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A mission
to learn

in a strange land

SUNDAY SPECIAL

Afghan administrators seek

insight on how to fix

their

crumbling educational system
in visit to the Heartland.

BY MATTHEW HANSEN
Lingoin Joumal Star

SCOTTSBELUFF — The Dellar Gener-
al is closed, a reality Afghaani Azeez
must accepl just as she has accepted all
clse,

Her covered head and body cut a sil-
houette against the dimmed fluores-
cent background as she lingers for a
moment, staring into the store’s win-
dows.

Buit thiere’s little time for tragedy, It's
back in the car she cannaot drive, sitting
next 1o & woman whose language she
does not speak, passing churches
whose God she does not worship.

Afghaani rides shotgun past the fast-
food joints and cookie-cutter homes of
Scotsbluff, a place where schools have
not been bombed and communists
have never invaded. It's & town whene
no one has risked death at the hands of
long-bearded men so they could listen
to the radio or teach girls to read.

She and 11 other high school pringi-
pals have traveled halfway around the
world 1o spend six weeks in a University
of Nebraska at Omaha program de-

signed to teach them how to improve
Afghanistan's crumbling schools.

The group will bounce from Omaha
to the Nebraska Panhandle to South
Dakota wo Washington, D.C., and back
o Omaha, seizing any scrap of knowd-
edge that could play a tiny part in the
massive reconstruction of their home-
land.

Along the way, the Afghan women
and the Americans they meet will
stumble onto a different kind of educa-
tion, learning things in places as
strange as the gigantic parking lot
theyre pulling into now,

Afghaani Azeezi and Kareemah Saf-
wear, both from Kabul, walk slowly to-
ward a set of automatic doors.

The man in the blue vest waiting for
them cant understand the horror and
the hope lhm: women know. He can't
mmprehnnd they've heen or see
their long road ahead.

Instead, he offers them a shopping
cart and a smile.

“Welcome 1o Wal-Mar,” he says.

The group wanders into Gering anor High
School en a Friday moming, video cameras at
the ready.

Yesterday, the Afghan women got driving
leszons from some brave local volumteers,

Later today, the group's unquestioned fire-
ball, Zakiyvah £aki — the one who loves to arm
wrestle — will do a cannonball off the high
school pool’s diving boand.

But right now it’s timee fior a tour, The women
train their cameras on the American flag in the
entryway and the framed pécoure of Jesus Christ
maybe 3 feet to the flags right.

And then they're off, storming down hall-

wiarys and marching info classrooms in search of

the: American educational system.

One scribbles notes diligently in Dari, her
right-to-left written language, during a genetics
class,

Another sticks her camera in a startled boy’s
fwce and asks, through an interpreter, why he's
sitting alone in the hallway, (He's waiting for his
class to finish a test he's not taking.)

They eat the questionable-looking Mexican
food that passes for school lunch.

They hug. They laugh. They violate every-
one's personal space,

They end the wour by shooting footage of
themselves and their new eenage buddies on
the school’s front lawn.

They say over and over that they wish stu-
dents had it this good back home.
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“We are gunside under ents,” Beebi Gul
Ibraheemi, a principal from Logar and mother
of seven, tells a group of freshman girls through
an imterprecer. “The whole burden is on the
teacher to teach. She is the onhy resource.”

The goal of the Alghan Teacher Education
Project is to give the p ammunition to
combat what everyone agrees is an educational
disasier.

The Fulbright Foundation has awarded
UNO three grants totaling $1.4 million to bring
hundreds of Afghan teachers and administra-
tors to Nebraska since the fall of the Taliban in
late 2001.

A different group flies into Omaha every few
months to leam computer skills, English and
Western teaching methodology, They tour
schools and ralk with politicians. Sometimes
they meet with first lady Lauga Bush, a chance
this group greatly desires but will not get.

For UNQ's Center for Afghanistan Studies,

this is just the latest project in a decadeslong re-
lationship with the Central Asian nation.

The project’s difficulty is obvious: Schools
have no desks, blackboards or drinkable water.
In ;mymthe}'havem walls or cetlings,
Cither,

Gerting the Afghan principals here is a task
itself. To reach Nebraska, "ve survived a
round of interviews by the Ministry of Educa-
tion and another by UNO staff.

In many cases, they had 1o calm fambly
members who thought they shouldn't travel to
the United States at all.

An arduous visa process in Paklstan has
fraved nerves, and a missed flight has frayed
Mone.

Mot even the trip here , and not even miles of
speed walking during a frenetic tour of Westem
Nebraska Community College, can wear the
Afghans our.

Beebi Gul runs past the community college
toaer guide, mocking her quick siride. The joke
turms into a parking lot foot race.

“Our children,” Zakiyah says when asked
‘what they miss about =

'mtorﬂymlngwewmmhawh:wand
don'’t have is our children,

“There is no doubt that many, many Afghans
would like 1o come to the US."

The principals aren't stars-and-stripes
cheerleaders, and they're not at all happy with
the condition of their schools. One chides the
mayors of Scoustlull and Gering, welling them
the United States must do mone to help.

