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When women and children 
are educated, they have 
more opportunities in their 
lives. They have better self- 
confidence, self-esteem and 
 influence over their own 
lives. Women are in a better 
position to provide for their 
families, become involved in 
their communities and help to 
rebuild their country. 

Decades of international 
 development policy and 
 practice have proven that 
when you educate women 
and girls, the benefits ripple 
through to the whole society. 

Even a couple of extra years 
of formal education for girls 
can have a dramatic impact 
on the well being of the larger 
community. 

1

Education is a fundamental human right.



“Educate a girl in Afghanistan and  
you educate the whole society”

Dr. Sima Samar, Chair of the Afghan 
Independent Human Rights Commis-
sion, spoke in Calgary in 2008 about 
the importance of education for girls 
in Afghanistan. “You educate a girl in 
Afghanistan and you educate the whole 
society,” she said. A new generation 
of children in Afghanistan represents 
the hope for the future of the entire 
country.

The cycle of positive change begins in 
the classroom. Educated girls tend to 
marry later and have healthier children. 
They are supported and nurtured by 
parents who themselves put great 
value on education. Their children 
can have better access to happier, 
healthier lifestyles and later, as adults, 
they have access to more employment 
and again, raising healthier educated 
children. This positive cycle continues 
and the whole society benefits.
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Afghanistan is a country where the role of women is based on a tribal society, where 
much of life is governed by the traditional patriarchal ideas and practices that are cen-
turies old, and many of these practices are misogynist in nature. However, according 
to author Cheryl Benard [Veiled Courage 2002 NY Broadway Books] who interviewed hundreds 
of Afghan women during the Taliban period, not one woman believed that the injustice 
she had experienced was part of her culture or justified. “...Even those from very simple 
backgrounds were embarrassed by their ignorance...most women regarded their inabil-
ity to read, and their general lack of knowledge and education, as a painful deficit. The 
author emphasized that this is an interesting and noteworthy fact as it shows that even 
lifelong acculturation did not succeed in entirely stifling women’s sense of themselves 
or their personal aspirations. Individually and collectively, women felt ashamed that they 
had not been schooled.”

Today, a staggering 85% of urban women and 92% of rural women in Afghanistan are illiter-
ate. While the number of girls in school is forever growing, an estimated 50% of girls ages 
7-12 are still not in school. The rate of completion of primary school for girls is a mere 13%. 
Thousands of qualified teachers are needed to meet the growing demands for education. As 
girls beyond age 9 cannot be taught by male teachers, they have limited access to educa-
tion due to the lack of female teachers. Teacher training is urgently needed to improve the 
quality of education for both male and female teachers. 
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Afghan teacher trainers discussing project management at a training session in Kabul.

         “The real enemy in Afghanistan is illiteracy.”
Col. Jamie Cade in early 2009   
after 10 months in Kandahar. 

Literacy Rate for Youth   
 [15-24 years 2000 - 2006, UNICEF.org] 

Male  51%   /   Female  18%



Girls’ Education in Eastern Afghanistan: 
excerpt from CW4WAfghan Baseline 
Study, By Sanja Golic

Afghanistan has experienced tremendous 
school enrolment rates since 2001, the 
highest in the history 
of Afghanistan. This 
is particularly true for 
the enrolment rates 
of girls in primary 
grades. Despite this, 
girls lag behind the 
boys in overall school 
 enrolment. The pri-
mary school com-
pletion is far from 
certain and school 
drop-out rates con-
tinue to be high. The 
availability and accessibility of schools, as 
well as the safety of students, teachers 
and school infrastructure needs to be ad-
dressed to ensure that the highest pos-
sible numbers of children attain the basic 
level of education guaranteed by the Af-
ghan Constitution.

Afghanistan faces the challenge of not 
having an adequate number of skilled 
teachers able to keep up with the enrol-
ment rates, thus compromising the qual-
ity of education provided. Recruiting new 
and retaining current teachers pres-
ents a challenge and no effort should be 
spared to develop strategies to tackle 
these issues.  More needs to be done in 
the area of teacher training, by establish-
ing the teacher training centers as well as 
providing in-service training.

While it is acknowledged that teacher 
training is clearly essential for the quality 
of learning, the teaching environment is 
also of critical importance. Capable, moti-
vated teachers may not be able to reach 

their full teaching potential if their work-
ing environment is not safe, if they are not 
provided with the basic necessities, on-
going support and development, and their 
profession is unappreciated and underval-
ued in the society and by the state.

