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Newsletter, February 24, 2021 

Dear Friends, 

Again, there is not much to report about what we are doing in Afghanistan. The work is going on. But 

we are far away. I would love to sit in the seminar where teachers are prepared for their classes. I 

would also like to visit the classes themselves again.  

In mathematics, procedures are practiced that lead to certain results. That has to be repeated and 

repeated until you master it. This is not only boring. You also stumble over brackets and signs again 

and again and finally end up with a result ... that you can see: That can't be right. "Of course, you 

blockhead! What have you calculated? 3 * 9 is not 29, and 10-3 is not 1/9. So, everything from the 

beginning again!"  

"That's exactly what math has always been for me!" some readers will say. I, too, experienced school 

mathematics no differently. Since almost all classmates felt this way, the education bureaucrats said 

to themselves: If the students still have problems with these arithmetic techniques, we can't expect 

them to do anything more demanding. Then they have to keep practicing. So: even more tasks, with 

even more brackets and even more sign traps.   

At university, mathematics was something else. There, too, we solved problems. Sometimes we 

practiced calculating certain quantities according to given procedures. But many tasks were like 

puzzles. You had to concentrate in order to understand the essential aspects of the given conditions. 

Then you let your mind wander. Was there anything one had learned that could help now? What 

connections were applicable to the problem? What could be seen by examining special cases of the 

problem?  

We had one week to solve such problems. Then we had to hand in the solutions. Many problems 

took several hours to solve. Then you gave up. But it did not let you go. You started again and tried it 

from a completely different angle. Suddenly there was a flash. That should be it. Take a deep breath! 

And go through everything again properly! Yes, that was it.  

When, after two days of brooding, resignation and new beginnings, the solution unexpectedly 

presents itself, you're just happy. No other subject can offer that. 

Of course, there were problems that could not be solved even after a week. The solutions were 

presented in the exercise lesson. There, one could rejoice in the cleverness that was necessary to 

come up with the solution. This joy was at least a reflection of the feeling of happiness that would 

have arisen if one had found the solution oneself.  

But in Afghanistan, surely the most that is possible is a lesson like the one in our schools? No! That is 

not the case. Even in very elementary mathematics and its applications, there are questions that are 

new and tricky for students. If the students can write the one- and two-digit numbers with digits, 

they can figure out for themselves how to write the natural number that follows 99. Or two points 

are given on a sheet of paper and the task is to find all points on the paper with a compass that have 

the same distance from the given points. Students can figure this out on their own. 

Sure, it takes time. The teacher must give the students time to think about the problem. If some 

students know how to do it, one of them may explain his solution. The student has thought correctly. 

But he expresses himself unhappily. His classmates do not understand what he wants. Another 

student tries to explain. In the meantime, 35 minutes have passed. The teacher becomes uncertain: 

Should another student try to present the solution in an understandable way? Or should he rather 

intervene himself? 
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Wouldn't it be better if the teacher marked two points on the board and then explained with the 

help of a compass how to find points that are the same distance from the first two? Then the 

question is done after eight minutes and most of the students have understood how to do it. A 

German teacher always has in mind what he still has to go through this semester. And usually he is 

already a little behind schedule.  

In Afghanistan, OFARIN is not forced by any ministry to work through a certain amount of material. 

We can afford to let students figure out as much as possible on their own. Every student who solves 

a crunchy problem by himself is happy and proud. He realizes he can do something. He will have 

confidence in himself again when it comes down to it. What happens in the students' minds when 

they solve problems independently cannot be overestimated. This conviction characterizes OFARIN's 

program. 

Even before 2006, we had developed a successful literacy program. The students learned to write all 

the letters, and they could read. Most importantly, they understood what they were reading. In 

2006, we made a change. The arithmetic lessons started only after literacy. Textbooks were used, 

which we had written ourselves. Mathematical terms were properly explained there. And tasks were 

set. The teacher only asked the students to solve task 5 b). Then the students read through task 5 b) 

silently and began to solve it.  