But understand this: They've known much
worse,

“You should hear some of the stories these
wormen have,” Thomas Gouttierre, director of
UNO's Center for Afghanistan Studies. says
from his Omaha office as the Afghan principals
eat lunch across the hall. “They're heartbreak -
ingg, Theey're amazing,”

Bail down a domen stories, a whole penera-
tion of stories. o Afghaani’s own weathered
face. Select just those two eves that look much
older than their 41 years.

She last saw her husband, Shayr, eight years
ago when he left home one day for work inthe
attorney generals office.

He walked by a gas staton just as a rocket
slammed into its side.

Shrapned hit him in the chest, plercing his
heart, iver and stomach. Afghaani reached the
haspital in dme to watch him draw his last
breaths.

“If there were more doctors, if they had



moved faster, he could've been saved.” she says,
Here's what Afghaani did with heartache:
She told the neighborhod kids to report for
sl at her house,
The Taliban had closed the all-girls school
she ran, sending its students home to a life of
subservience.

Girls couldnt wear pants of legve e nowse
withgut a man during those years. They cer-
taindy couldn't bearn history, math or scienoe.

5o Afghaani tricked the men with the long,
beards and the automatic weapons. She tricked

elder shie was teaching
the one subject the T allowed,

Every day, 500 students would shuffle in and
out of her front door in rwo-hour shifis, cary-
ing nothing but kslam’s holy book.

Some days they would walk right past the
oot soldiers keeping watch outside,

A Talib never thought te up o of
those student’s Korans. Ifhe e woulkd've
found real homewaork rucked away inside.

avoided the fae of 20 many others
who . S0 she's here, in Scottshiuf, try-
mEmlmnhuwm improve her reopened

She's got another wish, a more personal one.
She'd like a watch,

Afghaani peruses the hundreds of options at
wal-Mart before she decides on a gold one for

g1z

At the checkout cownter, Laura . with
whom Afghaani is staying in Scotisbluff, insists
on buying.

The genitle disagreement about who should
pay proves tough. One womnan does not speak
En and the other does not speak Dari,
Pashio or Pashayee. A "

Afghaani gives up her protest and pats Laura
on the shaoulder, eves filled with gratinude.

“Thank you,” she says.

It s & 200-mile drive from Scottsbluff 1o the
froup’s Sanurday afternoon destination. 50
there’s plenty of time to crank up the Afghan
pop music and dance like cricy as the caravan
rolis north.

The wornen clap in untson. Every sooften
thiey call sut & name — ~Zakiyah!™ — and the
chosen one does an imprompous solo from her
ﬁmummmm

A driver following the van watches it rock
back and forth on the highway, barely able w
contain the joy of its passengers.

Many of the women's head scarves alio are
pulled back, revealing mone of their foreheads.
Gouttierme calls it the “veil check™ and has no-
ticed with every group.

“You can see kind of this evolution ... some-
thing alb=out wanting yous spirit to be free”

Lunch is Dairy Queen. baskets of chicken
sirips and fries for all 12 principals.

They eat in the store’s back room under-
neath dozens of photos of John Wayne. They eat
seeminghy unaware of the eccasional sideways
glance regular customers shoot their way.

The women do not know who The Duke is,
but they've seen other movies they say gave
them the wrang impression about what Ameri-
cans arne like.

“We had heand that the womsen werne walk-

ing naked down the street,” Taahirah Tarrah
sakd.

The Americans who host tem in Scomsbiufl
and Omaha have heard things, oo,

Ome family tricd (o teach the Afghan women
m;ing:-;mmm howes to use the television,
thinking thev'd never seen oné before.

Raheem Yaseer, Gouttierre’s assistant and a
one-time English professor at Kabul University,
cries whien he talks about hoah sides learning
things they can’t get from rexabooks or TV

“1 feeld good, showing them the right things,
and the real America.”

Whiich is why he steers the lead van out of
Dairy Queen and winds it through hra.;:L

forested hills, stopging o ket the princ
shoot footage of a p dog town anc several
basffalo grazing lazily in a pastune.

Thie vans reach a giant parking garage, and
the women climb woward a landmark every bit
&s American as Wal-Mart.,

They grab the nearest available onlooker 1w
snap pictures of them standing in front of the
four celebrity faces.

Theen the tour gubde walks them down a
path. They grow very quiet for a moment and
point their video camernas upward.

That is Washingion, they ane told. Then Ted-
dy: lefferson. Honest Abe.

“Rushmasd,” one Afghan says to another,
“Rushmod.”

Reach atthew Hansen ot 4T3-T245 of
mhanseoljoumalstar com.

‘You should hear
some of the stories
these women have.
They're heartbreaking.
They're amazing.

— Thomas Gouttierre,
director of UNO's Center for Afghanistan Studies

AN

Zahraa Kohistani, a high school principal in Kabul, stands in front of the Mount Rushmore National Memarial during their tour April 2.
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