
Promoting Literacy and Mentoring for Youth in Afghanistan  
Alireza Mohammadi - Connecticut College, New London, Connecticut 
Mushtaq Wahidy - Gustavus Adolphus College, St. Peter, Minnesota 

June 1st to August 15th, 2021 - Kabul, Afghanistan 
 

The project focused on conflict reduction in Kabul, Afghanistan by providing educational resources 
and mentorship programs for underprivileged children who would be at risk of joining militia groups or 
committing street crimes. This project also included a book donation event that happened between 
July 28-August 3rd. The library received 148 books donated by 45 people/organizations.  
 
A group of Afghan youth including the co-leaders of this project established the Youth Mirror Social 
Association (YSMA) to tackle educational challenges facing children. Our team members came up 
with this project of providing educational resources because we believed that engaging with mentors, 
books, and laptops would help to shift children away from a future of war and conflict. The idea came 
up when we saw the reports from Afghanistan and Iran that many Afghans joined the war in Syria; 
most were uneducated youths trying to make a living for their family.  
 
Inevitably, the children are paying the price for Afghanistan’s endless war. One of the most significant 
impacts of war on children is their education. Four decades of war have made the children of 
Afghanistan vulnerable, and generation after generation of children are not getting an adequate 
education. As they remain uneducated, their offspring follow in their footsteps. Despite millions of 
dollars being pumped into Afghanistan for schools, the government has only built schools on paper; 
instead, the money goes into the pockets of corrupt politicians. On the other hand, the militia groups 
are using this opportunity to entice children to join their groups. This is the blueprint that has been 
used for raising fighters for all militia groups in the world. Thus, the chain of war and terror has seized 
the hope and dreams of Afghan children.  
 
We notably picked the Hazara ethnic city of Dasht-e-Barchi. Fatemiyoun Brigade had recruited many 
Hazara from this city to fight in Syria with Jabha-ye Moqawamat (Resistance Front), which the 
government of Afghanistan disbanded in 2020. They target uneducated youth between ages 16-25 
who are willing to join this militia for money without a moment’s hesitation. We chose this community 
because we were aware that there are also many students who are motivated to get an education, but 
there are not enough resources and support for them to continue. Students in this program were 
interviewed and considered at risk of dropping out of school because of their economic situation. They 
do not have a support system in their family to guide them in their educational journey. Therefore, the 
support from our organization helps them continue their education and have better access to 
education resources like mentors, books, notebooks, computers, and the internet.  
 
Although the situation in Afghanistan was not ideal, we were still hopeful that the library would help 
many children to access education. We were able to communicate with the YSMA staff daily. Security 
concerns and the pandemic were the only issues that could challenge the implementation of our 
project. Therefore, we had alternative plans to change the implementation date and time. 
Unfortunately, like everyone else, we never thought that the Taliban would take over the Afghan 
government in such an abrupt fashion. On August 15th, president Ghani fled the country, the 
government collapsed, and the capital came under Taliban control. This was highly heartbreaking as 
we had to close the library, send the kids back to their homes, burn and bury the books and distribute 
the equipment to students because it would put the family who donated the library space in extreme 
danger. 
 



We aimed to achieve peace through this educational endeavor.  Our team defines peace as a period 
in which there is no disturbance and people have access to resources to improve their quality of life 
without fear and danger.  We have seen the direct consequences of the lack of peace in these past 6 
weeks and it is devastating.  
 
In post-war countries like Afghanistan, the war has diverted young people from their education, forcing 
them into military service or labor to support their families. In the short term, the library's resources 
and active mentoring relationships offered positive alternatives to these destructive life choices. The 
library was a safe and neutral space that allowed them to cultivate their interests and learn more about 
future educational and vocational possibilities. The library would have provided resources and 
mentorship programs to those children in need in the long term. In doing so, it could have created a 
cycle that would allow children to get an education and continue beyond their secondary schooling. 
This would allow them to live away from conflict, thus making society a better place to live.  
 
We purchased ten computers, 350 books, and other equipment in early June. The library was 
immediately open to underprivileged children, and the part-time staff was in place to assist and 
provide resources for the students. Fifty students were recruited, and four mentors and one project 
director taught the mentorship program. There were two shifts every day, and each shift had two 45 
minutes classes. The mentorship program provided courses in computer literacy, English language, 
social skills, conflict resolution, and basic math fields. Through the mentorship program, students 
learned how to use computers, social skills and make meaningful connections with the community. 
Rahmat, a participant in the program, said,” Using the things I learned about conflict resolution in this 
program, I was able to solve many conflicts that I had with my siblings and sometimes in my entire 
family.”  
 
We found that young people  are true believers in the power of education. They are inspired to get an 
education, especially in Afghanistan. The only problem with their education is the opportunity itself. 
When there is an opportunity, they are certain to get the most out of it. For instance, Ramin is an 11-
year-old who peddles tin cans of tobacco to passengers in transit to make a living. Learning of the 
opportunity to participate in our program, he would walk 45 minutes each day to get to our library and 
work with his mentor.  
 
Although the program was initiated in Afghanistan, the COVID-19 pandemic did not allow us to 
manage the program in person. Therefore, we  virtually managed the program and assured the 
implementation of the project. In addition, the pandemic postponed our start date because the 
government of Afghanistan ordered the closure of schools. Therefore, we started five days after the 
program’s official start date. We supervised the two project managers on site. We communicated on a 
daily basis with a 30-minute check-in every night, Kabul time.  
 
Despite all the challenges, we implemented the project by equipping a library, creating an innovative 
environment to foster creativity, literacy, and lifelong learning. The library connected children with the 
arts, technology, and each other through the guidance of college-age mentors. We accomplished our 
short-term goal by providing resources and mentorship programs to underprivileged children. 
However, we were unable to keep the library open and continue the mentorship program.  
 
The first piece of advice would be to have plan B for any project. The team members should be 
flexible to change any challenge to a new opportunity. Although this might be hard, creative ways can 
emerge from these challenges that can make the project fun and more interesting for the participants. 
Although we had a plan for the pandemic, we did not have a plan if a government was overthrown, 



which stopped our project before finishing.  
 
We were monitoring the progress of the project, and YSMA was responsible for implementing it. We 
started the project by scheduling daily meetings with our team in Kabul to keep us posted on the 
progress. At the end of every week, they provided a short report of what the team had accomplished 
and what they would work on in the next week. This was extremely helpful, as communication is very 
important while conducting a remote project.  Sadly, this efficient and productive structure was shut 
down once the Taliban took control.  Now the future is uncertain, but our hearts remain with the youth 
who participated; their hunger for education remains unabated.  
 
“Looking at the children who were grateful for the opportunity and were working extremely hard, I 
learned that we could influence a country’s future through  teaching and providing educational 
resources to the younger generation.” Alireza Mohammadi 
 
Mushtaq Wahidy: “I stand with my belief that if you care about the world, you can change it step by 
step. “ 
 



 

 
 
 


