
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The findings of the research showed that rural students despite encountering constraints during their
transition to university and limited university support system applied various techniques and ways to
adapt themselves to the complex academic and city environment. Personal efforts and preparations
during university were some of those strategies most rural students used to cope with challenges
relating to their studies and academic preparation. In relation to this, Mr Marhamat (Interview #1,
11.01.2024) a rural student who studied in Mazari Sharif City (Balkh Province) described his method,
“We coped with patience and hard work. To adapt academically, we took private courses to succeed
alongside our peers”. In addition, rural students who are currently studying at universities have further
methods to overcome academic challenges. For instance, Noor Mohammad used effective and smart
note taking as a key strategy to learn the lectures, which later he referred to and revised his notes as
needed. Similarly, Ulfatmah another student collaborated with her peers and classmates on how to
prepare university assignments digitally. Both Noor Mohammad and Ulfatmah learned the local and
national languages to improve their academic skills and build bonds with local people (Noor
Mohammad, Interview #2, 12.01.2024; Ulfatmah, Interview #3, 12.01.2024). The strategies and
efforts of rural students in Afghanistan are similar to those of Bangladesh rural students, which they
applied almost similar techniques to adapt academically. For instance, Ali et al. (2021) said, “A
combination of pre-departure preparation, individual effort, and support from the institution and peer
groups may contribute to academic adjustment and successful adaptation to the new environment”.
Although, the two points ‘pre-departure preparation’ and ‘institutional support’ were something
lacking in the status of rural Afghan students but my participants used the other mentioned points.
Moreover, another study by Xiulan (2015) about the adaption of rural students in Chinese universities
also found that rural students' academic success would be increased if they were engaged with a
learning community in the university, placed with urban peers and other support systems. Similar to
the rural students of China, one of the participants of my research also valued membership in student

unions and associations as a way to overcome challenges (Sayed Hussain, Interview #10, 17.01.2024).
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5.2.3 Beyond Transition and Adjustment: Empowering Rural Students

Literature on the impact of the university on students' lives particularly rural students found that the
university experience despite the challenges and uncertainties develops the capacity of these
individuals, which later they can contribute to their communities through their active participation in
their societies and working professionally as knowledgeable and skilled people (Stone, 2017).
Although the expectations are, in such a way that rural students should return to their villages and
contribute locally but Stone (2017) found that higher education enables rural students to find
employment both inside their rural community as well as in the cities when migrating there. Another
impact of the university on rural students mentioned in the literature is on their career development of
students, which improves the socio-economic status of these students (Abu-Saad, 2016). Similarly, the
World Bank (2013) underscores the role of education in improving the quality of life of all people
including those living in rural and urban areas. World Bank, therefore, emphasises and supports the
provision of higher education at all levels for all citizens. In Afghanistan, the importance of having an
education degree at least a bachelor's plus having the knowledge and skills significantly contributes to
the employability of the citizens. Doumet (2018) says people who hold an education degree will likely
have better jobs and futures than those who do not. Therefore, in, Afghanistan mostly the younger
population have access to a university degree as an obvious impact of university on students and this
can help the country to have a more strong and energetic workforce. Moreover, in today's jobs market,
either online or in-person jobs, knowledgeable and skilled graduates are more attracted by employers
and they also bring changes to their personal and community life as advocated by Momeni (2019). In
addition, similar studies done in the region also confirm the impact of higher education on developing
rural communities and people. A study in one of the rural areas of India by Dutta (2021) shows that
higher education improves the socio-economic of rural inhabitants and contributes as a catalyst for
rural development. According to the World Bank (2013), those who have university degrees and

relevant knowledge and skills have highest percentage of economic welfare with 36% and higher
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education has a direct impact on rural communities’ development. Similar to what literature evidenced
about the impact of university on rural students, the findings of my research proved more impact on
different aspects of rural students’ development including their career paths, knowledge and skills and
increased employment. However, the findings also found some dissatisfaction and critical points about
less impact of Afghanistan universities by some participants but generally, the impact has been
significant since all graduates of the universities who participated in this research were employed and
had growth mind-sets and mentality towards development. It discovered that besides experiencing
struggles in transition to university and facing numerous obstacles, university experiences generally
had different kinds of impact on rural students' current and future lives. The first impression was a
change in beliefs and behaviours of rural students, who came from deprived rural areas and did not
have any clear plans for the future. Through university experience, Mukhtar Salimi changed the village
habits and transformed his behaviours when he started university as he mentioned, “University boosted
our performance and development habits. Professors' guidance, facilities, and a focus on learning
empowered us to improve, grow, and progress” (Mukhtar, Personal Communication: Interview #7,
15.01.2024). University impact was not a single aspect but it had a wide range of roles in developing
an individual who, through knowledge and skills could be able to solve social issues easily. Qais
another participant in the research used to punish people to solve problems but after university, he
learned how to solve social problems. He said, “I was an arrogant freshman, constantly criticized
others. Professors taught me communication and positive reinforcement. Now | see force does not
work, collaboration does” (Qais Ahmadi, Interview #5, 13.01.2024). Rural students gained specific
knowledge, skills and awards from university experience, which are necessary for employers to
employ them. They mastered both theoretical and practical knowledge and skills based on their field
of study, which helped them in gaining employment as well as made improvements in their jobs. For
example, upon their graduation they knew how to communicate with people effectively, and learned

