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      New Projects
FOR Jan-Mar 2010

Project: Literacy training for Afghan women and girls
Partner: medica mondiale Afghanistan
Project Location: Kabul
Project Amount (US$): $18,000; twelve months

The European NGO, medica modiale, 
supports traumatised women and 
girls in war and crisis zones such as 
Afghanistan. Afghan women who 
suffer from the mental or physical 
consequences of sexualised and 
other forms of violence benefit from 
individual and group counseling. As part 
of the programs for these counseling 
sessions, Afghan women are being 
provided with basic literacy classes as
part of their recovery program.
 
This project will expand these literacy 
classes to cover six Kabul districts and 
will offer classes for 20 women and 
girls in each district, with a total of 
120 women benefitting directly from 
this training. medica mondiale will hire 
three female teachers to conduct the 

literacy classes which are taught in 
accordance with the curriculum from 
the Education Ministry of Afghanistan.  
The lessons will include learning the 
Dari alphabet, reading and writing 
of numbers, composition of simple 
sentences, as well as basic rights and 
hygiene.

©
 E

lis
sa

 B
og

os
/m

ed
ic

a 
m

on
di

al
e



2

Project: School Supplies for Aschiana
Partner: Aschiana
Project Location: Kabul
Project Amount (US$): $7,000; 3 mos

ASCHIANA (meaning “the nest”) is an 
Afghan Non-Government Organization 
that has provided services, support 
and programs to street working 
children and their families for close to 
ten years.
     ASCHIANA operates six centres 
across Kabul, servicing close to 3000 
children as well as initiating and 

operating 
an outreach 
program for nearly 1,000 internally 
displaced children. Donor funds will 
be used to purchase school supplies 
for the street working girls and boys at 
Aschiana Center in Kabul as requested 
by Engineer Yousef and the teachers at 
the Aschiana locations.

Project: Clean Water for secondary school
Partner: Afghan Women’s Resource Centre
Project Location: Dashte Barchee District, Kabul Province
Project Amount (US$): $5,200; three months

This new project is to provide clean 
water for a community in the Dashte 
Barchee District of Kabul Province. 
Most stomach diseases in school-age 
children are caused by infections from 
unsafe drinking water. Through our 
long-standing partnership with Afghan 
Women’s Resource Centre, CW4WAfghan 
donors are funding the drilling of a new 
well currently being constructed at a 
secondary school in the Dashte Barchee 
community (March 2010). The school has 
1675 students and 35 teachers and this 
access to clean water is an important 
part of meeting the needs of the 
students and community members.
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Email From:     Janis Rapchuk 
To:          CW4WAfghan Board 
Date:           February 12, 2010
Subject:      Hello from Girls
                         at Omid-e-Mirmun 

During a recent visit to Kabul, Lauryn and I  
went to visit the 28 girls of the Omid-e-Mirmun 
orphanage. Here there were so many hugs and 
kisses I couldn’t keep track of which girls I had 
given the three kisses to (I hope I didn’t forget 
any of them). 

Thanks to a donation from Winnipeg, we were 
able to give them Dari novels, Iranian cookbooks, 
science books plus some activity books. They 
were a huge success. Then while being plied 
with more tea, each of the girls wanted to point 
out the different animals or objects in the activity 
book and tell me the word in English and have 
me try and pronounce the Dari word. They were 
proficient, I was not.  

The older girls are 
quite fluent in English and all 
were crowding around us wanting our e-mail 
addresses so they can e-mail us once we are 
back in Canada.  This time I asked to see their 
bedrooms. I wanted to know how they fit that 
many girls into a 5 bedroom house. Well, by 
putting in as many bunk beds as you can cram 
into each bedroom.  Everything was very neat 
and tidy too, but I guess it has to be with that 
many living in one house.  

