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How the American U. of Afghanistan is thriving
as a college in exile

As the Taliban advanced into the Afghan capital of Kabul, the last
remaining administrators at the American University of Afghanistan
destroyed the computer servers, fearful that student and staff records
could fall into the wrong hands.

With the conservative Islamic group — which opposes education,
especially of women and girls — in power again, the liberal-arts
college, known as AUAF, became a university in exile.

But three years after the Taliban seized control of the Afghan
government, on August 15, 2021, AUAF is, perhaps improbably,
thriving. It now enrolls 1,100 students, the most since it opened, in
2006, online and at an interim campus in the Persian Gulf emirate of
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Qatar. Nearly 80 percent of the students it educates, in 20 countries,
including Afghanistan, are women.

The persistence of the university, which was started by the U.S. and
Afghan governments, is a testament to the power of education in the
face of adversity and oppression, said Ian Bickford, AUAF’s president.
“For our students, education is their lifeline.”

From the outset, amid American forces’ chaotic withdrawal, AUAF’s
leaders were determined to keep the institution going — even if its
physical campus was in Taliban hands. Within two weeks, the fall
semester began, online and on time.

It was not an easy feat. Because the servers had been smashed, the
college had no student files or class rolls, said Victoria Fontan, the
provost. Officials had to recreate records, relying on professors to
manually register their students in a spreadsheet.

Spread around the world, faculty members kept Kabul hours, teaching
remotely from places like Oregon and Australia. Many students and
local staffers remained in Afghanistan, unable to evacuate after the
American pullout. Eventually, students were able to find passage out
of the country in smaller groups, taken in by Qatar, the American
University of Iraq Sulaimani, the American University of Central Asia,
in Kyrgyzstan, and Bard College, the New York liberal-arts institution
where Bickford previously taught.

Still, most students are online. At the time of the Taliban takeover,
instruction at AUAF was remote because of the pandemic, a rarity in
Afghanistan where nearly all schools and colleges had quickly
resumed in-person instruction, Fontan said. Covid gave them a head-
start in dealing with challenges such as poor internet connectivity and
household demands on female students living at home.

AUAF also held classes online for seven months following a 2016
attack by militants that killed 13 students and employees.

And Bickford had the fortune — or misfortune — of being experienced
at re-establishing learning at institutions that had been forced out of or
expelled from their original homes. Bard helped Central European
University move from Budapest to Vienna because of political
pressure from Hungary’s nationalist government. Bickford was part of
a group that set up a new university in Myanmar, which was then
closed by a military coup.
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ADVERTISEMENT

Upcoming Workshop

If you’re curious about becoming an academic administrator, we’re
once again offering The Chronicle’s Academic Leadership Crash
Course, a four-hour virtual workshop designed for faculty aspiring to
administrative roles. Join us in August to gain essential insights,
practical tips, and valuable resources that will help you pursue your
next professional step. Learn more and register!

A hunger for learning

Bickford went to Afghanistan in a deteriorating security situation in
March 2021, knowing that AUAF might have to relocate. He
immediately began talking with Qatar about the possibility of setting
up a temporary campus in Education City, its foreign-college hub. “I
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had something of a tactile memory of the steps you might need to
take if a university needs to go into exile,” he said.

Working with students who had experienced a shared trauma was
especially difficult. For the first weeks after the Taliban takeover,
students met in small faculty-led groups organized by major, talking
about the events in the context of their fields of study. Fontan and her
colleagues studied trauma-informed pedagogy in order to rethink
instruction and provide training to the college’s 30 full-time faculty
members and 75 adjunct professors. Institutions that had been
through school shootings offered a guide, she said.

AUAF’s academic changes have been even more extensive. The
college — which lost its Afghan accreditation when the Taliban took
control and offers a dual degree with Bard — has restructured its
graduate and undergraduate majors, overhauled general education,
and innovated in online learning. “We are reinventing ourselves,”
Fontan said.

