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Below are a collection of stories from the field, gathered during various monitoring and training visits to Learning for Life literacy and health classes all across Afghanistan.   These stories, derived from conversations with learners and facilitators, testify to the powerful impact Learning for Life has had on the lives of individuals and their communities. 
Unleashing a Passion to Become Educated…

 
In classes all over Afghanistan, women say, “I was shistegi dar khane-  ‘just sitting’ in the house all these years.  After the Taliban came, I grew up in the yard.  Now I can finally go out and I am so excited to learn. “
 
In one Uzbek village there has been continuous war for 25 years.  The village is completely destroyed and looks very desolate.  In this village many of the men have been killed and the woman are the sarparast, ‘heads of household’ and responsible for supporting large families. These learners say “It is a big sacrifice to leave the rug weaving.  By coming to the class, we must continue weaving into the night when there is no electricity and we can barely see the threads.”  They recount, ‘It was the first type we had picked up a pen.  Our hands are cracked and eyes weak from rug weaving but we still want to come to the class.’ 

In Jowzjan, one woman had "eaten" a bullet, while trying to save her mother and father.  She had lost her nose, and only a stump remained, meanwhile both her parents had been killed in the crossfire.  She was in bed for years, then confined at home and remained unmarried.  After joining the Learning for Life class, her enthusiasm for the class was incredible and she was the top student in the class.  She said, ‘Even if they beat me I will come to the class.’  
 
In Faryab, security was so tenuous, that some of the compounds where classes occur became strongholds while there was fighting outside.   In one community, 5 people were killed and learners would say hich gappe nist  ‘it’s no problem’  and they keep coming to class.  The husbands of the facilitators were extraordinarily supportive of the class -- when an incident occured they get on their motorcycles and spend from their own pocket for fuel to drive all the way to the main office in the provincial capital, to report what had happened.  
In Paktia, groups of nomadic Kuchis were gathering for the classes.  It was the first time they had ever studied.   A mat was bought for each class for the students to sit on.  However, in the Kuchi classes, the learners sat on the dust around the edges of the plastic mat and left the mat open in the middle of the room where they could proudly and carefully place their study materials.  

In another class in Bamiyan, the village facilitator had just returned from being a refugee abroad to her village home.  With the coming of winter, she had much gelkari, ‘mud construction’ to do to get her house ready for the severe winter that would soon come.  She was a widow and there was no one to help her. However she left her work to come to the class and teach the learners for 2.5 hours every day. 
In Jowzjan, many learners had to walk long distances to get to the class, some across open fields, which became muddy and difficult during rain.  In Kabul, Jowzjan and other provinces, many trudged through the mud for hours, without shoes along impassable mountain paths.  
In a Turkmen class in Jowzjan, there were 4 older matriarch women with huge orange headdresses.  They complained and apologized saying, “We are sorry we are not able to concentrate today.  It is the holy month of Ramazan and so we are fasting from opium and so today our brains are not working”.  It was evident that though all classes were poor, this class was even poorer and women who had never been able to read and write before were laboriously and painstakingly carving out sentences.   
In Bamiyan, one woman was so enthusiastic that during the whole class she worked with one hand busy with a pen, while the other hand was busy holding a child sucking at her breast. 

 
In one class in Paktia, there was a little girl of 6 years old in the class.  The monitor asked ‘Why are you in this class for adult women?”  “My father in law sent me here”.  She was already a “woman”, not a “girl” (i.e. married ).   The father of the girl had had to appease a murder in another family and so he exchanged his daughter and at 4 years old, the girl was sent to the new family.  At 6, she said her playtime was going to fetch the water, doing the chores.   But now after entering the Learning for Life class, she was also learning to read. 

The impact of learning was phenonomenal.  In Ghazni, one of the learner’s brothers came to her and gave his money to keep safe.  The learner reported, “He used to come and bring money, then bring some more and then take some.  I would keep the money safe, but I was never able to keep track of what he brought and what he took.  In the end, he came to collect the final amount and he became angry with me saying ‘All the money is  not there!’.   Now that I have learned how to count, I can keep track of the money and prevent him from becoming angry at me. “