 It is also recommended that the govern-
ment recognize the non-formal education 
system as part of the strategy to achieve 
the education targets in line with the Mil-
lennium Development Goals. There is a 
growing recognition of NGO contributions 
to education, partly due to an increase in 
resources, greater effectiveness of NGO 
schools and education programs, as well 
as a growing acceptance of the need for 
collaboration and flexibility in setting edu-
cation norms and standards. At the same 
time, the international and local NGOs op-
erating community based schools (CBS) 
and home based schools (HBS) and pro-
viding educational services throughout 
Afghanistan, need to collaborate with dis-
trict, provincial and national governments 
to ensure the sustainability of their pro-
grammes and the ability of the Ministry 
of Education to take over responsibility for 
the public education sector. 

For more on the Baseline Study, see 
www.CW4WAfghan.ca PROJECTS
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CW4WAfghan Project Par tners In Afghanistan

Carolyn Reicher, President and co-founder of Canadian Women for Women in 
Afghanistan, describes the relationship with Afghan partners in these words: “Our 
vision for CW4WAfghan has always been to respond to the needs of Afghan women 
by listening to their voices, their needs. It’s critical that we maintain ongoing commu-
nication with our project partners in Afghanistan and the women they support. The 
needs and priorities of the beneficiaries--the women and girls in Afghanistan--must 
guide all of our work at CW4WAfghan. We recognize that our initiatives need to be 
based on their vision and needs, not our own.” This has been the approach since 
 CW4WAfghan first began building relationships with Afghan partner organizations. 

CW4WAfghan works with about ten different Afghan partner organizations, some 
for over a decade. These not-for-profit Afghan organizations seek to improve the lives 
of women and girls directly within their communities. Throughout this newsletter you 
will read about these individuals who have started schools for girls, built libraries, or-
phanages, internet cafes, and who run skills training, literacy and computer courses. 
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The following highlights five of our 
current projects: 1) CIDA-funded 
Excel-erate Teacher Training, 2) The 
Noor Education Centre (NEC), 3) the 
Fatema Tul Zahra Schools run by 
the Aid for Afghan Women and Chil-
dren (AAWC), 4) the Nazaneen Edu-
cation and Health Centre (NEHC), 
a long-time partner of an af filiated 
group in Oakville called: Canadians 
Support of Afghan Women (CSAW), 
and 5) the Dara Village Library and 
Literacy Classes.

EXCEL-ERATE TEACHER TRAINING 
is a two-year programme funded by 
the Canadian International Develop-
ment Agency and Canadian Women for 
Women in Afghanistan to provide high 
quality teacher training and annual sal-
ary support for female and male teach-
ers in several under-resourced districts 
of northern Kabul province. Schools in 
these districts suffer from a chronic 
shortage of trained teachers, text-
books, school supplies, school libraries, 
and laboratory material. These areas 
have experienced an influx of returned 
refugees and migrants and lack the 
infrastructure to meet the educational 
needs of pupils, particularly girls. The 
Excel-erate teacher training program-
me benefits the quality of instruction 
received by girls and boys, supports 
teachers’ knowledge development and 
teaching abilities, provides educational 
resources to the participating schools, 
and builds on the training capacities of 
our partner’s teacher trainers. 

At least 350 student teachers will par-
ticipate in several rounds of a two-part 
teacher-training session during 2009 
and 2010, which impart skills in both 

pedagogy and methodology as well as 
subject area knowledge such as math, 
science or social studies. Eight certi-
fied trainers will design and conduct a 
comprehensive, needs-specific train-
ing programme with support from an 
experienced teacher training expert 
and our project management team. 
Following the successful completion 
of the training, and with the support 
from their communities, trainees will 
have the opportunity to apply for the 
Teacher Salary Support Fund, with an 
emphasis on employing female teach-
ers and encouraging recent female 
high school graduates to enter into the 
teaching profession. 
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This programme will also establish a 
Virtual Teachers’ Resource Library to 
give the trained teachers access to 
quality education resources in their 
own languages for their on-going 
professional development. Teachers 
and schools will also be assisted with 
making improvements to their class-
rooms, accessing materials, and where 
possible, to accessing approved text-
books from the Ministry of Education. 
These additional resources will ensure 
the newly learned skills acquired by 
the student trainees are immediately 
implemented and practiced within the 
classroom setting. 