research skills and teaching methodology, which are practical experiences (Qais, Interview #5,
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13.01.2024; Sayed Hussain, Interview #10, 17.01.2024; Manzalmah, Personal Written Story #1,
18.01.2024). Practicum and employment were the two important impacts of the university on rural
students’ personal and professional lives. Students who had chances to practice at university found
them supportive in their daily work. In this research, participants appreciated the practicum and
internships provided by the university and they found them useful in their workplaces and their current
personal lives. This claim also confirmed by University professors like Jawed who said that their
university singed different Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with corporations and
organizations to boost the practical skills of their students. However, some participants criticised
universities' lack of practicum and said that university just imparts theoretical knowledge without
providing hands-on activities and internships. Employment of rural students on the other hand was one
of the obvious and significant impacts of university. It is because all graduated participants had jobs
and they reasoned that their current success was because of their university education. Moreover, even
students who are currently studying at university found part-time jobs and creates their incomes but
the participants of this research cannot be generalised to wider students, as circumstances of each
person might be different. Contrary to what most of the participants said about the positive impact of
the university on their lives, some participants have had unsatisfactory experiences from what they
have experienced. One such less impact was the irrelevancy of the field of studies to rural contexts’
realities, which affected rural students’ employability. Therefore, there should be more context-
relevant education fields in universities of Afghanistan because more than 75% of people are living in
rural areas (Samady, 2001, November). On the other hand, professors claimed that their universities
updated the curriculum regularly to meet the needs of graduates and employers. Mr. Ahmad Fazahil
(Interview #15, 18.01.2024), one of the interviewed professors explained that Afghanistan universities

update their curriculum every 5 years based on data collected through surveys.
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5.3 Conclusion

The research studied how Afghan rural students adapt to university life in Afghanistan, amidst
disparities between rural and urban areas. It explored how university experiences and support systems,
along with students' efforts, influenced their career paths and post-graduation lives. Rural students
faced initial challenges due to inadequate preparation and limited adjustment programs by host
universities. However, their resilience, developed through hardships in their villages, aided in their
transition. Challenges such as poor prior education, poverty, and social prejudices persist, yet students
employed various strategies like private classes, peer interaction, sports, and hard work to overcome
them. The study underscored the transformative impact of university education on students' career
progression and overall quality of life. Graduates reported acquiring new skills, independence, and
employment opportunities, with some even starting their own businesses. Rural students advocated for
curriculum alignment with rural needs and technological literacy among parents and schools. They
stressed the importance of exposure visits and city preparedness programs for rural students.
Recognizing that rural students constitute the majority of Afghan university attendees, stakeholders—
policymakers, educational institutions, schools, and parents—are urged to invest in their success.
Empowering rural students will not only benefit them individually but also enable them to contribute
significantly to their communities and the nation's development through employment,

entrepreneurship, and active participation.

5.4 Recommendations
Research found Afghan rural students struggled transitioning to and through university due to limited
facilities. Their unsatisfactory experience diminished the university's impact on their lives.

Recommendations aim to address these challenges.
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Addressing educational disparities between rural and urban schools is crucial. The Ministry of
Education could allocate more resources and employ qualified teachers for rural schools to

better prepare students for university.

Ministry of Higher Education need to implement adaptation and special programs for rural
students at universities to ease their transition and align them with urban students and university

norms.

Afghanistan universities need to provide more practicum, internships, mentorships, and
entrepreneurship opportunities during university to bridge the gap between theoretical

knowledge and practical skills, benefiting all students.

Universities could offer facilities, orientations, and resources to familiarize rural students with

technology and modern pedagogy before university commencement.