Until the introduction of mathematics textbooks, teachers had used an instruction book with tasks. 

They gave these tasks orally to the classes. In the main prayer rooms of a mosque, where eight to 

twelve classes are taught simultaneously, this was an acoustic challenge. In addition, we doubted 

that every teacher could orally "get across" somewhat complex tasks correctly. Now the student read 

the task we had formulated. Now really crisp tasks were possible. 

The new math textbooks were first used in Logar Province. Mirakhan was responsible for teaching 

there at the time. He came to Kabul all excited. The textbooks were a resounding success. The 

students were enthusiastic. Everyone tried to solve the difficult problems, even those that had not 

yet been gone through in class. Young girls who had gone through OFARIN's program asked their 

younger siblings who were still attending classes to bring them the new books. They also wanted to 

try to solve the problems. 

The switch to textbooks and solving tasks on their own was "just right"; in Dari or Pashto: "Ofarin".  

Ofarin's teaching is in stark contrast to what is considered good teaching in Afghanistan. There, a 

lesson is considered good if the students can recite texts by heart without understanding. This idea of 

good teaching is not discarded by every person who joins OFARIN as a teacher.  

Sure, the trainers who work out textbook texts and give seminars for teachers at our school are 

working on teaching the way we want it. But when the teacher is alone with his class, how does he 

handle his duty to let the students find solutions to difficult tasks themselves? The more he trusts the 

students to do, the harder it becomes to manage the lesson.  

OFARIN has local trainers everywhere who often visit the classes. But what priority does student 

independence have for these instructors? Do they risk confrontation with the teacher because of it? 

When we inspect the lessons ourselves, we only ask about content that has already been covered. 

How did the students go through it? Did the teacher explain the solution? Or did the class ponder 

until one or the other finally had the decisive idea? That's something you don't find out during 

inspections. We want to have an influence on that. We finally have to talk about this again with 

trainers and teachers.  
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We also want as many students as possible to experience solving a difficult task themselves. Our 

observation is: In the classroom, a few high-flyers dominate the lessons. They usually come up with 

the right solutions. Their classmates resign themselves prematurely and wait for the high-flyers to 

solve the problem. If, on the other hand, a problem is only formulated during the lesson and the 

solution is left for home, very often students come up with good solutions who are not expected to 

do so. They do not have the self-confidence to use and develop their skills in the classroom. German 

teachers from all types of schools are currently reporting similar observations. Due to the pandemic, 

they do not give assignments to the class community. They send the assignments to the students 

electronically into the seclusion of their homes. And there, hitherto inconspicuous students blossom 

and deliver performances that one would never have expected of them. Such observations should 

prompt fundamental reflection, and not just at OFARIN. Do you have any ideas that could help us? 

Maybe something current from Kabul! Our teaching center in Bini Hissar is a mosque. Mullah 

Mukhtar, the Imam there, now asked if we want to use 13 white school boards that a gentleman 

from the mosque community would like to donate. Such questions are also discussed with me. White 

boards do not excite my enthusiasm. We had procured some years ago and also the pens for them. 

The pens are expensive. Above all, the teacher must always make sure that the pen is capped after 

use. Otherwise, it will dry out after a short period of time. 

We discarded the white boards and continued to have wooden boards painted with black board 

paint. For wooden boards there was suitable chalk. It was affordable. So it remained with black 

boards. 

And now a person came along with white boards. For every aid organization, own contributions from 

those affected are a desired sign of high acceptance. Nevertheless, I was grumbling about the cost of 

the pens. But our people had already done that. The donor had then promised to ensure that the 

pens would be replenished. By then, all I could do was admonish them to always put the cap on the 

pen and agree to the deal. 

Perhaps one must put this into perspective. Religious regulations oblige believers to donate a 

prescribed portion of their annual profits to pious causes - to religious foundations, to poor people, 

or even to their mosque community. OFARIN's cooperation with the mosques and the mullahs bore 

fruit. 

 

Best regards,         Peter Schwittek.  

 

 