THE NOOR EDUCATION CENTRE. In 
her new book Bitter Roots, Tender 
Shoots, Sally Armstrong gives a very 
moving portrait of 34-year old Jamila 
Afghani who founded the NEC in 
2001. A symbol of the struggle and 
courage of Afghan women, Jamila 
who contracted polio in her first year 
of life, walks with one leg in a brace 
and suffers severe back pain. At the 
young age of 14, she was shot in 
the head by the Soviets leaving her 
with chronic pain in her left ear. Sally 
quotes Jamila as saying, ”When I 
was a child, I couldn’t move anywhere 
unless someone carried me, so I sat 
all day on the floor, listening to the 
women who came to visit my mother. 
They talked about the violence in their 

homes, the beatings, the restrictions 
that forbade them from visiting family 
members...and to my mother they’d 
say, ‘She’ll be a burden to you, she will 
never marry.’ I was only about eight 
years old, but I vowed that one day I 
would not be a burden, and in fact I’d 
take their burden away myself.” She 
went on to get several degrees at 
Peshawar University, gaining degrees 
in political science and Islamic educa-
tion.  Jamila founded NEC in order 
to provide literacy and education to 
young women, including the disabled. 

CW4WAfghan  has partnered with 
NEC since 2004 and contributes to the 
Nazo Annah Library and Internet Cafe 
in Kabul, and to their libraries in Ghazni 
province. The Nazo Annah Library has a 
good membership base and collection 
of books in various languages. They also 
offer classes in health, literacy, com-
puter skills, and human rights.

THE FATEMA TUL ZAHRA SCHOOLS. 
These two schools are located in Maimana 
City, Faryab Province and in Kabul. They 
are run by Aid for Afghan Women and 
Children (AAWC). This organization 
was founded in 1997 to assist widows, 
orphans and destitute families.  The 
Faryab school acts as a hostel for 80 
orphan students with four classes held 
each day. The school in Kabul has 350 
children, with two sets of classes each 
day for Grades 1 through 8. 
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Janis Rapchuk, a CW4WAfghan 
board member from Calgary, visited 
the Kabul school in July 2008 and 
observed classes. She reported 
that there were eight computers, 
with three children per computer. 
She also observed a class studying 
the Quran, and another learning 
sewing skills. The teachers in this 
school are all university-educated, 
which is rare in Afghanistan. Over 
half of the children in the school are 
female. As well, a male and female 
doctor, two nurses and a pharmacist 
make weekly visits to the school. 

THE NAZANEEN EDUCATION AND 
HEALTH CENTRE (NEHC) was founded 
by Mrs. Nazaneen Jabar Khal Majeed. 
In 2002 she opened the Nazoo Anna 
Education Centre and Girls High School 
in Jalalabad. CW4WAfghan has funded 
teacher salaries in a number of the 
NEHC schools. These include the girls’ 
high school in Jalalabad, two junior 
schools outside Jalalabad, originally 

tent schools, and the Nazoo Anna School 
in Peshawar for refugee children. In late 
2008, a CW4WAfghan member and re-
tired Calgary engineer, spent four months 
in Afghanistan volunteering his time to 
build a brand new twelve-room school to 
replace the torn tent schools for 1,000 
students outside of Jalalabad. The total 
cost was US$85,000, half of which was 
raised by his family here in Canada, and 
the remaining support came from Oakville-
based Canadians Support of Afghan Wom-
en, an affiliate of CW4WAfghan.

DARA VILLAGE LIBRARY. 
Motivated by the con-
cern of elders in this 
community that no 
women in their village 
were literate and there 
were no opportunities 
for them, a small 
 village library project be-
gan. The library is used 
both for literacy classes 
for the women and as a 
space for independent 
study and personal de-
velopment. Their literacy 
has had a ripple effect 
in the community, open-
ing up new possibilities, 
challenging gender 

roles and encouraging a culture of read-
ing by people having time for themselves 
to read for pleasure at the library. Before 
long, CW4WAfghan received a request 
for a literacy teacher for the men of the 
village. Recognizing that educated, liter-
ate men can support women’s literacy, 
plans began to expand the programmes 
to include male literacy classes at the 
Dara library.
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      Education plays a key role in 

forming national identity and can be 

a positive force for peace and con-

tribute to the prevention of further 

conflict. 

      This can only be achieved if 

education is of good quality. Having 

access to basic education is key to 

improving the quality of life of the 

individual. It enables them to fulfill 

their basic rights, as well as contrib-

ute to human, social and economic 

 development. Having education im-

proves individuals’ lives and reduces 

poverty in multiple ways.

Excerpt CW4WAfghan 
Baseline Study 2007

by Sanja Golic
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A Teachers’ Resource - Understanding Human Rights 
in Afghanistan: Canadian Students as Global Citizens 

www.CW4WAfghan.ca  FOR TEACHERS



C a n a d i a n  W o m e n  f o r  W o m e n  i n  A f g h a n i s t a n
Courage to Learn – Educat ion for Afghan Women and Gir ls
Workshops:  KINGSTON October 2-4,  2008

With funding from the Canadian Inter-
national Development Agency approxi-
mately 70 members and supporters of 
CW4WAfghan met together in Ontario, in 
October 2008.  The CW4WAfghan Chap-
ter members, led by Madeliene Tarasick 
and Marg Stewart, ensured delegates 
were treated to an extremely rewarding 
experience throughout the two-day work-
shops, held in the beautiful City of Kings-
ton. The purpose of the sessions was to gain 
a deeper understanding of the many challenges, barriers and successes relating to 
education in Afghanistan. Delegates explored how we, as Canadians, can contribute 
to improving access to and quality of education for Afghan women and girls.