Ministry of Education and Ministry of Higher Education need to mobilize international donors
and stakeholders to invest in educational development for rural communities, ensuring

equitable opportunities for all students.

Researchers might conduct further research about transition and university experiences of rural
students in more universities and provinces where majority of students are coming from rural
areas to cover more population and as it is impossible to study this educational problem in one

research.

Universities should strengthen alumni networks and services at universities to track the
progress and challenges of graduates, particularly rural students, and assess the impact of

universities on their career trajectories and overall development.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Consent Letter

Informed Consent Letter

My name is Ibrahim Bik Ibrahimi, pursuing my Master of Education studies in Educational Leadership
and School Improvement at the BRAC University's Institute of Educational Development (BRAC
IED) in Dhaka, Bangladesh. You are being invited to participate in a research study about the
adaptation of rural Afghan students to university culture and its impact on their career trajectories. The
purpose of this study is to understand the challenges and opportunities faced by rural Afghan students
during their transition from their villages to university life. This information will be used to develop
strategies to support rural Afghan students and help them succeed in university and beyond. If you
agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in an interview that will last
approximately 50 to 60 minutes. The interview will be conducted in you native language (Persian/Dari)
for your convenience. During the interview, you (current students and graduates) will be asked
questions about your experiences as a rural Afghan student at the university and you (university

professor) will be asked questions about the experiences of rural students in the university.

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate or withdraw from the
study at any time without penalty. All information you provide will be kept confidential. Your name
and identifying information will not be used in any reports or publications so the researcher will use
pseudonyms instead. There are no known risks associated with participating in this study. However,
you may find some of the questions asked to be sensitive or personally uncomfortable. If you feel

uncomfortable with any question, you are not obligated to answer it. The benefits of participating in
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this study include the opportunity to share your experiences with a researcher and to contribute to

research that may help other rural Afghan students succeed in university.

Please do not hesitate to contact me at ibrahimbik.ibrahimi@gmail.com or +8801941500885 if you
have any queries concerning this study. If you agree to participate in this study, please sign, date this

form, and return it back to me.

Sincerely, Ibrahim Bik Ibrahimi

I acknowledge having read and comprehended the clauses above, and | consent to taking part in this

research.
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Appendix B: Research Tools

Interview Guideline for Students

Details of the Interviewee:

Questions:

1. Can you describe the biggest differences between living in your village and living in your
university environment? How did these differences initially impact your daily life and study
habits?

2. Inyour experience, what role do Afghan universities play in facilitating this transition for rural
students?

3. Can you share an instance where your rural background actually became an advantage or gave
you a unique perspective in your university studies or social interactions?

4. What were the biggest challenges you faced in leaving your village and adapting to university
life? (social, cultural, gender, economic and geographical)

5. What specific difficulties do rural Afghan students face in terms of adapting to the academic
rigors, learning methods, and social dynamics of university life compared to their urban
counterparts?

6. Describe some specific coping mechanisms you developed to handle challenges you faced
during your transition and adjustment to university?

7. What kind of support services did the university offer to help you explore and plan your future
career path? (e.g., career counseling, internships, mentorship programs)

8. Do you see a gap between the career paths supported by the university and the realities of

employment opportunities for rural graduates? If so, how can this be addressed?
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9. What changes would you recommend to universities or communities to better support and
prepare rural students for the transition to higher education and their subsequent career paths?
10. What advice would you give to younger students from rural backgrounds who are about to

embark on their higher education journey?

Interview Guideline 2 for University Professors

Details of the Interviewee:

Questions:

1. What struggles do rural Afghan students have upon entering the university
environment? (Academic, financial, language, gender...)

2. What specific difficulties do rural Afghan students face in terms of adapting to the academic
rigors, learning methods, and social dynamics of university life compared to their urban
counterparts?

3. How do these challenges manifest in their academic performance, social interactions, or overall
well-being?

4. What type of support systems does your university provide for rural students to cope with their
adaptation challenges?

5. What personal qualities or coping mechanisms do you see rural students utilizing to overcome
the difficulties they face transitioning to university life?

6. How do you see rural students navigating the cultural shift from their village communities to

the more diverse and potentially secular university environment?
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7. In what ways and how the university can support rural students to transition successfully to the
university context?

8. How effectively does the university curriculum equip rural students with the skills and
knowledge required for success in their chosen career paths, especially in a diverse labor
market?

9. What sort of knowledge and skills do rural Afghan students learn from university beneficial
for their future job and life?

10. How does attending a university ultimately shape career and professional outcomes of students
from rural backgrounds compared to non-university educated individuals?