In Badakhshan, one girl was attending the literacy class.  When her mother became sick, she needed to get some medicine for her mother but there was no one to go with her -- so she would be stuck at home, while her mother suffered.  After attending the class, one day she was home alone and her mother became ill. She decided to try to go to the main town by herself – This time she was able to read the sign to identify the pharmacy and get the right medicine that her mother needed. 
In another class in Badakhshan, one woman's brother had been called to fight 10 years earlier.  When he departed, he left a note with his sister in case any thing happened to him.  He was thereafter killed and his sister could never read the note.  She kept this note with her in a small plastic bag through various displacements and years of being a refugee. Now after attending the literacy class, she finally she took his note out of the plastic bag where she had kept it and was finally was able to read his last words to the class.   The whole class was moved to tears.
Village Facilitators Innovate… 
Though resources were few, village facilitators were skillful at innovating.  The use of locally available materials in some classes was impressive.  One woman had made a number-counter out of beans.  Another made an abacus out of cardboard, and another used a flipchart to make envelopes for storing and hanging papers in the classroom.  One particularly innovative teacher, had a whole set of items:  two pots, a bottle of chlorine, grapes, clean water and dirty water, a headscarf,  leeks, salt for soaking the leeks, and a plate with a towel over it- where she had grown some mold culture with old food.  She engaged the students in a demonstration- starting from the beginning of food preparation, entering the kitchen after having used the bathroom, preparing food, washing dishes, and washing clothes.  Her students spontaneously turned the demonstration in a dramatic role play with the mother and arguing until the child learned the sanitary way. In this class all the students were asking about the community midwifery program and how to get involved and when it would start.  All of them wanted to enter the health profession. 
The effort gone into studying in a second language was tremendous for Uzbek, Turkman and Kazakh native speakers.  Many of the students had learned to read a paragraph in Dari, but when asked simple questions like what is your name or how long you have been studying they could not answer.   Many classes would learn to recite the numbers in Farsi, the majority language, but when actually counting and doing numerical problems they would use Uzbek or Turkmen.   One Community Midwife Bridging Program teacher with an Uzbek speaking class, spent an average of 3-4 hours a day reading the materials and then preparing to translate and interpret them into Uzbeki.  Several teachers were marvelously creative, mixing the two languages and introducing the materials and making the bridge between was written and making it meaningful for the participants.  

Though the rooms were tiny and their backs almost touching when they sat in small groups, learners were actively engaged  in group work and developing creative role plays.   These teachers were skillfully able to conduct multigrade teaching, with a variety of learner levels.   In one class, the students were in two groups.  When the teacher called on an elderly ‘aunt’ from one group to the board, she was slow and gentle and the class was tsking and ooing and encouraging the woman.  She was able to add one plus two is three and there was a resounding “Aparin! ‘Wonderful’    Meanwhile the other group developed an elaborate math activity and presented on a flipchart. The facilitator was able to engage both groups so that they were appropriately challenged.   

When asking village facilitators how long they prepared for the class, some would say 1 hour, some would say 4 hours.  One facilitator stated, ‘I am thinking about preparing for the class 24 hours a day.  I find things at home that I can use for the classroom and despite the talk of the people, I even go to the men’s literacy class in another village to get ideas for my classroom.’  This woman had elaborately decorated her classroom and had spent out of her own meager funds to buy a clock that was proudly displayed on the wall. 

The Impact On Health…

When women were asked what they enjoyed most in the class, the answer, by far, was health.  They spoke of the profound changes this knowledge of health has made in their family.  

In a class in Kabul province, one day women in the class learned about the dangers of dehydration and how to restore the body’s lost fluids by giving an oral rehydration solution.  That very evening, one learner’s infant became sick with severe diarrhea.  Previously, when the baby suffered diarrhea, she had fed him chalk or given him nothing to drink, thinking it would make him worse.   That evening, however, she prepared and gave him oral rehydration fluid.  Her new knowledge saved his life.  Her ability to help her baby and its wonderful result had a great impact not only on her but on all the other members of the class as well.   

In Faryab, one woman came home and told the family how a microbe works, “It is very small inside you but that it can kill you.”  The husband  said, “I don’t believe it.  How could something so small kill you- it simply can’t”.  The woman was able to explain how the microbe grows and reproduces and how good sanitation preserves good health.   The husband was finally convinced and then witnessed saw the results of his wife’s changed sanitation behavior on the family. 
In many places, women did not bathe more than once every month or two, and would then put on clothes they had been wearing, which had not been laundered.  Through the class they learned the benefits of personal hygiene and its impact on family health.  They also learned the importance of washing a sick person’s bedclothes and putting them in the sun to dry. 

In Ghazni, women were using dung to sweep and patch up the floors.  In the class, they learned about microbes and the microbes that live in fecal matter.  They learned how important it was to use sanitary items and wash their hands with soap after touching dung- especially before cooking.  When they began using these new sanitation practices, the incidents of illness in their households decreased.  One woman spoke of learning about the importance of washing herself before breastfeeding and said that her baby no longer became ill as often as he had before.   