Our special guest, Sally Armstrong, took us back in history to another time: Afghani-
stan under the Taliban regime. Sally Armstrong is a much-honoured Canadian journal-
ist and intrepid spokesperson for the rights of women in war-torn parts of the world. 
She has spent the last 12 years covering Afghanistan and the oppression of women. 
It was she who wrote the seminal story on the plight of Afghan women in a Home-
maker’s Magazine article, entitled “Veiled Threat” (Summer 1997). This article raised 
awareness and had a profound impact on Canadians. The shocking stories of the op-
pression of women under the Taliban inspired Janice Eisenhauer and Carolyn Reicher, 
both students at the time in a University of Calgary program on international devel-

opment, to ask what they personally could do 
for the women of Afghanistan. In consultation 
with Sally Armstrong, and with guidance from 
Deborah Ellis, author of the highly acclaimed 
Breadwinner trilogy, they formally launched 
the non-profit volunteer organization, Canadian 
Women for Women in Afghanistan.

During her presentation, Sally spoke about the 
current status of women in Afghanistan and the 
small but steady gains which the nascent women’s 
movement in Afghanistan has made since 2002. 
This is the subject of her recently published book, 
Bitter Roots, Tender Shoots: the Uncertain Fate 
of Afghanistan’s Women (Penguin) that examines 
women’s lives post-Taliban and unravels the threads 
that are strangling Afghanistan’s attempts to join the 
21st Century.

L-R, Carolyn Reicher, Madeliene Tarasick, 

Janice Eisenhauer with special guest 

speaker, Sally Armstrong
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Workshop Delegates at Historic Fort Henry.



Sally Armstrong dispelled 
some of the misconcep-
tions that abound about 
Canada’s role in Afghanistan 
explaining that Canada 
signed the Bonn Agree-
ment in December 2001 
promising to help with 
the reconstruction of 
the country; and that the 
military is part of NATO 
which was invited by the 
Afghan government to 
help establish security. 

She went on to say that 
the initial plan didn’t work  
well for the first five  
years, as it was premised 
on Afghanistan being a 
‘post-conflict’ country 
when in fact it was war 
devastated in ways the 
international community 
hadn’t seen in sixty years. 
More than six years of 
combined ef fort from 
more than fifty countries 
has not significantly altered 
t he  l i v e s  o f  A f ghans .

“The Afghan people,” said 
Sally “contrary to what is 
reported, are terrified that 
the international commu-
nity will pull out.” They know 
that Afghans alone cannot 
establish the needed secu-
rity to get their country on 
its feet again. A start has 
been made in the country’s 
rebuilding and moderniza-
tion -- a government, albeit 
quagmired in corruption, 
has been elected by the 
people. Six million children 
are back in school. Family 

law is being reformed. The 
Afghanistan Independent 
Human Rights Commission 
under the leadership of Dr. 
Sima Samar is seen as a 
success story. The insur-
gency, she pointed out, is 
largely taking place in the 
four southern provinces, 
those that border Pakistan. 
Life in the rest of the coun-
try, 30 out of 34 provinces, 
has been “marginally better.” 

“It is the women and 
girls who can move this 
country forward. Studies 
from the World Bank have 
shown that if you treat 
women fairly anywhere 
in the world, and educate 
them, the economy will 
grow.” 

Sally went on to say that a 
women’s movement has 
started in Afghanistan, not 
unlike what was happening 
in Canada in the 1960s. 
However, the challenges 
to women there are much, 
much greater. The culture 
and the religion have been 
hijacked by political oppor-
tunists who blame women 
for everything, even the 

sexual behavior of men. 
Armstrong says that “funda-
mentalists will tell you it’s 
about righteousness and 
that women are the centre 
of the family honour. In fact 
it’s about being denied an 
education and the right to 
participate in civil society. 
Brutal and illegal tribal law 
and traditional practices 
continue. There is violence 
in almost every Afghan fam-
ily. The impunity of men is 
entrenched.” 

The women are speaking out 
as they never have before. 
Now it is up to the interna-
tional community, particu-
larly international political 
bodies, to do so as well. 

