
 

 
 

November  15, 2004 

OVERSEAS  

From a Cr isis, Children Reach Across the Wor ld 

By JULIE SALAMON 
 

NOTHING activates the impulse to give like an emergency. The children at Public School 3 
watched the twin towers fall on Sept. 11, 2001, from their classroom windows in Greenwich 
Village, about a mile north of ground zero. Their school then became a refuge for children from 
P.S. 89 and Intermediate School 89, just blocks from where the attacks took place. People across 
the country sent condolences and gifts — letters, art supplies and boxes of teddy bears. 

As these tokens of good will continued to arrive, the United States began bombing Afghanistan in 
pursuit of terrorists. In this atmosphere of chaos, the parents and teachers at P.S. 3 searched for 
ways to help the children — and themselves — respond with something besides fear. So it was a 
relief that spring when a letter arrived via backpack-mail, asking permission for children to 
participate in a dance-a-thon to raise money for schools in Afghanistan. 

My son was in second grade at the school. I signed the form and sent him off to persuade his 
grandparents and neighbors to sponsor him. Between that and other events, including a penny 
drive, the children raised $15,000, enough to sponsor two schools, one for boys and another for 
girls. When the results were tallied, I enjoyed a nice moment of pride. It was reassuring to believe 
— even for a moment — in the underlying promise of School of Hope, as the project was called. 
Maybe children could be taught to respond to violence with generosity.  

Now, after three dance-a-thons, raising more than $40,000, the P.S. 3 teachers have discovered 
another lesson about giving: it's a bit like falling in love, easy at the beginning when lightning 
strikes, more complex when that initial, reflexive good will gives way to the reality of 
relationships and their competing demands. What should recipient and giver expect from each 
another? Was it enough for the students to feel good about giving, or should they be learning 
more? 

"The point wasn't to turn our kids into little fund-raisers but to have them connect," said Julie 
Zuckerman, the kindergarten and first-grade teacher who helped get the project going. "The kids 
got that warm feeling from doing a charitable deed, but we wanted to make it an educational 
experience for them. The idea was, here's this place that has been leveled. There's no irrigation, no 
roads, no postal system. How do you rebuild a society from the ground?" 

Large questions for small philanthropists. Yet the P.S. 3 experience with School of Hope has 
addressed many of the major issues connected with charitable acts: 
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How do you overcome reluctance? In this case, there were those who questioned whether this was 
an appropriate school activity and how they could be sure the new schools weren't training little 
terrorists.  

Where should one give? At P.S. 3, some parents wondered why the school should raise money for 
people far away when there was so much local need.  

How do you prevent corruption? Once the project was under way, after approval by a schoolwide 
vote of parents and teachers, someone broke into a locker and stole some of the penny-drive 
money. 

Then, the cosmic question: who was helping whom? "We were all struggling with 9/11 and the 
war in Afghanistan," said Shino Tanikawa, now co-president of the School Community Council, 
the P.S. 3 parent organization. "I was searching for something that would make me feel better." 

School of Hope was born in March 2000, out of another sense of emergency. Zolaykha Sherzad, 
its founder, was an Afghan refugee working in New York as an architect with her Swiss husband 
and their 2-year-old son. A longing for her homeland brought her together with other Afghans in 
New York. They would meet to play Afghan music and speculate on what they could do to help 
their country. With a benefit, they raised money to send Ms. Sherzad and her husband to 
Afghanistan. 

"We found a dire situation," Ms. Sherzad said. "People were living in tents. The sanitation 
conditions were miserable. The children were not attending school." 

Working with an Afghan organization affiliated with the United Nations, they found a region — 
the Ghazni province, home of the Hazara people — where they could start schools that met their 
basic requirement, which was that girls be allowed to attend.  

Then came Sept. 11. The following winter Ms. Zuckerman met someone at a conference who 
knew Ms. Sherzad. The two women met in Tompkins Square Park on a cold February day. Ms. 
Sherzad explained that it would take just $20 to send a child to school for a year in Ghazni. Ms. 
Zuckerman invited her to give a presentation at P.S. 3 about education in Afghanistan. And so, out 
of mutual need, the relationship was forged. 

Ms. Sherzad is currently living in Kabul for nine months with her husband and her son, now 6. I 
saw her last month, though, in New York to show the children at P.S. 3 slides from the schools 
they have helped pay for, including the first one in Ghazni that has included girls in more than a 
generation. 

A slender woman with long black hair, wearing an Afghan style chemise, a knee-length shirt over 
pants, she showed them pictures of girls sitting in a tent in front of a makeshift blackboard and 
boys in a building that looked like a pile of rocks. She explained how there was no sewage or 
electricity and about the elections that were to take place that weekend. She told them that local 
warlords had been threatening to cut off their water supply if they voted for the wrong candidates. 

She also brought with her two large signs, beautifully painted with calligraphy pens. One showed 
the alphabet in Dari and the other was a math table, using Afghan symbols. She also taped kites to 
the wall, to show how Afghan children play, and displayed pictures the children had drawn of 
various land mines. 
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For Ms. Sharzad, the chance to offer the children at P.S. 3 these insights into Afghan culture was 
as important as the money they raised. "I was becoming a connector-messenger," she wrote to me 
in an e-mail after she returned to Kabul. "Trying to diminish the physical and cultural distance." 
She acknowledges it is a long road. While the Afghan children were grateful for what they had 
received, they were also wary, she said. "In the history of Afghanistan, the interest of other nations 
has not been so simple." 

At P.S. 3, teachers have been finding ways to extend an act of generosity into the curriculum. My 
son's teacher, Alan Tung, is going to include the plight of Afghan women in a social studies 
project. Ms. Zuckerman plans to teach the Dari alphabet, just as she has taught the Greek alphabet 
in the past. 

Two weeks after Ms. Sharzad's presentation, I watched Samantha Restaino, who teaches a 
combined fourth- and fifth-grade class, place the Afghan numbers chart in the front of the room 
next to a familiar multiplication chart. "Do you know our number system comes from this number 
system?" Ms. Restaino asked. "Roman numbers are totally different. Ours come from the Arab 
system." 

The children began to find patterns between the strange symbols and those they knew. One after 
another they approached the Afghan chart with Post-it notes, triumphantly sticking one on the 
board when they found a match. Within 20 minutes they had figured out that the Afghan children 
had sent them a multiplication table. 

Later, she said: "This was a perfect example of integrated curriculum. Social studies, math, 
language, arts." 

Ms. Restaino, who is 32, spent two years in the Peace Corps, teaching high school English in 
Malawi in East Africa. She thinks the urge to give is inherent in many children. "I see it at snack 
time," she said. "Some kids forget or can't bring snacks for one reason or other. The kids offer to 
share without me saying anything. They hadn't imagined they could help a kid halfway around the 
world. A project like this shows the limitless possibilities. 
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Afghan girls, who were not allowed to attend class 
under the Taliban, now study at the Aymini School 
near Kabul.  
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The school, with 3,000 students, has war-damaged  
walls and tarps for ceilings. 
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The Aymini School for girls will be rebuilt with 
money secured by Zolaykha Sherzad, an Afghan 
refugee. 
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Zolaykha Sherzad. 
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Pupils at P.S. 3 are raising money for Afghan 
schools. Samantha Restaino, left, a teacher, 
with an Afghan numbers chart. 
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                     Children sort coins. 
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Elizabeth Ely 
and  

Sophia Scorcia 
write about the project. 
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