In Bamiyan, the people were used to keeping animals inside their house, where they were very close to the area where food was cooked.   The incidence of tuberculosis was very high.  In the Learning for Life class, they learned the importance of keeping animals in a separate place, away from people’s living quarters. 

In Ghazni, many women did not put pants on their babies.  Most learner’s homes had toddlers running around with a piece of dry bread in their hand, and they defecated anywhere.   After participating in the class, the women understood how important it was to put pants on their children and to make sure they ate their bread indoors and did not carry it around outside in the dirt and defecation areas. 
In many villages in Paktika, families had no bathrooms.   Before the class began, people also thought these bodily necessities were shameful.  Through the classes, they learned that having to performing these actions was a normal part of a functioning healthy person’s life and not to be ashamed of it.  
Many women in Khost who did not have a bathroom would send the children to defecate or urinate in the fields or the yard.  After the waste dried and turned to powder, the wind carried the dust into the water source.  The women learned the importance of putting a screen on the water source to protect it, and when they had a bathroom, to put a curtain across the door.   After learning about the dangers of bringing dirt into the house on the feet, they put a rug outside the door of the houses where feet could be wiped.  Many of the participants in the Learning for Life classes, learned the value of a bathroom and found creative ways to raise the money to build one.  
After her monthly menstrual period, one woman in Khost would wash the pieces of cloth she had used and stuff them into a hole in the wall or hide them so no one would see them.  The following month, she reused them, regardless of whether they emitted a foul smell.  Through the Learning for Life classes, she learned that the strips of cloth must not only be washed but also put in the sun to dry.  Now she washes and dries them and then wraps them in plastic to keep them clean.  After learning more about the natural processes of their bodies, many girls said they had less shame, were able to tell their family when their period had arrived, and were able to find more sanitary ways to handle menstruation. 

In another village, when children were born, women cut the baby’s umbilical with anything they could find.  Many used a razor, and cut the cord by pressing it against their shoe.  In the Learning for Life class, they learned that sanitation was important when cutting the cord and that they should get a clean utensil and put it in boiling water before using it to cut the cord.    The women had also thought that it was wrong to wash a newborn baby because water would get in its belly button and cause it to become ill.  In the class, they learned that it was not dangerous to wash the baby and that it was important to do so. 

In almost all the provinces of Afghanistan, when people were wounded, women put dirt, wall plaster, or animal dung in the wound.  Through the classes, the women learned the importance of washing a wound with soap and water and putting a clean bandage on it. 

In every class, women are excited about the new health knowledge they have gained and how it has impacted themselves, their families and their communities.  They tell story after story of how they have changed their sanitation practices and what an impact this has had on their children, husbands, families, and communities. 
The Impact on Mens’ Support for Education …

In many, many locations, men opposed the classes and husbands and brothers beat their wives and sisters when they attended.  They claimed that any time a women leaves the house and goes to work, it was a Communist activity. They feared she would forget her religion and become modern and westernized, and that just like in the literacy classes of the Communist era, their women would become political and learn to believe that there is no God.  However, when husbands saw the effect of what their wives were learning on the health of their children and the sanitation of the house, many changed their minds.  
In one village, the man of the house said, “If you go out this door, I will break your ankles.”  Instead of going out the door, that woman later each day secretly climbed over the wall to be able to get to her class. 

In another example, in Bamiyan, one husband beat his wife when she began attending the class.   However, after he saw the benefits of the class, he told her that if she stopped attending, he would divorce her!  

One woman in Khost went to the Learning for Life classes secretly. She hid her books in the water bucket, then went to the class and stayed for only 30 minutes, after which she fetched water and brought her books home under her clothes.  At home, she also started to implement the things she had learned in the class.  She covered the water after she brought it home, and she began practicing good sanitation around the house.  Gradually, the level of ill health in the family decreased.  The husband noticed these things and asked her where she had learned about them.  She did not tell him that she had been attending classes—she said she had watched what other women from the class did when she was at the water source. When he saw the effects of her “observation,” he himself took her to the class and asked that she be enrolled.  

