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classes for mothers. Though she needs some help preparing 
them, she is excited to contribute in such a way. She also point-
ed out that there are still many severely disabled children who 
remain at home and with whom local social workers are incapa-
ble of working. Nargis wants to begin doing home visits with 
them. She and her co-workers are perhaps the only people 
from Isfara who possess the knowledge and skills to properly 
help these vulnerable children. 

It is encouraging to see this newfound capacity in a mother of a 
child with disability. Previously isolated at home, she is now 
bringing her son into the community, interacting with other 
mothers, and using her own experiences with disabilities to 
help and encourage others. 

A TAILORING STUDENT  
CHANGES THE STATUS OF HER FAMILY
Mahgol* is a successful and talented student in the Operation 
Mercy tailoring class in Iran. Her mother was a student of the 
literacy class in the past. Her family was so poor that their life 
depended on Operation Mercy’s food support. When Opera-
tion Mercy’s social worker went to visit her house, she found 
out that they were living in the room of a guard at a very distant 
and abandoned industrial property. There was almost nothing 
in the room except a carpet and a few pillows and blankets. 
Maghol’s father was suffering from a severe eye infection. The 
room was all that he could provide for his family. 

One day a social worker saw Mahgol cutting fabric for a gown 
and decided to ask her mother about the girl. “Mahgol is my 
oldest daughter,” the mother said. “She was the top student in 
her class at school, but because of our bad financial situation 
she was had to leave school in order to help her father earn a 
living for the household.” Mahgol’s younger siblings had also 
stopped going to school. 

Because of her clear interest and talent for tailoring, the social 
worker suggested for her to join the tailoring course. “I saw the 
light of joy in her eyes after hearing my suggestion,” the social 
worker said.

In her first few months of her training, equipped with only basic 
skills in tailoring, Mahgol managed to receive orders from Af-
ghan women and started making some money. After some 
time, with great enthusiasm and her hard work, she progressed 
successfully up to the advanced stage. 

After her graduation, Mahgol was employed in a tailoring work-
shop. Apart from the money that she earns from working in the 
shop, she has various orders from private customers at home. 
She earns a significant income and is of great help to her family. 
In fact, her work has changed the status of the family, and they 
no longer need food aid from Operation Mercy. Mahgol’s moth-
er says that she is far beyond a girl. She has gained the power of 
a man who is not waiting for her father to support the family. 
She counts on herself and the family counts on her.

LEARNING TO STAND UP AND SPEAK OUT
One of the girls at the Lyceum in Tajikistan, Susan*, has had a 
disability since childhood. She is quite shy and has struggled 
with speaking in front of her classmates. “Most of my class-
mates think I am stupid,” Susan said. “I’m not stupid, but I just 
can’t express myself in front of others. When I am asked a ques-
tion, the words just get stuck and I cannot say anything.”

However, coming to the lessons and participating in the meet-
ings has given Susan that extra push necessary in order for her 
to break free from her fears. She has learned to stand up and 
speak out and wishes to thank the facilitator and her fellow par-
ticipants for their patience. “It was not easy for me, but I want-
ed to participate and share what I have learned, for example 
about TB, healthy food, relationships, and stress management. 
I hope that in September we will continue to learn new things 
and become more equipped with knowledge that will help us 
not only in our own lives but also to influence others.” 

* name has been changed
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RAISING AWARENESS IN KAZAKHSTAN
Operation Mercy organised a conference in Kazakhstan for 
parents whose children are HIV positive or have AIDS. The par-
ticipants were given basic information about the cause, preven-
tion, and treatment of HIV and AIDS. For many parents, this was 
the first time they learned about the disease their children are 
living with. 

Various beliefs and cultural traditions shape people’s under-
standing of the disease often resulting in incorrect information, 
carelessness, and even neglect. Some parents had believed – pri-
or to the conference – that HIV/AIDS is a Western disease that 
could not affect them or their adult children. Others thought that 
only drug addicts were susceptible to the disease.

A common view among the parents was that Central Asian na-
tionalities do not and should not live together before they are 
married. Virginity is considered important for women to ‘marry 
well’. Because of the cultural norm that assumes young people 
remain virgins until marriage, HIV testing is seen as unnecessary.

One mother was upset saying she was afraid for her daughter 
– that a man will tell her that he loves her and wants to marry 
her, but she will not know what is in his blood. “How will I save 
my daughter from HIV when she gets married?” she asked.
Other parents struggled with the idea of getting involved in 
their children’s lives. “I know my son has HIV, but he must live 
his own life and enjoy being with many women,” one of the 
mothers said.

The conference facilitator worked through many layers of false 
beliefs and cultural traditions during the conference, answering 
questions and listening to worries. At the end of the day she 
was pleased with the outcome of the conference, and felt con-
fident that the parents now have enough information. They left 
the conference determined to discuss the disease with their 
children and to become advocates for them.

GROWING IN UNDERSTANDING
Two Iranian mothers, Zahra* and Naadia*, both attend a group 
for disabled children and their parents. One group meeting be-
gan awkwardly as there was clear tension between the two 
mothers. They would not even look at each other, and Zahra, 
particularly, was quite upset. Finally, she told the group how she 
had met Naadia and her son at a park recently. The two women 
had started talking while their children played. Naadia had 
made remarks about Zahra’s son, Sami*, saying it was because 
of Zahra that he was not learning and growing like her son, Na-

zir*. Both children have cerebral palsy. Nazir has learned to 
walk; Sami is still learning how to sit on his own.

The social worker facilitating the group picked up the topic in 
the group session. “Every child with cerebral palsy is unique,” 
she explained. “Depending on the brain area affected and the 
severity of the damage, the impairment is different. It is impor-
tant that we look at each child and help them develop their 
potential. Comparing with each other is neither encouraging 
nor helpful.”

After hearing the social worker’s explanation, Naadia turned to 
Zahra and said: “I’m sorry for what I said to you and that I offend-
ed you.” The room filled with joy as the two mothers reconciled. 

A few weeks later the two mothers told the social worker that 
they now intentionally meet in the park with their children. 
Working through the conflict helped them grow their friendship. 

BUILDING TOGETHER 
A community project in Tajikistan invites peers, children who 
do not have disabilities, to regularly attend rehabilitation activ-
ities six months before school starts. On one such day a teacher 
was observing the children at play. They were initially each do-
ing their own thing. One was playing with a ball, while another 
was fishing with a magnet. There was a child playing with dolls, 
another one with cars, and a boy from the peer group called 
Umar* was building with blocks. He built a house and a parking 
lot for cars. The other children started to notice his building pro-
ject and one by one they started to come nearer and brought 
their contributions. One brought a car, one helped to add an-
other storey to the house, and another brought a flag to fly 
from the top of the house. After a while there was a big building 
project with many buildings. A single-house project had be-
come a modern suburb. 

The children had always been given time for free play, but the 
teachers had never seen an attempt at building such a project 
together before. The children worked side by side towards ac-
complishing a common goal and the result was beyond every-
one’s expectations. The teachers saw the importance of involv-
ing peers and having the children learn to work together before 
schools starts.

* name has been changed
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