11. What advice would you give to younger students from rural backgrounds who are about to

embark on their higher education journey?

Sample Interview Transcription

Details of the Interviewee:
Participant (Pseudonym): XXXX XXXX University: XXXX XXXX
Interview date: 12 January 2024  Interview time: 10:34 PM — 11:34 PM (Dhaka Time)

Questions:

Interviewer: Can you describe the biggest differences between living in your village and living
in your university environment? How did these differences initially impact your daily life and

study habits?

Interviewee: In relation to your question, | have to say what | experienced myself, of course | am
speaking from my own experience, the biggest difference was the behaviours we used in our village

and the way we communicated with the people at the university at the very beginning of the university.
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For example, 1 used local dialects, the teacher kicked me out of the class, while it was something very
small and simple. The teacher had asked a question and when | got up, | answered their question, my
answer was wrong, that is, | had not understood what the teacher had asked and | had answered
something else. When he told me why you didn't answer the question correctly, | Instead of saying,
Professor, | didn't understand what you meant by the question you asked, and | answered like this.
Instead, | said: Professor, I didn't understand the question you asked, only the difference between the
two words "yourself" and "you™ is a problem that had created and caused the teacher to expel me from
the class and they said that you have some kind of immoral behaviours. They also said that you don't
speak properly, the way you speak is not suitable for a literature student, in the case that I had just
come to the university and the village was also a place where the words "yourself" and "you" meant
no difference. We could very easily call people who are older than us, and we grew up with this word,

and | did not know or see any difference between yourself and you, so it created a problem for me.

Interviewer (follow-up question): What are your lifestyles and how are they different from the
university environment or the urban environment? Can you talk about a specific example that

you mentioned?

Interviewee: Yes, in general, in the places where we live, the villages are usually very small, and those
who live around us are those who are known to us, those who we grew up with. We are so close to
them that it is easier to live with them than those who we enter the city and live with. Then the same
behaviours that we have with them or in the school environment or for example in the wedding circles
that we have or for example in the places or in the places where the meetings are held is completely
simple and easily. Then, when you enter the university, you see that it is a completely academic
environment and it is a challenge for you in the beginning, or a life where you think that you have just
been born and you have to build with this life, and it is very difficult and challenging for you in the

beginning.
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Interviewer (follow-up question): How different was the level of difficulty and method of study

from the school you studied to the university environment?

Interviewee: Well, everything had its problems in its time, for example, when you go from elementary
school or high school, it has its own problems. But as the school period is very easy and we can easily
pass it and get behind it, when we enter the university, | see that the topics that are taught, you have
not encountered them at all in your life. For example, the only thing that can be discussed in the
university is that when you enter the university, you study very specific courses, but during school, the
subjects are different. During the university period, it is only possible to focus on one specific part,
always focusing on one thing becomes boring for you. For humans, this is where it causes difficulties

and you think it creates bigger problems than during school.

Interviewer (follow-up question): When you go to the university or to the city environment, do
you feel any depression, fatigue, or being away from home? If you felt, how did you deal with

these?

Interviewee: Yes, one hundred percent, the family is the only people with whom we are comfortable,
and home is the place where we feel comfortable and when we leave home, we think that we are from
a village where there is intimacy and equality. In addition, we are all on the same level and you come
in an environment where you are completely alien. Being away from family and relatives brings a lot
of mental and emotional effects to a person, which can be very difficult until we get used to the

environment of urban life.

Interviewer: In your experience, what role do Afghan universities play in facilitating transition

of rural students to university?

Interviewee: The only thing that the university helped me was that it created an internet club inside
the university campus for students who did not know how to go outside the city and solve their
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problems. Or prepare their own chapters and seminars. In addition, the university makes books
available to students, who can get books very easily, because usually libraries outside the university
cost more, but this is not the case in public universities. You can easily get the book you want from

library and solve your problems.

Interviewer (follow-up question): Does the university provide these things, for example, library,

internet club, to the students free for rural students?

Interviewee: The University, especially the university where | graduated from, has a big library where
books from all sections and fields are available, and each department has its own special library, where
you can get books by just showing your identification card or student identity card. For example, for
a week or so, when they could finish the book, they would take any book they needed, prepare their
seminar or solve their other problems. Then deliver it to the university again, or for example, if there
was a free internet club, they would go to the internet club and they would search for any topic they
wanted and then print the information sheet and give it to you, these were completely free. These were
the convenience that the university had created for those who came from the village and those who

had a weak economy.