In her new book, she inter-
viewed women and girls 
from all walks of life, both 
urban and rural, focusing 
on ‘the change-makers’ 
– the courageous and 
daring women activists, 
journalists, politicians and 
lawyers who have taken 
on the dangerous task of 
altering the status quo and 
yanking Afghanistan out of 
its primitive past. 

Combining the searing 
personal stories of women 
with the analysis of experts 
and the grassroots efforts 
of Canadians, Bitter Roots, 
Tender Shoots is an accu-
rate and impassioned por-
trayal of the lives of women 
and girls in Afghanistan 
today, and it suggests they 
are the way forward.
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Early Saturday morning an estimated 70 participants gathered at a local 
high school to begin the day’s sessions pertaining to girls’ education in 
Afghanistan. The meeting space was a warm, welcoming theatre hall in 
this education facility, which was very appropriate to our topic. Kingston 
volunteers also set up beautiful displays and products from Afghanistan 
and had an Afghan-inspired lunch donated by their chapter and supporters. 

SESSION: Championing Choices and Opportu-
nities for Women and Girls in Afghanistan

This session was presented by Calgarian, Donna 
Kennedy-Glans who spoke from her decades of 
experience working with Muslim women in Yemen 
and elsewhere. In 2003, acting on the invitation of 
female leaders and host governments in the Middle 
East, Asia, and Africa, Donna founded Bridges Social 
Development, a volunteer organization that trains 
and mentors community leaders in health care, law, 
journalism, education and politics (www.canadab-
ridges.com). She is a lawyer and businesswoman 
who has recently authored a book: Unveiling the 
Breath: One woman’s journey into understanding 
Islam and gender equality (www.paripublishing.com).   

Donna shared her inspiring stories of her own personal journey towards un-
derstanding the changing roles that men and women confront in a globalizing 
world. She focused the workshop dialogue on helping delegates address the 
often challenging work we do, and how we can best cope with the heavy bur-
den of being witness to the lives lost, the unbearable hardships and the slow 
pace of change relative to the desperate need for urgent, immediate action.

Using a number of compelling book sources, Donna spoke about how we can 
respond to the complexity presented by our trying to bring help, for example by 
supporting education in troubled parts of the world. She encouraged us to focus 

 

 
 

Tribute to Jackie Kirk 
whose dedication to girls in 
Afgh anistan is everlasting. 

The first session began with a special 
tribute to Jackie Kirk, a Canadian aid 
worker who was tragically murdered in 
Afghanistan in August 2008. Jackie was 
to have been our key-note speaker at 
the workshops and our members were 
deeply impacted by her death. Member 
Lauryn Oates prepared a moving tribute 
to Jackie’s life and dedication to the girls 
of Afghanistan, sharing photos and mes-
sages received from Jackie’s husband.
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Donna Kennedy-Glans, Champion-

ing Choices and Opportunities for 

Women and Girls In Afghanistan
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Donna reminded us that we have a choice in responding to 
events. She explained how extremists didn’t take her power 
away in Yemen (when they bombed the U.S. embassy in Aden 
in September).  “I still have the power to decide how I will 
respond,” she said. As Viktor Frankel wrote during his intern-
ment in Auschwitz, “Between stimulus and response there is 
a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. 
In our response lies our growth and our freedom.” 

Donna concluded her presentation with an appeal to all of us 
to hold on to hope and to “wield hope like an axe”.  Referring to 
Rebecca Scott’s Hope in the Dark:

… h o p e  i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  t e n s i o n  i s n ’ t  l i k e 
c l u t c h i n g  a  l o t t e r y  t i c k e t  o n  t h e  s o f a , 

 f e e l i n g  l u c k y ;  h o p e  i s  a n  a x e  y o u  b r e a k  d o w n 
d o o r s  w i t h  i n  a n  e m e r g e n c y . 

H o p e  i s n ’ t  a n  i n s u r a n c e  p o l i c y ; 
i t  i s  a  p o w e r f u l  s u r g e . 

I t  i s  a n  a c t i o n .

on generating willpower. We have the intelligence and the compassion required, she 
said, but we need unending willpower to continue and to prevail. 



SESSION Publ ic  Engagement - 
Youth in Action!  Alaina and Jamie 
Podmorow,   Little Women for Little 
Women Afghanistan

This session began with a very composed 
11-year old Alaina Podmorow giving an 
amazing account of how she started Little 
Women for Women in Afghanistan two 
years ago, at the age of 9, in the Okana-
gan. She and her group have gone on to 
start chapters across the country and 
have raised $100,000 to date. They have 
received a $10,000 award for their work 
from Maxwell House and the Canadian 
government has pledged to match dollar-
for-dollar all the funds they raise towards 
training approximately 150 teachers. Alai-
na showed pictures of her group’s various 
fund-raising projects such as bottle drives, 
auctions, galas, and even birthday party 
donations where children make contribu-
tions to LW4LW in the birthday person’s 
name, instead of bringing gifts.