Students can also study through the Open Society University
Network, a consortium of colleges that offers shared online courses
worldwide.

Both Fontan and Bickford said there was never any question about
keeping AUAF going. Liberal-arts education is particularly important in
authoritarian societies because it encourages agency and critical and
independent thinking, Bickford said. “That’s not something that comes
out of the blue. It comes out of learning.”

Despite the obstacles, young Afghans want education, and AUAF’s
enrollment has increased. Last year the university started a transition
program to help students prepare for college. In two days, it got
10,000 applications for just 350 spots. This year the program, which is
also offered online, will expand to 1,000 students.

The college is also part of an alliance of colleges, nonprofit groups,
and educational providers that works to expand access to education
for Afghan girls and women.

“We owe it to them to be their hope,” Fontan said. “A hunger exists in
Afghanistan for learning. And that is not going away.”

 

FROM THE CHRONICLE STORE
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Higher Education in 2035
Higher education is facing an array of
challenges: economic headwinds, political
pressures, and shifting demographics. Order
your copy to help your institution prepare for
what’s ahead, and discover how the sector will
evolve in the coming decade.

Faculty group reverses position on academic
boycotts

The American Association of University Professors has ended its
longstanding opposition to academic boycotts. In a statement this
week, it called them “legitimate tactical responses to conditions that
are fundamentally incompatible with the mission of higher education.”

That’s a reversal of the organization’s position, in place since 2006,
that boycotts undermine academic freedom and free expression. In its
statement, the AAUP said boycotts should not involve political or
religious litmus tests and should be directed at higher-education
institutions, not individual scholars engaged in ordinary academic
practices.

Since the start of the Israel-Hamas war, new energy has strengthened
efforts to boycott Israeli universities and programs, including retreats
from study-abroad partnerships, over the Israeli government’s
treatment of Palestinians.

 

Around the globe

Congressional Democrats introduced legislation to prevent future
presidents from imposing broad travel bans based on religion. Within
days of taking officer, in 2017, President Donald J. Trump, who is
again the Republican nominee for president, issued an executive
order barring travelers, including students and scholars, from a half
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dozen predominantly Muslim countries from entering the United
States.

A Chinese American scholar was convicted in a federal court in
New York of spying on dissidents for China.

China’s investment in science education could give it an edge in
the competition to develop innovative new technologies, like batteries
for electric cars.

Academic and business leaders testified against an Australian
government proposal that could cap the number of international
students colleges enroll.

After their protests felled Bangladesh’s government, student
leaders have become cabinet ministers and traffic cops, part of efforts
to restore order in the country.

A new tool can help colleges worldwide track and measure their
performance in meeting the United Nations’ sustainability goals.

Teaching abroad can cement people-to-people ties and influence a
younger generation of students. One example: Gov. Tim Walz of
Minnesota. The Democratic vice-presidential nominee spent a year
teaching at a high school in China after college 35 years ago.

 

ADVERTISEMENT

And finally …

Almost four decades ago, The Economist started the Big Mac index.
The idea was that the growing worldwide ubiquity of McDonald’s could
provide insight into exchange rates and comparative purchasing
power between countries.

Now Axios has created the arguably far more delicious Soup
Dumpling index, which offers much of the same analysis, using xiao
long bao as the point of comparison.

On one hand, it’s a less-global metric than the burger one, because
Din Tai Fung, the popular Taiwanese restaurant chain, primarily
operates around the Pacific Rim, with additional outposts in Dubai,
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London, and now New York. But, look, it’s a great argument for visiting
Malaysia, where Axios says you can get 16.6 dumplings for $10!

Thanks for reading. I always welcome your feedback and ideas for
future reporting, so drop me a line at karin.fischer@chronicle.com.
You can also connect with me on X or LinkedIn. If you like this
newsletter, please share it with colleagues and friends. They can sign
up here.
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