Interviewer (follow-up question): What plans did the university have for maintaining the mental

health of the rural students due to being away from their families?

Interviewee: In Takhar University, personally, when I had just entered the university, there was a
program created once or twice, which, if I am not mistaken, was called psychotherapy, which was a
department in one corner of the university because of the internet club and one corner of a the room
was given to someone for psychotherapy. Students who had mental problems and fell ill would go to
the psychotherapy and there was someone who would give them a prescription or give them a sheet.

He would give them a discount to go to the related hospital and show this sheet, and the problems and
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ilinesses of the that student would be solved very easily. Either psychotherapy would advise students,
because of being away from family, lack of self-confidence, or whatever mental problem they had,

they would go to the that psychotherapy, they would help them and their problems would be solved.

Interviewer (follow-up question): I interviewed several other people who said that they did not

have these facilities in their universities.

Interviewee: No, | was in the university that | personally studied and | do not know about other

universities.

Interviewer: Can you share an instance where your rural background actually became an

advantage or gave you a unique perspective in your university studies or social interactions?

Interviewee: There is a strong point here, it is not possible to mention all of them, but let's go back to
the first days when the teacher to asked me to go out of the class because of using the word “you”, and
after that day, sometimes when | was talking in the class, the girls turned to me and behaved differently.
They used to see and say that you are a village girl, stay silent, and this has somehow become my weak
point, and this weak point made me find a strong point, and this itself caused me to try a little harder
and not let this weak point become more of me. To be the more | thought about this issue, the bigger

it became, and it was better to work on myself so that it becomes a strong point.

Interviewer: What were the biggest challenges you faced in leaving your village and adapting to

university life? (Social, cultural, gender, economic and geographical)

Interviewee: In Afghanistan, to be clearer, Afghanistan is perhaps the only country that has all these
problems, and after my own experiences, | can say that from my point of view, if someone lives in a
village, it is difficult for them to get to university. There is a problem both in terms of geography and

gender, especially if it is a girl, for example, far away from the Takhar environment or beyond Kabul,
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when they are in, for example, Helmand, Balkh, i.e. places far from Badakhshan, they say: you are a
girl, where are you going in that corner of the world? How can you live alone with the different people?
Either economic problems make you unable to study in the place where you were successful, or
according to you, the same geographic problems make you go from this world to study in that corner
of the world. It is very difficult to go somewhere without knowing what to do and what not to do,
especially if you are a village girl. In general, villages are treasures. A treasure is a place that is hidden.
It is always like you are hidden. When you come to the city, it means that you have become clear, you
have been known. Then you are afraid. You came from a hidden place to a free and open place. You
are very afraid, especially if you are a girl, you say to yourself that 1 am far from the village.
Geographical problems, on the other hand, and gender problems, which are added to these, 100% cause

psychological problems as well.

Interviewer (follow-up question): Does this mean that these problems exist, especially for the

rural students?

Interviewee: Yes, there is one hundred percent, and I myself witnessed these problems. The girls were
deserving and got the first grade and were successful in the entrance exam, but because they were
successful in a place far from Badakhshan or far from their own province, their families did not allow
them to go to continue their education. For example, in Takhar University, | witnessed that a girl
received a scholarship from one of the foreign countries for her best scores, but her family did not
allow her to go to study abroad. Why she was not allowed to go to a foreign country? Because she was

a girl and it is something that we regret. | believe that she could not go because she was a girl.

Interviewer: What specific difficulties do rural Afghan students face in terms of adapting to the
academic rigors, learning methods, and social dynamics of university life compared to their

urban counterparts?

94



Interviewee: When rural students want to adapt themselves to those who live in the city or to students
who grew up in the city life, it is a very difficult task. Adapting yourself is actually changing. It is not
an easy task to want to change yourself. Change from what you used to be to what society wants you
to be, or where you are and should be, and they expect you to behave like them, to speak, this is a very
difficult task and it takes a lot of time. . So | have to say from my own experience. For example, in
terms of my accent, | had encountered such a problem, and now the same problem is going on with
me, but in the four years that | studied at the university, I still could not get rid of it. Because | speak
some words in our dialect, or for example I say that in “Kusha” means where, or for example the word
dear, | cannot make a difference between A and H, even though 1 studied literature, but I still could
not correct those things in myself. It has even affected my pronunciation. When | was reading the news
on TV, our boss have changed my pronunciation several times and told me that you read it wrongly.

So far, | have not been able to fix this, so for sure, it is a bit difficult for those who are from the village.