Alaina’s message is that girls in Canada 
can find and use their voices to help girls 
in Afghanistan find theirs! Alaina’s moth-
er, Jamie Podmorow, who has worked 
with Alaina from the start on the cre-
ation and development of LW4LW, spoke 
about supporting youth activism through 
nurturing each child’s ideas and efforts 
toward making a better world. She told 
the story of asking Alaina to come with 
her to a talk by Sally Armstrong several 
years ago. From the start, Alaina sat at 
the front edge of her seat, obviously cling-
ing to every word from Sally! When she 
came home, apparently she retold every 
story Sally had presented just about ver-
batim. She had been gripped by the stories 
of the hardships faced by Afghan women 
and girls. The next morning she announced 
she was going to begin LW4LW! The motto 
of her organization is ‘Education = Peace’!

SESSION Public Engagement - Youth in 
Action! Glyn Hughes and Chelsey 
Dawes,  Students for Change
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Chelsey Dawes
Students 4 Change

Glyn Hughes is a Social 
Studies teacher at George 
 McDougall High School in 
Airdrie, AB, and founder of 
 Students for Change, a group 
that mentors youth and in-
volves them in social justice 
education and activities. 

Chelsey Dawes was one of 
the first students involved 
with Students for Change in 
2001. She is currently graduating from Non-
Profit Management at Mount Royal College 
in Calgary and is an award winning volunteer 
who has gone on to do humanitarian work 
in Latin America and here in Canada with 
aboriginal people. During her presentation 
at the workshop, Chelsey had various sug-
gestions for getting students involved in hu-
manitarian work. Her advice: start small, 
use the resources you have at hand, de-
velop mentorships, use speakers who 
inspire, and integrate these efforts into 
the school curriculum. 

The youth group, Students for Change, 
continues to encourage students to be-
come aware of, and then engage in hu-
manitarian activities here and around the 
world. While his students have worked 
with Habitat for Humanity, Amnesty In-
ternational, and many other organiza-
tions, Glyn mentioned that their core en-
gagement has been with CW4WAfghan. 
They have raised substantial amounts 
of money through their annual Breaking 
Bread evenings. When issues arise in his 
classes or in Students for Change his re-
sponse is to challenge youth by asking, 

“So what are YOU going to do about it?” 



M i l l e n n i u m  D e v e l o p m e n t  G o a l :  E l i m i n a t e 

g e n d e r  d i s p a r i t y  i n  p r i m a r y  a n d  s e c o n d a r y 

e d u c a t i o n ,  p r e f e r a b l y  b y  2 0 0 5 ,  a n d  t o  a l l 

l e v e l s  o f  e d u c a t i o n  n o  l a t e r  t h a n  2 0 15 .
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 Marianne O’Grady has taught 

primary school for 21 years 

in Cambridge Massachusetts 

and San Francisco, California. 

She also trains teachers to 

teach math and science at 

University of San Francisco Graduate School of Educa-

tion, and at San Francisco State University. 

      For the past four years, she has volunteered during 

school vacations and has traveled to Afghanistan and 

Belize to work with fellow educators, focusing on sci-

ence methodology, bringing hands-on teaching and 

learning, and child development courses to those 

unable to attend college. 

SESSION: From the Field--Education for Afghan Women and Girls.  
Presenter: Marianne O’Grady, teacher and trainer in the U.S. and Afghanistan

Our keynote speaker, Marianne O’Grady flew in from her home in San Francis-
co. She is the Education Consultant on our CW4WAfghan CIDA funded Excel-er-
ate Teacher Training project in Kabul. She shared incredible stories of the lives 
of the people she meets in her work and the passion she has to support educa-
tion for Afghan people.

Marianne O’Grady is a dynamic individual, a compelling speaker and clearly a 
devoted humanitarian who spends her summers teacher training in the re-
mote reaches of rural Afghanistan. She described her home in the countryside 
as often being a small corner with a mattress in a very simple dwelling. Her 
means of getting to her village has been everything 
from a small military 
plane to an over-
stuffed vehicle, on 
the back of an animal, 
or using her own two 
feet. Marianne and a 
teaching friend travel 
in Afghanistan on 
their own, but they 
have established very 
good links with Af-
ghan friends, the mili-
tary and the Ministry 
of Education. She 
tells the story of be-
ing contacted by the 
U.S. Army regarding 
an imminent threat 
in rural Khost where 
she was in the midst 
of teaching a group 
of rapt Afghan men 
and women teachers 
about microscopes 
and magnifying glass-
es. When the military 
pleaded with her to 
leave her post and 
be airlifted out, her response was: “If I have just two hours left in my life, I want 
to spend it teaching!” She did not leave. Marianne’s approach to her teaching in 
Afghanistan is a powerful example of the important ingredient in international 
humanitarian work, the ‘will’ to make change happen. 