One learner by the name of Nazinin in Halim village of Paktia said, “My husband did not allow me to attend the Learning for Life classes.  Whenever he would go to work at the tailoring shop I would secretly go to the Learning for Life class for one and half hours during the time he was out of the house.  One night, my husband wanted to leave the house and I asked him ‘Where are you going ?’ He said he had the list of names and tailoring measurements which were written by one of his colleagues that he needed to be able to understand.  He said he was going to take it to some one to read and to copy into his tailoring notebook.  I told him ‘Give the list to me to write.’  He laughed and said, ‘Right-- you could never do that.’  I took that list and wrote in the notebook all the names and measurements for my husband.  He became very happy and started shouting noisily and exclaiming!  After that time, he allowed me to go the Learning for Life for two and half hours every day.”
All over Afghanistan, at night women are telling stories to the men and to the families about what they learned in class.  This has had a great effect. In Takhar, the whole community welcomed the courses—each day the husbands of the women in the classes would talk with the shopkeepers about what their wives learned in the literacy courses the night before.   
Later, at the mosque on Fridays, the men often talk about the class.  Many mullahs have even become prime supporters of the classes and discuss the benefits of the class in their Friday speeches—and some mullahs in Khost continued supporting the class even when they were labeled as having been corrupted by Westerners or accused of supporting American propaganda attempts.

Men in the community are very keen to know what happens in the class. At the first training in Faryab, a hundred people gathered outside the training hall and the trainers feared a riot would break out.  All the community members had come to stand outside the training and watched through the windows for 2 full days,  until they were satisfied that the training was acceptable.  Once they were satisfied with the content and trustworthiness of the program, they left the trainers alone and didn’t even bother them.   When the NGO’s Kabul representative went to the Faryab training, she took a stroll through the market one day after the training.  Every single storekeeper had asked her “How is your training going? Has it finished?”.  They even knew which topics had been studied that day. 

Ghazni community mobilizers  report that, “At the beginning when we  went to  the  Kakrak village chief and chief of the village council, he  told us, “You have came to pull our women out of their houses.  They just want to escape from housework.  Your course starts from 10:00 AM, but my wife goes to class ten minutes before the starting time.”

However, after some time passed, the men’s opinions changed.  The chief of the village council said, ‘Before this course our women did not pay attention to cleanliness and hygiene.  Before they did not wash the teets of sheep and cows before milking them.  Since they have been following the Learning for Life course, now they are washing the teets of cows and sheep.   It shows that your program brought positive change in our women’s lives.’

In many places, men believed that it was important to bear more children so that these children can say the kalilma ,‘declaration of faith’, and the parents would bring more Muslims into the world.  Women would tell their husbands each day about what they were learning about family planning and birth spacing.  In many places, as the men learned about the improvements family planning and how birth spacing could make on the health, economic situation and education of the family, the men themselves became proponents of implementing family planning. 
Husbands and men in the community reported changes in the attitudes, family relationships, behavior and speech of the women who participated in the course.  In a class of Hazara learners in Ghazni, the elder received the monitors as guests and he was allowed to enter the class of women in his village.  At the end of the class, the monitors sought in put from the learners.  As each learner told their story, the elderly man said, “With your permission I would like to share my experience.  One woman in this class is my wife.  Before when she would burn the food or put too much salt in it, and  I would mention this, she would hit me on the nose with her spoon and say, ‘That’s the way it is!’…. And that’s how my nose got so flat !”  The whole class burst into laughter with proposition of how his nose became flat (a reference to Hazara’s having Asiatic shaped noses because of Mongolian origin).  ‘Now that she has been joining the LFL course her behavior has changed.  Now she tries hard to cook well and she doesn’t fight with me and tries to make harmony in the house.’ 
In another case in Paktika, the husband was so impressed by the change in his wife’s behavior that he moved his family closer to the city so that their son and the daughter could go to school, though he himself was illiterate. 


In one family in Khost, the division of labor even changed.  During the first visit of the Learning for Life Trainer, she witnessed that the family’s daughter was doing housework while the son was outside playing. The second time that the trainer came for a visit, she saw that the daughter of 13 was studying while the boy of 16 was washing clothes!

However, the only negative reaction of men to the course was in Herat, where, when asked what impact the course had on their lives, the men said, “The class had had a great impact on the cleanliness and sanitation of the house and the health of family members.  However, there was one negative impact.  Monthly household expenses had gone up.”  Why?  “Because the women use more fuel when they need electricity to stay up studying at night and because the cost of tea to serve all the guests who come to ask the women their health and educational questions has increased our monthly expenses! “
The Impact on the Community …
The impact of Learning for Life classes has been far reaching, extending outside the home, to the wider family and the village. 
The Learning for Life classes were often representative of the entire village, with at least one member of each family attending.  As a result, the Learning for Life messages reached everyone in the community. In almost every location, the learners were accustomed to telling others what they learned during class while sitting together in the evening.  