Interviewer (follow-up question): In the difficult part of the lessons, for example, carrying out
daily lessons, homework, seminars, and helping to understand the teacher’s lectures, do rural
students, including yourself, have faced any problems compared to urban students who have

more preparation than you?

Interviewee: Yes, they were and | was. It is easier if | say that we lived in a village that was far from
learning many things that we should have learned at the time, but we did not. Everything has a stage
that must be studied or learned at that stage or at its own time, which cannot be done after the time has
passed, and it is not known until when it will be achieved. It creates a series of problems. When | came
to university, in our first and second semesters, we studied English, they taught us an English subject
and I did not understand it. I did not learn English at all, except when the professor taught and lectured.
The teacher finished and asked, did you learn? We were lying. Yes, | personally did not understand

anything. This is a problem and another problem when we just entered the university and on the first
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day, the professor gave me a seminar, at that time the university had a section where the attendance at
our university was in alphabetical order of the name and my name was at the beginning of the
attendance sheet. | do not know if | should say fortunately or unfortunately we had a classmate called
Aria, | don't understand, it was half in the middle of the class, I had come in the first, and every seminar
that was held I was given first. | was a person who just came from the village. | knew | had a shame, |
did not know, it must have been false pride that | was ashamed to ask someone how to prepare this.
When they said seminar, | was wondering what seminar is? How should | prepare this? Even | could
not ask the teacher how to prepare, where to get the materials, how should | write this. The teacher
said to type, | said again, God, where can | get a computer, from whom can | get a computer, how |
should type this. These were the questions and problems, which were created for me in the beginning,
and | spent bad days until I got it right, there was even a day when | followed the most active student
in our class to see how he prepared his seminar. He was from the city of Talegan itself. I saw how far

he went, what he did to prepare his seminar, until I learned and until | was able to prepare my seminar.

Interviewer (follow-up question): From the point of view of your interactions with your
classmates, friends, university administration and president, and the people of the city and the

market, what other problems did you encounter?

Interviewee: Yes, exactly, | do not know if one thing can be discussed or not. We should discuss it in
the topic, because we came from the village and we came from a relatively free environment compared
to the city of Takhar. Here for us, even though it was a city but it was very strict for us, the more urban
it became or for example, the more advanced it became, the stricter it became in our opinion. We used
to go to class, the other girls wore veil (Hejab), that is, they were covered, and | was uncovered. | and
two other girls were from Shughnan district of Badakhshan province is known to you that it is a little
freer than Takhar. But the people of Takhar were very religious and when we entered the class, they

were aggressive, the professors or students had a different attitude and behaviours. Some of them used
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to tell us aggressively “You stand in front of a male teacher with your face open? These were things
that were new to us, that is, | did not understand that it is a crime to be open in front of a man. It is true
that one should consider the framework of Islam, but it was only open to us and | do not know where
there was a problem with this, it was very difficult for us. The other issue was that, especially if | say
personally, that caused problems for me; it was the issue of religion. When | don't know how one of
our professors found out, that is, our Islamic culture professor told me to stand up when he entered the
class, when | got up, he said where are you from? | said that | am from Badakhshan and Ishkashim.
He said that you are Ismaili? | said yes... the same professor said in the presence of all my fellow
students, do not enter the exam in my course on the Islamic Culture Day. | said why teacher? He said
that because you are a girl, to be clear, you are not a Muslim. This confused me completely, | was
shocked and I could not face the professor anymore because | did not know what to say. | had never
faced these things before, and had not been subjected to any kind of aggression, especially regarding
my religion. | did not say anything in front of the teacher; I just stayed and listened to the teacher's
words until it was over. Then the exam came and | passed it with some problems, these were the

problems that | personally faced at the beginning of the university.

Interviewer: Describe some specific coping mechanisms you developed to handle challenges you

faced during your transition and adjustment to university?

Interviewee: In the previous theme, | said that my problem was, not knowing English, | saw that I did
not know, | took an English course, and | knew that was the only way to deal with my lack of English,
and | said that I have to go to the course, there is no other way. The second was the issue of my hijab
or veil. They told us that your faces are open in front of male professors. We had to wear masks. We
adapted to those environment as they were. And the third issue was the issue of religion, which the
professor had called me irreligious, and I could not say anything, and the conversation went on later