 I had to chuckle when two of the youngest girls 
began to have a tussle over who had all the 
building blocks--typical four year olds.  After 
taking loads of photos and Lauryn getting her 
hand hennaed, we left promising to visit again. 
We were sent on our way with lots more kisses 
goodbye.  Now it’s time for me to leave not only 
the girls, but Afghanistan, until the next trip.
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Support for Village Libraries in 
Afghanistan:

Using our Dara Community Village 
library and literacy project (see 
CW4WAfghan Annual Report 2009) as a 
model, CW4WAfghan is seeking funding 
to create a village library network in 
selected communities in Afghanistan.
     As a network, village libraries will 
be connected through mentorship, 
joint training and as an informal library 
association. Each of the libraries will 
have a well-balanced reading collection 
designed to enhance literacy skills in 
both children and adults and to cater 
to a variety of reading interests. The 
library resources will aid in education, 
knowledge seeking and research. As 
well, Libraries will promote reading for 
pleasure and general, independent 
learning. The collection will contain 
contextually-appropriate subject matter 
in Dari, Pashtu and English on health, 
nutrition, human rights, ESL, math, 
sciences, geography, environment, 
history, agriculture and literature; as well 
as novels and children’s books. 
     Men and women’s literacy classes 
will engage teachers hired from within 
the community. The librarians, though 
located in different areas, will come 
together for training and meetings and 
will be in communication with each other 
where possible. 

Educational Impact: Libraries have 
proven to increase exposure to new 
ideas, to enhance the confidence in 
those using them, to improve literacy 
and job-seeking skills and to open up 
new educational possibilities. Libraries 
promote a culture of reading and support 
local cultural and literature development.

Social Impact: Libraries can be safe 
and welcoming places and can serve as 
important community spaces, where social 
interaction and independent learning occurs. 
They can be used for meetings, workshops 
and social gatherings, as well as for literacy, 
art and other classes

Economic Impact: Libraries bring about 
economic stimulation in the communities 
due to local populations traveling to use 
the facilities and making purchases in 
the area. Literacy--especially for girls 
and women--is widely acknowledged 
as a critical component to poverty 
alleviation, improved health conditions, 
the advancement of human rights and 
personal development.

Multi-generational Impact: Women who 
become literate are better able to support 
their children’s literacy and are more 
likely to raise literate daughters. Literate 
women are more empowered within their 
households and communities and have 
increased roles in overall decision-making. 

“ I have never witnessed a 
commitment to education this 
powerful anywhere else on earth, 
or a will as strong as Afghans to 
overcome the past.

It’s something worth defending.”

                                Lauryn Oates
CW4WA Project Director
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Last Fall, our CW4WAfghan 
Edmonton Chapter members hosted 

their first “Taste of Afghanistan“ dinner at 
Glenora Community Hall. The Glenora Community 

League kindly donated use of the hall.
     All the food was prepared by local Afghan women who 
volunteered many hours to prepare a wonderful dinner of 
traditional dishes.  These included:  

•    Dogh: a yogurt drink
•    Quabuli Palow:  a rice 
dish with carrots, raisins and pistachios.
•    Beef Kabobs: hand formed ground beef 
kabobs flavoured with ginger, cinnamon and 
cilantro and cooked on the barbecue. 
•    Salad
•    Sabzi: spinach, onions, garlic and red beans.
•    Bolani Kachaloo: fried flatbred filled with 
potatoe and green onion.  
•    Firnee: a white custard dessert

A display of ingredients for each dish was set out and recipes were available for 
everyone to take home. Each table was served with a platter of fresh vegetables 
and a pot of Afghan tea. Laurie Hawn, Member of Parliament for Edmonton 
Centre happened to be in the neighborhood that day and stopped in to the kitchen 
for a surprise visit.  After dinner, Brian Fjeldheim spoke and shared slides about 
his recent experiences working in Afghanistan with the Electoral Complaints 
Commission.

