
By Elsie Galbreath Haley 

The day after the presidential election, the St. Thomas 
mentor group met with the Waziri family for the f irst 
t ime. I felt at the time that at that particular moment, 
there was nothing I could have been doing that was more 
meaningful; t ime has deepened that feeling for me. As 
we introduced ourselves to the family, it was clear that 
the mentors had a wide variety of skil ls that could be put 
to use. When the Waziris talked about their needs, I saw 
immediately that I could be useful in helping Farashta, 
the wife and mother of the family, learn English. And if  
her children could pick some up along the way, so much 
the better. 

Deacon Sally asked me to write about our family for 
this Bold Living and I am honored to do so. I know most 
about my own role, so I will focus on that. I have taught 
English writ ing and literature for most of my career, the 
latter part at the Metropolitan State University of Denver, 
and I have worked with second language students in 
many of my classes. But I have never taught English to a 
beginning learner, which is a dif ferent kind of challenge. I 
knew that both Farashta and her husband Abdul were 
f luent (reading, writ ing, and speaking) in both of 
Afghanistan?s off icial languages, Pashto and Dari. And 
Abdul, who served as an interpreter for the US Army for 
two years, has a good command of English. So they were 
far ahead of where many refugees are when they come to 
the US. 

I began working with Farashta and her children the 
week after we f irst met, and we?ve had a weekly English 
lesson every week since except for two weeks before and 
after the birth of her fourth child, Nawja, and one week 
when I visited my sister in Louisiana. I am writ ing this on 
February 23, having just gotten back from our twelf th 
lesson. 

For more than half  of this time, I have also worked with 
a second Afghan refugee woman, Banafsha. Between the 
two women, there are now six children, and most of them 
check in and out of the English lessons as the mood 
strikes them. Farashta has four children: two sons, Milad 
(6) and Malek (4); (Milad is in preschool and is usually in 
school when I?m at their apartment) and two daughters, 
Nawisa (2) and the baby, Najwa, who is just about a 
month old. Banafsha has a daughter, Hajara (4) and a son, 

Imran, who had his f irst birthday in January. The scene is 
chaotic at t imes, but sometimes the children tune in to 
the lesson, which the mothers and I all enjoy. We have 
studied a variety of subjects: greetings, family 
relationships, t ime (analog and digital clocks, calendars, 
months of the year, days of the week, holidays for each 
month); parts of the body; feelings; some geography, 
mostly t ied to Colorado (Denver, Thornton, where they 
live and DIA, where Abdul worked for a while) and 
Afghanistan. I?ve given them maps of Colorado, the 
United States, North America, and Afghanistan. I?ve tried 
to tie the lessons to what we are all doing. For example, 
when I went to visit my sister in Louisiana, I showed them 
where she lived. And Farashta and Banafsha showed me 
their homes on the map of Afghanistan. 

The last two weeks, at their request, we?ve been 
learning words for food. I found an Afghan cookbook at 
the DPL and made a glossary of food items that would be 
familiar to them, using both Dari and English from the 
cookbook, and we worked on that today. In the process I 
learned some things that they like (raisins, pomegranates, 
nuts) and some that they don?t l ike (red pepper, the smell 
of garlic.) 

I anticipated that this would be a learning experience 
for me, but it has exceeded my expectations in more 
ways than I can count. These refugees have taken on 
something so dif f icult, and they are handling it with such 
grace. The children are open and loving. Their culture is 
fascinating, and I know I stil l have much more to learn 
about it. The whole undertaking has been challenging 
and rewarding. I would encourage any of you who have 
time and energy to do this to look into it now. There are 
so many needs. And I would be happy to talk to you about 
my experience if  you would like to do that too. 

Learning from our refugee family