In Badakhshan, the women say how happy they are to be together:  “By coming together, we see each other and we are able to help solve each other’s problems.  We work together. This has benefits for not just us but our children and grandchildren as well. “  The Learning for Life classes have become of the seeds of civil society, serve as informal women’s community groups. 
Women in many different parts of the country reported that they had become more tolerant and felt they understood their own rights better.  The classes helped to decrease prejudice and increase cooperation.  In a village in Khost, members of two different family clans had long been warring, and would not even to sit together.  The Learning for Life class drew from members of each family.  In the class, they were obligated to sit together.  Gradually they learned to speak to one another and by the end of the class they were cooperating and working together.  When the women of the families were able to get to know one another and form relationships, this helped overturn prejudices and open lines of communication between two warring clans.  
In Paktika, there was jealousy and competition among the women in the village.  For each wedding, women would try to sew a new dress to out-shine the other women, whether they could afford to or not.  The overexpenditure in this area created suffering in other areas of family finances.  In the Learning For Life class, women learned how to avoid creating extra expenses and to give priority first to what was necessary in the house.   They also learned how to save money by growing their own vegetables in their yard, instead of buying them in the bazaar. 
Across Afghanistan, mothers-in-law often treat daughters-in-law unjustly, making them do the heaviest labor and giving them the smallest amount of food, even when the daughter-in-laws were pregnant.  In one Kabul class, a daughter-in-law had been burned on the chest when a  gas tank exploded.  She was forced to continue washing clothes, and every day blood would seep from her wound.  She showed the learners in her class how her wound was not healing.   In the class, students learned that pregnant women have special needs and that they must rest.  Because of the newly gained health and social knowledge and the experience of relating to other members of the class as fellow learners, many mothers-in- law changed their behavior toward their daughters-in-law, and began to treat them more justly, especially during pregnancy. 
Twenty Year Seeds…

The Learning for Life class are only a start, but have had a lasting impact on the beliefs and behaviors of individuals, families, and communities.  

Where classes have ended, many women say they have found that they are better able to speak up for themselves and to articulate their ideas.  In Faryab, one woman used to nervously tremble and retreat into her scarf when she had to speak in front of other women.  When the NGO car arrived in the village, she would run and hide in her home.  After 9 months of the class, she now can confidently speak up in class in front of other women and even in front of foreigners who visit the class—she has even stood up to speak in front of men at the village council!  And in Khost, members of one Learning for Life Class decided to start their own woman’s village council!
In Paktika, the governor told the Learning for Life trainer that no classes of any sort for women had been able to be formed and maintained.  He told the Learning for Life trainer, “You are only the second women to visit my province in the last two years! The mere fact that you have been able to gather women together in one place, outside of their homes is an achievement!   But now I am astounded that you have been able to get classes running and even do completion tests!”

The classes aimed at adult women have an effect on children and men’s education as well.  In Faryab, before the Learning for Life class began, families told their children, “Sit and weave rugs.  What good will it do you to go to school?  If you weave, at least you will bring some food home.”  After seeing the effects of education of adult mothers on the home, more families are sending their school-age children to formal school, even when the school is very far away.  Husbands don’t like it that now their wives are literate and they are not—they want to go to school so that they can learn as much as their wives have learned. 

Others in the wider community also recognize the value of the newly found educational resources in their village.   In Jowzjan, the district education official approached one village facilitator and asked her to give a training to formal school teachers in how to teach to multigrade classes. 

In Bamiyan, Faryab, Ghazni, Jowzjan, Takhar, Paktika and many other places  even after the cessation of funding for teacher’s salaries and stationary, the facilitators said, “We will not stop teaching the class.  Our students will not allow us to stop.  We will continue teaching till we get to the last page of the books.  We have now seen light, and we don’t want to go back to being blind.”

(     (     (
One morning, a female manager on the Learning for Life staff arrived at the office devastated.  That weekend, her four nephews had been playing outside their home in Panjshir when they chanced upon something in the ground.  It was a landmine, and it had exploded, killing all four of them.  

The fathers were at work, so the mothers of the boys were forced to pick up the body parts of their sons and carry them home in their own skirts.   This staff member exclaimed in sorrow, “Look! After twenty years, war remains with us.”  Yet she and the members of the Learning for Life team believe that although nine months of class is only a start, the classes have been the beginning of something that will have a 20-year impact, and the start of seeds of peace.  They say “Twenty years from now, when the level of health in one village is higher than the next, or when the daughters of a one village are going to school, then will the long-term effects of the Learning for Life classes become truly known.”