that the students who were in this religion decided to protest one day. The conversation led to protests,
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and a professor came between who was from Shughnan himself a place where all its population are
Ismailies, helped a lot in this work and held a meeting with the professors, they told to that aggressive
professor that you should not instigate such issues to the students who enter the university, which will
ruin the society. Instead of teaching them unity, you are teaching hypocrisy. For example, saying that
no one knew about Ulfatmah, she is an Ismaili, but you told her in front of the students that you are in
the dark and don't participate in the exam, that you are an Ismaili and you are a disbeliever . Because
you are a teacher and a guide, the others found a different view of her, but whatever it was, you were
a guide in the class, and you changed the view of the others towards this student. Later, the students
may have other thoughts about this girl and see her in a bad light, and that professor, when he had a
meeting with the university professors and the university president, made sure that the same issue of
being an Ismaili or the issue of religion is not raised in the class at all. And don't ask at all. For example,
do not ask a student what religion you belong to, just see the student from a student's point of view

and teach them.

Interviewer (follow-up question): In the dealing with the problems of daily lessons, you
mentioned a lot about the English language difficulty. What about other areas such as the
professor's lectures, preparation and arrangement of seminars, and then the academic thesis,
how did you deal with these problems? What did you do and if you still had economic problems
or mental and emotional problems that you had, which coping methods and strategies did you

use?

Interviewee: | said that if teaching problems happened to us, when the teacher was teaching in class,
for example, we could not understand anything, the only way was to stand up and tell the teacher that
we could not understand your teaching. It happened that the day the teacher gave the lesson and said
that at the end of the lesson, I will ask all of you, according to some, it was called a lottery. When the

teacher asked me, | said a few words and my tongue was tied and | could not say anything more. The
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teacher said, "Why are you silent? | said, "I didn't understand what you said in the lesson you gave."
He said, Why? didn't | speak Farsi?" | said yes, you spoke Farsi, maybe | did not understand what you
wanted to tell us and I could not understand. Then we had a conversation that the professor should
teach us in a simple language, because when we first came, even though we student in literature class,
we did not understand the words that the professor was saying. For example, he used words that were
so new to us that we did not even understand their meaning, and then we said, before you use the word,
use its meaning and tell us the meaning of the word so that we understand. Regarding seminars, | said
at the beginning that in order to understand the way of preparing seminars, | followed my classmates
to see what they were doing and how they were preparing them. Later, those who came from the village
to the university came to us and said that you, as the people who came a year or two before us, should
advise us. It happened to me, a girl from the same village as ours got into the university. She came to
me and said, as someone who came here two years before me, tell me how the seminar will be prepared.
Then I told her to inform the first grader or the representative of your class about this issue so that you

all get a specific place where you can get your information.

Interviewer: What Kind of support services did the university offer to help you explore and plan

your future career path? (e.g., career counselling, internships, mentorship programs)

Interviewee: The University facilitated cultural and scientific programs for students, for example,
students who were good writers, poets or creatives were included in these programs, which were taken
over by the university. Also, if I am not mistaken, there was something called the press section in the
university, which was related to the university's media work, and one day | happened to be there and
through that | was able to find a job as a presenter on television. There, the students were interested in
the field of work, especially in the field of radio or television, where they could conduct interviews or
talk shows. For example, students who wanted to be presenters in the programs organized by the

university would create this environment for them and they would go there and register, and an
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interview would be taken from them, and a few people would be selected from among them and
introduced. They could go to the departments they were interested in, including myself, who personally

liked being a presenter.

Interviewer (follow-up question): So you say that your university paid attention in this area and

did some work?

Interviewee: These were the things that happened during the university, that is, it made the
environment favourable because | had the same job during the university, | was studying and working
at the same time, and after graduating from the university, we had to make our own way. We were

finding out what we are good at and what we can do.

Interviewer: Do you see a gap between the career paths supported by the university and the

realities of employment opportunities for rural graduates? If so, how can this be addressed?

Interviewee: The gap is yes, but not so much that it can be a huge gamp, because we chose the same
field of choice through the entrance exam at the beginning, and when we enter the university, then
what you study in the university is different. For example, if | give an example, if | say civil engineering
or electrical engineering, it is something that may have the same work opportunity in the village, but
the work tools and facilities may not be there, or there are no work tools to do the work in the village.
But a person who studied literature, or someone who studied medicine, can work in the same village,
it is not a big gap, it is a gap, but you can see, for example, someone who did not study literature
professionally can go there and become a teacher, or those who studied medicine can become doctors

there.