Jewelry was the hottest selling item at the craft table. A woman who had visited 
Afghanistan in the 1970’s was excited to find a Lapis necklace. Lapis is the blue 
gemstone mined in Afghanistan for over 6,000 years. The evening concluded with 
a performance by dancers in colorful hand stitched traditional Afghan dresses.

MADE IN CANADA: OWL Magazine talked with Little 
Women for Little Women founder, Alaina Podmorow about her 

work, LW and how YOU can help. Visit the web site for the full interview.
                                                           http://owlkids.com/owl/cida2009/info2.html

 EDMONTON @ CW4WAfghan .ca

INFO @ LittleWomen

ForLittleWomen .com



6

Remarks presented at the CESS Conference, 
University of Toronto, October 9, 2009. 

I would like to share the focus of my recent 
research on Afghanistan and the challenges in 
educational provision common to transitional 
societies. My study compared educational 
challenges in Afghanistan to those in other 
transitional contexts, including Tajikistan, South 
Africa and Indonesia.  While the parallels and 
divergences are fascinating, I will focus here on 
only two questions. 
First, what is the link between human rights, 
education and stability? 
Second, why is the education of women and girls 
critical to a successful political transition?

After eight years of international involvement 
in Afghanistan, there are strong voices in the 
U.S., Canada, Britain, and Europe calling for 
withdrawal.  The pressure for an “exit strategy” 
is building, and the remaining objectives seem 
to have narrowed to containing the insurgency 
and establishing an edifice of government and 
law enforcement, which can be “handed over” as 
expediently as possible.  Nation-building seems 
to be associated with the rhetoric of the Bush 
administration, and is consequently no longer a 
major platform.

Education is a human right, as is often listed, 
along with personal security, food, shelter, the 
right to vote, freedom of expression, and a host 
of other items mentioned in the International 
Covenants on Civil and Political Rights, and on 
Economic and Social Rights. It is therefore 

conceptualised as one of many rights, and one 
which should be provided by the government as a 
public service. In transitional societies, especially 
Afghanistan, provision of public services is 
challenging, as resources are scarce and much of 
the country remains outside the rule of law.

Access to public services is always difficult 
for vulnerable groups: these include the poor, 
ethnic and religious minorities, and women.  In 
transitional periods, during which the legitimacy 
and efficacy of the government is weak, these 
already vulnerable groups always face increased 
marginalisation unless special measures are 
taken.  

The education of women has sometimes 
been seen as an accessory to progress, to 
be considered after more pressing concerns 
– such as peace and security- have been 
addressed.  It may be viewed as a “women’s 
issue”, or something over which “respect for local 
culture” takes priority.  This is especially true in 
Afghanistan where the education of women has 
been such a contentious and provocative issue.

What is not always acknowledged is that 
education is not merely one right among many; 
it is critical to the realisation of any human rights 
at all.  Without access to education, vulnerable 
groups lack the capabilities to understand, 
articulate and access the human rights promised 
in the Constitution, and the frameworks intended 
to protect them.  This greatly increases the risk of 
ongoing abuse.

8 years
ON

Why educate Afghan Women?
Eva Sajoo



7

Women for Women International conducted a 
survey in Afghanistan this year, in which groups 
of women were provided with education and 
information about human rights and the Afghan 
Constitution (http://www.womenforwomen.org/news-
women-for-women/files/AfghanistanReport.FINAL.hi-res.
pdf).  They were subsequently asked questions 
about how they would respond to situations of 
abuse.  Their responses before and after the 
training changed markedly, and were much more 
assertive than those of women who had received 
no education.   The significance of the study was 
to show that when women have information, they 
are less inclined to regard abuse as something 
they must put up with.  When they are aware that 
exploitative practices are officially condemned, 
they are less likely to 
remain apathetic or 
resigned.

There is clearly a link 
between education that 
provides literacy and 
access to information, 
and the realisation 
of human rights, the 
mobilisation of civil 
society, and informed 
democratic processes. 
The kind of Afghan 
state that will be left 
if education remains 
inadequate is one 
in which human rights remain a normative 
declaration.