SESSION: From the Field - - Education for Afghan Women and Girls  
Presenter:  Spogmai Akseer, PhD Student, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education

As part of this session called “From the Field”, guest speaker Afghan-Ca-
nadian, Spogmai Akseer spoke about her research on literacy for Pashtun 
women in rural Afghanistan. Spogmai is a native of Afghanistan now study-
ing at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education in Toronto. She spoke 
about her research on the ef fects of recent Afghan history, the Saur Revo-
lution, or Soviet Invasion (1978-92), on rural Pashtun Afghan women. The 
subjects of her research have 
been Afghan-Canadian Pashtun 
women from rural areas who 
lived through this Soviet-domi-
nated period in Afghanistan. 
Many drastic changes happened 
to them, including, said Spogmai, 
“the complete destruction of the 
Afghanistan they knew.” 

The Dari (like Farsi) language 
was imposed on them, whereas 
they were originally Pashto 
speaking. The role of kinship was 
destroyed. Over a million were 
killed. Spogmai’s main theme was that we need to look at Afghan women 
through an historical lens, recognizing that 80% of Afghanistan’s female 
population is rural. “Their customs and codes are not unlike the Taliban; they 
are very conservative.” They have resisted change and modernization be-
cause they have felt that education and the new ways were “bad.”  They have 
a great fear of losing their culture and religion. For them, Afghan culture 
and religion are more important than education.

CW4WAfghan Goal: To ensure effective 
long-term sustainable education programs 
for Afghan women and their families and to 
engage Canadians as global citizens.

Rural women represent 80%-85% of 
 Afghanistan’s female populat ion and they 
are, for the most par t, i l l i terate. Therefore, 
to be at al l  ef fect ive in br inging educat ion 
to these rural areas, humanitar ian workers 
must be ful l y aware of this history and work 
to be cul turall y informed and sensit ive to the 
reali t ies of the l i ves of rural Afghan women.
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PANEL SESSION: Girls’ Education in 
Afghanistan--Innovations and Inspira-
tions.  Moderator: Linda Middaugh  
Panelists: Spogmai Akseer, Donna 
Kennedy-Glans, Marianne O’Grady, 
Roya Rahmani, Lauryn Oates and 
Saghar Baqeri

This final session served as 
a summary of the priori-
ties and issues presented 
by the various speakers 
for continuing our work in 
Afghanistan. It also pro-
vided an opportunity for 
delegates to hear further 
from panelists, Roya Rah-
mani and Saghar Baqeri, 
two Afghan women study-
ing in the U.S. who both 
have worked for a number 
of years with CW4WAf-
ghan in Afghanistan. Dur-
ing the panel discussions, 
delegates were able to pull 
together what they had 
heard over the two days 
of workshops and to pose 
some over-arching ques-
tions to the panelists. 

Two of the main themes 
emerging were the facts that: 

1) bringing change takes 
time and it is essential that 
the impetus for change 
comes from the Afghan 
people themselves, and  

2) with deteriorating secu-
rity and an unreliable, cor-
rupt central government, 
we can’t expect to achieve 
substantial progress with 
education without getting 
deeper into the communi-
ties themselves and building 
relationships at that level.

Lauryn emphasized that 
education is THE priority in 

bringing change to Afghani-
stan. We need to focus on 
bringing literacy to parents 
as well as children, so that 
they can participate in their 
children’s education, which 
will immensely broaden the 
impact for all the community.

Saghar stated that insecu-
rity is the biggest obstacle 
to progress with education. 
The political situation has 
to change. Peace will not 
come through war.

Donna reminded us that 
human relationships have 
to be the main vehicle for 
bringing change. She also 
felt that change agents like 
ourselves need to focus 
on mid-term and long-term 
goals, so that we are not 
overwhelmed by setbacks 
in the short term. 

Spogmai reiterated her 
conviction that we must 
be aware of, and informed 
about, Afghan history so 
that we take into account 
the differences between 
rural and urban, illiterate 
and educated people. She 
also stated the importance 
of our understanding that 
change is slow.

Marianne emphasized that 
it is important to include 
men and boys in education 
initiatives. She pointed out 
that they must see women 

as capable and under-
stand the great potential 
that women represent. 

Roya highlighted the need 
to work deep within the 
communities and under-
stand them better, so that 
we can develop stronger 
human relationships to 
carry on with our work.

