For Immediate Release

Afghan Refugee Girls' Schools Headmaster Rahmatullah Rahimi Honored by UN
Development Programme with 2015 N-Peace Award
Speaking in Pasadena
PASADENA, CA – October 13, 2015 – Rahmatullah Rahimi, headmaster of two primary schools for Afghan refugee girls
founded by a group of Pasadena area Quakers, is being honored by the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) with an N-Peace Award. Rahimi is one of two honorees in the category Network Campaigning for Action: Women
and Men Mobilizing for Peace for his "national-level mobilization and advocacy efforts that have resulted in the
advancement of women, peace and security."
The N-Peace Awards recognize and profile women and men leaders and peacebuilders creating change at the grassroots
to national levels across Afghanistan, Pakistan, Indonesia, Myanmar, Nepal, and the Philippines. N-Peace (Engage for
Peace, Equality, Access, Community and Empowerment) is a multi-country initiative managed by the UNDP to further the
women, peace and security agenda and promote broader conflict prevention and peace building work in Asia.
The awards will be presented at the N-Peace Awards Gala in New York City, the culmination of a two-day program at the
United Nations. Activities include a Portraits of Peacebuilders storytelling event and a Women, Peace and Security panel
discussion hosted by the UNDP and the Irish Government. National Public Radio’s StoryCorps is creating a short
documentary film about the Afghan Refugee Girls’ Schools, which will be featured in the program at the UN and on the
NPR website.
The public is invited to meet Mr. Rahimi at an Adult Education event in Pasadena to be held on Sunday, November 1,
9:45 to 11:00 am, at the Orange Grove Meeting House (520 E. Orange Grove). Rahimi will be speaking about the primary
schools, which are a project of Orange Grove Meeting. He will spend two weeks in California meeting with the California
Committee that funds and oversees the schools, visiting with donors, visiting local schools and after school programs, and
speaking publicly about his work and the future of girls’ education in Pakistan and Afghanistan.
Rahmatullah Rahimi migrated with his family from his native Afghanistan to Pakistan in 1979. The family lived in an
Afghan refugee camp where he continued his education. After finishing school, he started his career as a primary school
teacher in a school for refugees. During his time as a teacher, Rahimi realized that there were no education opportunities
for girls and started a volunteer school for girls living nearby. Initially, there was very little support for these efforts within
the Afghan refugee community, and Rahimi’s commitment to educating girls was resisted.
After struggling for five years and being challenged by several in the refugee community, Mr. Rahimi met with two
Quakers – Edith Cole of Claremont, CA, and Joe Franko of Pasadena, CA – who had traveled to Pakistan to discover
what they could do to help the Afghan refugees massed on the Pakistan border following the bombing and invasion of
Afghanistan by the US in the fall of 2011. During a visit to one of the camps, Cole and Franko met Rahimi and decided to
work with him to educate refugee girls. They returned to the US and established a California Committee of volunteers that
raised all of the necessary funds and assisted Rahimi in organizing and building his first school for girls, which opened in
April 2002. The school was established in a refugee camp near Akora Khattak in NW Pakistan run by the Office of the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) with the permission of both the UNHCR and the local Camp
Elders.
Today two primary schools educate 600 girls annually. Headmaster Rahmatullah Rahimi leads a faculty of young Afghan
and Pakistan women teachers – all dedicated to providing the best possible education for the students. The teachers
receive a week of professional training at the start of the school year and periodic workshops throughout the year. They
are paid in accordance with the Pakistani government's wage standards for teachers.
The two schools teach a K-6 elementary school curriculum that fulfills the standards of Pakistan and Afghanistan,
complete with final examinations. The girls learn to read and write in the Pashto and Dari languages of Afghanistan, and
in Urdu, Pakistan’s official language. The older girls also learn some English. They study math, social studies, science,
drawing, physical education, health and Islamiat.
The girls are healthy and safe, and there have been no reports of threats or harassment. Yet keeping the girls in school
through grade six has been a challenge. Afghan girls marry young (at age 14, 15 or younger) or may be needed at home
to care for younger siblings or to help with the family business. Through discussions with Rahimi, the teachers and
community elders, the California Committee realized that they needed to add a practical, valuable incentive. Now, in
addition to the academic curriculum, the schools provide sewing and embroidery classes. Upon graduation from sixth
grade, each girl receives her own sewing machine, enabling her to earn money with her skills. As a result, graduation
rates have more than doubled.

The schools also supply uniforms, which are a matter of great pride and prestige for the students. A uniform, sewn in the
camp, is given to each child every two years. Each girl is provided her own notebook, pencils and textbooks. Parents pay
a small stipend, and the community provides some labor and materials for the schools. Local women and graduates of the
school sew the school uniforms. The schools also have mothers' councils, and literacy classes for local women are held in
the school buildings.
While Ms. Cole and Mr. Franko are both now deceased, the all-volunteer, interfaith “California Committee” that they
founded continues. Not only do they oversee the schools, but for over 12 years they have raised all of the funds
necessary to cover the annual operating budget and keep the girls in school.
More information about the schools and how to get involved is available at http://www.afghangirlsschool.org.
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Headmaster Rahmatullah Rahimi leads Afghan schoolgirls in morning exercises at Afghan Refugee Girls School in
Pakistan founded by Pasadena area Quakers.

Headmaster Rahmatullah Rahimi hands out sewing machines in sixth grade graduation ceremony at Afghan Refugee
Girls School in Pakistan founded by Pasadena area Quakers.