These are the reasons why education cannot 
simply be listed along with other public services 
to be provided as and when resources are more 
abundant.  It is foundational to the nature of the 
political transition now in process in Afghanistan. 
Why the education of women in particular is so 
important is the question to which I now turn.

There are numerous reasons why educating 
women must be a priority.  First, the education of 
women is directly related to mortality rates- and 
not just for women.  Women who are uneducated 
remain dependent on male family members, 
and must accept the decisions of others, even 

when these are harmful to themselves or their 
children. Naila Kabeer has shown that a woman’s 
risk of abuse is directly related to her “perceived 
economic value”.  When a woman is able to 
bring income into the household her value (and 
bargaining power) increases, and her risk of 
abuse declines.1  The maternal mortality rate in 
Afghanistan remains among the highest in the 
world, as are childhood mortality and malnutrition 
levels.2 This is due to poverty, poor information, 
and lack of access for medical services.  All 
three causes and problems can be addressed by 
educating women.

Failing to educate women robs the country of half 
its economic resources.  Economic studies3  show 

significant increases 
in productivity 
across sectors, 
when labourers are 
educated.   This 
includes agriculture, 
on which many 
in Afghanistan 
depend.  The 
poverty rates 
are high, and the 
country can ill afford 
to sacrifice potential 
economic growth 
in its attempt to 
stabilise.

Because 
uneducated women are excluded from the 
political and democratic processes of transition, 
the policies formed in this critical period are 
unlikely to recognise their particular needs. Indeed, 
laws that institutionalise their disadvantage will 
be the likely result. The much-publicised Shi’i 
Personal Status Law is an example of this.  
1 Kabeer, N. (1997) Reversed Realities: Gender Hierarchies in 
Development Thought. London: Verso.
2 WHO (2008) Afghanistan: The Facts about Health. Available 
from: www.who.int/disasters/repo/7543.doc (accessed 17 March 
2009).  See also: WHO (2008a) Closing the Gap in a Generation: 
Health Equity through Action on the Social Determinants 
of Health. Final Report.  Available from: whqlibdoc.who.int/
publications/2008/9789241563703_eng.pdf (accessed 10/04/09).
3 Appiah, E. and McMahon, W. (2002 The Social Outcomes 
of Education and Feedbacks on Growth in Africa. Journal of 
Development Studies. 38(4), pp. 27-68.

What is  not a lways 
acknowledged is that 

educat ion is  not merely one 
r ight among many; i t  i s  cr i t ical 

to the real isat ion of any 
human r ights at a l l . 
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Women are routine victims of violence in 
Afghanistan.  If they remain uneducated, this 
is unlikely to change.  Instead, the practice of 
subduing weaker individuals with force and 
violence will continue to seem normal.  Allowing 
this to continue has effects that will not be 
confined to a sealed “domestic sphere”. It will 
color the treatment of ethnic and religious 
minorities, and even competing interests within 
the community. A number of studies have been 
done on the effect of exposure to violence on 
children.  In the Occupied Territories of Palestine, 
a group of children were studied.  They had 
routine experiences of witnessing and receiving 
violent treatment at the hands of Israeli soldiers.  
It is no coincidence that 93% of them admitted to 
committing acts of vandalism and violence.4

Domestic violence is not a “women’s issue” but 
one which affects the nature of the communities 
in which it takes place. Failure to educate women 
leaves them with few options in the face of abuse.

Of course, not all education is equal.  It is possible 
to reproduce social inequalities in the classroom.  
However, in Afghanistan, getting women into 
classrooms at all is already a major advance. As 
the international community is learning, the type 
of education on offer affects 
its success.  Sensitivity to 
local concerns may involve 
sex-segregated classrooms 
and the inclusion of 
religious teaching.  
Imposing an external 
model is unlikely to achieve 
results.
 