Roya also stated “we 
should really go beyond 
primary education. Enroll-
ment is increasing, but 
where,” she asked, “is the 
schooling for older chil-
dren?” She concluded on a 
positive note:

“Whatever small change 
we make, it is not revers-
ible. Once someone has 
learned reading, writing, 
math, or science, they 
have that knowledge and 
no one can take it away.”
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One of the Government of Canada’s six priorities for moving forward on Afghanistan 

is to help strengthen the Afghan government’s institutional capacity to deliver core 

 services and promote economic growth, thereby enhancing the confidence of the 

people of Kandahar in their government. Through its Education Signature Project, 

the Government of Canada will invest up to $12 million over the next three years to 

build, expand or repair 50 schools in key districts of Kandahar province; and build the 

capacity of the Ministry of Education to deliver quality educational services. Canada 

is currently the lead donor to the national education program—the Education Quality 

Improvement Program (EQUIP), and is also responsible for rolling out the Government 

of Afghanistan’s national education strategy in Kandahar.

 

19

For more information on CIDA’s six priorities, visit: www.afghanistan.gc.ca



   

Hope comes in many forms---the most powerful for me is the friendships 
I have experienced from working with Canadians who truly care.
 It is not about charity, but a shared common future together.

   Afghan Delegate

Workshop Feedback – sharing our stories

I am trying to sift through the emotions---
the stories like Sally’s powerful message, 
the deep concerns of Roya, Spogmai and 
Saghar about security in their country, 
Marianne’s bravery to go into places that 
are so dangerous, to educate the educa-
tors, Reine, beautiful soft loving mother 
who has lost her precious [soldier] child 
and of course Jackie, Molalai and all 
those many brave women who have lost 
their lives, in Lauryn’s words, “ Fighting 
the good fight.”

Thanks to all who shared their stories and 
their ideas. I am searching for a word that 
explains this mix of emotions I feel. I will 
be perfectly honest and share the words 
that come to mind: sadness, hopeless-
ness, hopefulness, outrage, strength, love, 
 compassion and determination. 

The one word that is a summation of how I 
feel is gratitude. I have been educated, en-
riched and recharged by each one of you.

Delegate, BC

I would like to thank you all for working so 
hard for Afghan women. It means so much 
to me that there are people like you in this 
world who care about the issues that the 
women in Afghanistan are facing. 

    The conference was really educational 
and inspiring. Thanks again to all Kings-
ton volunteers for the remarkable job.
 

Afghan Canadian Delegate, Calgary

Once in a while we have an experience 
that enlightens and inspires us at a time 
when we are ready and excited to learn 
what has been done, what needs to be 
done and what useful strategies we 
might employ to accomplish our shared 
goals within the community of those who 
care about and work with the women & 
children in Afghanistan.
I felt privileged to have attended the 
Kingston workshops. Everyone involved 
accomplished all they set out to do and 
more...“Teamwork is the ability to work 
together toward a common vision. The 
ability to direct individual accomplish-
ments toward organizational objectives. 
It is a fuel that allows common people 
to attain uncommon results.”  - Andrew 
Carnegie.   And if I might add.... it al-
lows extraordinary, exceptional people, 
the calibre of those I heard and met in 
Kingston, to attain incredible results 
and reach such remarkable heights of 
accomplishment!

Delegate, Oakville

As Margaret Mead said, a small group of 
thoughtful people could change the world. 
Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.
    You all are these people.  
   You are changing the world.  

Every drop in the bucket helps fill it and 
this bucket is full of knowledge, 
education, power, freedom.

Guest Speaker, Marianne O’Grady
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Canadian Women for Women in afghanistan 
National Office: PO Box 32014 Bankview, 
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Breaking Bread for Women in Afghanistan - Teachers’ Salaries
 
This fundraising initiative supports teachers’ salaries in 
Afghanistan.  Participants host a pot-luck dinner in their 
home or community with the goal of raising $750 which 
is the approximate cost of an Afghan teacher’s salary for 
one year. Funds will pay for teachers’ salaries as well as 
training, and library and other education resources. 

Hosting a pot-luck dinner, while bringing together friends 
and family will help raise awareness of the critical role of 
education in giving Afghan women and girls hope for the 
future. 

Congratulations Canada - over $1,000,000 raised!

For more information, please visit:  
www.breakingbreadforwomen.com.

Please contact a chapter in your area to 
learn about local activities and how you 
can volunteer to contribute to our goals 
of advancing education in Afghanistan. 

Our education efforts are essential to 
safeguard human rights for Afghan women 
and to address the horrif ic poverty and 
legacy of oppression in their country. 



Web s i te:  w w w.cw4wafghan.ca

Canadians can foster change in the world.
Be a part of the global ef fort for justice and human rights.