Interviewer (follow-up question): How applicable are the knowledge and skills you learn at

university in your daily life in the village?
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Interviewee: It is 100% effective and useful. If I give an example of myself, the girl I am currently
and the one | was a few years ago in the village, if | were to compare, | would skip myself or, for
example, someone who is my age. She was my friend. | entered university. | came here and studied
for four years, but my friend is still in village. She is my friend. It lets you go through it very easily.
For example, if my family forces me to marry a person I do not know at all, that is, my father says in
any way that you must marry this person, one hundred percent you must marry, | can convince my
father with words because | learned this from university. If | hadn't entered the university, | wouldn't
have been able to do this, the reason is that now | can convince my father by swearing that he won't be
upset with me and | won't be upset myself and |1 won't be forced to agree to this forced marriage. There
is a girl who grew up but did not go to university, her family puts pressure on her that you must marry
this person 100%. Even though she was not happy and she says bad things to her father also she could
not achieved their satisfaction to change the decision. Overall, she might harm herself and it is also

possible for her to commit suicide.

Interviewer: What changes would you recommend to universities or communities to better
support and prepare rural students for the transition to higher education and their subsequent

career paths?

Interviewee: Families play the first role for students because they are the only family that supports
and helps students how they can find their way to universities. For example, the entrance exam courses
or in addition, any other course, they should create a favourable environment for their children to go
and study. Fortunately, at the moment, the same villages have progressed to some extent, for example,
the courses taken there from the offices and authorities of private sector from reputable institutions,
families should send their children to these courses to pave the way for their children's progress. The
changes that universities should make in themselves is that the main problem of public universities in

Afghanistan is the lack of professional professors. For example, the professor has a master's or
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doctorate in literature, but he comes here to teach geography or history. In general, they are not
professionals, they should teach according to their field, if the profession is something else and
teaching something else, then this is not pleasant for either the professor or the student. Private
universities should adjust their criteria according to people's economy. For example, the people's
economy is very low, they need medical or doctorate departments here because Afghanistan is a
country that is very backward in terms of health, so you can see that people have all kinds of physical,
mental and psychological illness, which they tolerate these struggles. We see that our society needs
more doctors and private universities and they should make their medical departments equal to people's
ability and economy. Society needs doctors, but because the economy is weak, they cannot enter
private universities. Those who are students also dropped out due to lack of good economics, private

universities should pay attention in this field.

Interviewer (follow-up question): Regarding their perspectives for example, the beliefs of people
and parents about the education of students, especially girls, what changes should come in your
opinion? Second, what changes can the university bring about in the selection of career path and

jobs, or in practical work, many theoretical things may be taught, what is your suggestion?

Interviewee: In relation to your first question, I must say that you yourself know that gender plays
very interesting role, as we have already discussed, which is almost a ridiculous issue in Afghanistan.
For example, the girl cannot get anything she wants. Especially right now, someone who is interested
in hosting and TV shows, like myself, but we cannot get it. This is something that the society does not
want at the moment, we are not allowed to go and work on television. The second part that you said is
theoretical and practical, yes, in the universities of Afghanistan, they teach mostly theory, they teach
something that is mentioned in the chapter, or we study the medicine section, | studied midwifery
myself, and in the first semester, | solved everything the professor told me. We said that the teacher

should show us how to do this simple injection syringe in practice. He said go buy the syringe and |
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will teach you. Well, money is needed here, maybe more than the students don't have the same money,
but again, because it is private education, we will pay you, but again, they did not give us practical
work, most of the lessons in Afghanistan are theoretical rather than practical, even medicine, which
needs more practical work. They should do something in this issue and it should be dealt and solved

separately.

Interviewer: What advice would you give to younger students from rural backgrounds who are

about to embark on their higher education journey?

Interviewee: In the first step, my words are not only for those who come to the university, this refers
to all students in general, but also when they choose a field in the entrance exam. Education plays the
only very important role in their future and has a great impact. When | studied at the university and
graduated, most of my classmates were not people who chose the profession they were studying, they
only studied it out of necessity. When | asked you do not like this field, why are you studying? They
said that we chose this in order to be successful, this was not what | wanted. They should be careful in
choosing the field, choose what they are really interested in and think they can improve in this field.
When they want to enter the university or from the village to an urban or academic environment,
finding their way to the university or coming to an academic environment does not mean that you were
able to reach a place. No, It is just the beginning stage of the work that you have just started. Therefore,
you have to consider a lot of things to be able to continue and pass this successfully. The only way is
to study not only the specific content of the university. the same chapters of the university and the
teaching materials of his profession because this is nothing but just getting a passing mark. This will
be forgotten- after some time. The only way to progress is to study any kind of book, but I think that
they should not only rely on the university course materials, but also expand their level of studies in

every field.
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