Without education, access 
to human rights will remain 
a fiction for women and 
other vulnerable groups in 
Afghanistan.  Rights will be 
no more than “nonsense 
on stilts’, to quote Jeremy 
Bentham.

This undermines the legitimacy of the Constitution, 
with its promises of equality for all citizens, 
and Afghanistan’s commitment to international 
agreements like the Convention on the Elimination 
of all forms of Discrimination and violence Against 
Women (CEDAW). In that context, Afghanistan will 
remain a country shaped only by those with the 
economic and political resources to secure their own 
interests – a recipe for long-term disaster.  

Failure to develop women will leave the next 
generation more receptive to Taliban-style 
ideologies, which emphasize the inherent inferiority 
of women and legitimize violence as a way of life.  
Dropping female education from the list of priorities 
for international engagement in Afghanistan would 
be a grave mistake.  The education of Afghan 
women is not an addition – it is a condition for an 
effective transition. 

4Abuateya, H. (2002) Understanding adolescent violence: lessons from 
Palestine. Bristol : id21 Development Research Reporting Service.
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Lessons Learned: 
There are many lessons learned over nearly 13 years working as volunteers and within 
an ever-changing environment, both locally and in Afghanistan. The primary lessons 
learned are the importance of establishing a strong foundation in terms of the purposes 
of the organization and staying true to these purposes. 

By focusing our volunteer efforts using integrity of purpose and action, and by 
valuing, respecting and strengthening the partnerships with Afghan individuals 
and organizations, we have been capable of fulfilling our objectives. Specifically, 
we have learned to trust the process, take small, gentle steps towards achieving 
our goals, to be actively involved in the field to ensure security, accountability and 
responsibility, and to demonstrate through our actions a true hope for change together 
in solidarity with the people we are working to benefit: Afghan women and their families.

CW4Wafghan ProjeCt Partners In afghanIstan

Our vision for CW4WAfghan has always been to respond to the needs of Afghan 
women by listening to their voices, their needs. This has been the  approach since 
 CW4WAfghan first began building relationships and funding projects working 
with Afghan partner organizations. These Afghan not-for-profit  organizations 
seek to improve the lives of women and girls directly within their communities. 
With our help, they have started schools for girls, built libraries, orphanages, 
internet cafes, and launched skills training, literacy and  computer courses. The 
needs and priorities of the beneficiaries of these projects --  the women and girls in 
Afghanistan--must guide all of our work at CW4WAfghan.

For a full list of our Afghan Partner organizations and projects in Afghanistan, please visit our 
web site. Regular updates are also provided in our newsletters and Annual Reports. 

Please contact us to learn about local activities and how you can volunteer towards our goal of 
advancing education in Afghanistan. 
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Canadian Women for Women in Afghanistan is a 
 volunteer not-for-profit organization founded in 1996 
with twelve  chapters across Canada. The goals are to 
 advance  education and  educational  opportunit ies for 
Afghan  women and their  famil ies; and to  engage and 
inform Canadians about  human rights in Afghanistan.

NATIONAL: 
Info@CW4WAfghan.ca
Membership@CW4WAfghan.ca
BreakingBread@CW4WAfghan.ca
ForEducators@CW4WAfghan.ca

CW4WAfghan Network:
Atlantic@CW4WAfghan.ca
Calgary@CW4WAfghan.ca
Edmonton@CW4WAfghan.ca

Kingston@CW4WAfghan.ca
Manitoba@CW4WAfghan.ca
Oakville@CW4WAfghan.ca
Okanagan@CW4WAfghan.ca
Info@littlewomeforlitt lewomen.com
Ottawa@CW4WAfghan.ca
Peterborough@CW4WAfghan.ca
Vancouver@CW4WAfghan.ca
Victoria@CW4WAfghan.ca

Canadian Women for Women in afghanistan

Marda Loop Box 86016, Calgary, AB  T2T 6B7  
Tel: 1 403 244-5625   www.CW4WAfghan.ca


