Chapter 4. Merza’s Heart

Meaning and purpose of story: In this story, Jameela tries to lift her father’s spirits by asking him to tell her a story and then, when he can’t, offering to tell him a story. Merza’s response shocks Jameela; her father breaks down sobbing. In this story, we try to understand how the terrible events of the last few months have affected Merza and his way of being a father. Merza’s sadness is so great that when Jameela tries to help him, his sadness overflows in tears and Jameela feels as if she is to blame for making him cry. 
Many decades of war and conflict in Afghanistan have taken a toll on the mental and emotional health and happiness of the adults. Children, especially young children, may feel that they are the cause of their parents “bad mood”. 

Children themselves have suffered many losses though death, injury, displacement, poverty and other effects of war. Children’s parents may have few emotional resources to help their sad and frightened children. Thus, children are affected four different ways: 
· direct emotional distress as a result of being a victim of conflict,

· direct emotional distress because parents who are distressed by war  may be angry or sad and behave in that way toward their children. 

· the loss of emotional support that parents would otherwise provide if not for their struggle with so much strife in their lives
· self-blame and loss of self-esteem because they feel responsible for their parents’ sadness or anger.

This story attempts to bring enlightenment about these dynamics to children in a way that they can understand.

	Primary School  Learning Objectives

	 

	1.
	Learning about sadness; its causes and effects in children

	2.
	Many years of war have affected the happiness and security of the children’s parents. Their sadness sometimes causes changes in the way the parents interact with their children. Children need to know that they are not the cause of their parents’ unhappiness.  

	3. 
	Learning to use stories to heal sadness. Reviving the old tales of Afghanistan 


	Primary School Activities

	

	Classroom
	1. Talk about sadness. What does it feel like to be sad? If you are sad, does it feel as if you have no energy? Do you feel grumpy? Do you want to be alone? Is it hard to keep doing the things you have to do, like going to school or helping at home? If you are sad, is it easy to cry or is it hard to cry? Does it feel the same everyday or just sometimes during the day or night? Are there things that cause you to feel sad?  
2. Jameela’s father Merza is very sad. How does Bibi Jan know that he is sad? How does Merza move, sit, and behave? Why is Merza sad? (loss of leg, loss of work, loss of brother, loss of position as provider in the family, loss of feeling valued and important, loss of mobility, worry about the family’s future, worry about his children) 
Is Merza sad also because he is not being a good father? It is very upsetting for Jameela to see her father cry. This might be true for many children. Discuss how Jameela felt (she felt responsible for making her father cry). Did Jameela do anything wrong? (No, she was trying to help and be kind). What helps Jameela feel better? 
3. Have the class write a story together. Ask the children to make up three characters. Have one character who is sad and one who is able to help with sadness. The third character’s role is up to the class to decide. They need to make up the age, gender, occupation, appearance and history of each character. Why is one character sad? Then ask them to make up a place and a time. Create many, many details. Next comes the problem. What has happened that needs to be changed or fixed? It might be that one character is sad or that the cause of sadness needs to be addressed. Who helps? Who does not help? How does the character feel better in the end? 

When writing as a class, get many ideas. Write them on the board. Then make up the story with the best ideas that fit together. Teachers can write out the story and read it to the class.


	Schoolyard
	1. Children in war-affected countries have many reasons to be sad. Jameela goes to Bibi Jan to talk about her sadness. Bibi Jan also talks to Merza about his sadness. Children need to be able to talk to someone about their sadness to get comfort and relief. Some children will have someone at home who can do this for them and some children will not. For those children who have not enough support at home, teachers can spend a few minutes providing support to children who appear to need it.  Children can be encouraged to use the Place of Peace when they are sad. 
2. Peer Peace Monitors can assist the younger children in the schoolyard and to and from school. Children who are sad may feel better when other children are kind, helpful and compassionate. For some children who really struggle, a PPM from a higher grade might be partnered with this child. Teachers can advise the PPM about how to be helpful. 
3. Encourage the children to tell stories to each other in the schoolyard and while walking to and from school. Ask the children to try to include those children who only want to listen.


	At home
	1. Ask the children to tell the story of Merza’s Heart to their family.   
2. Some mothers and fathers, aunties and uncles, grandparents and other elders at home might be sad. Sometimes sadness comes out as anger (yelling or hitting) or wanting to be left alone (don’t bother me). Sometimes children feel that perhaps they are not loved by that sad person. It is hard to love others when you are sad.  Jameela’s father still loves her. Children are not the cause of sadness in others. It is helpful for children to understand this. Ask them to think of Jameela and Merza if someone at home is sad.
3. Ask older family members if they know any stories. Are there stories that many people know that are part of the culture? Do these stories fit with peace building? Try to collect funny stories.


	Community
	1. Are there children in the community who do not go to school? Why? Do they miss going to school as Jameela does? Are they lonely and sad like Jameela? Discuss this in class. Be sure in these discussions that solutions not blame are discussed. 
2. Ask the children to notice individuals in the community. Do some appear sad? Are there landmine amputees like Merza? Are there women without work or school? Are there people with too little food or shelter. If they appear sad, discuss what might be helpful to them. 
3. Ask the students to ask their parents if they can ask an elderly neighbour or other friend of the parents about stories from their childhood. Be sure to have permission from parents. Ask the children to tell these stories to the class. Write them down. Make a book of stories. Try to encourage stories that are humorous and joyful.   



	Middle School  Learning Objectives

	 

	1.
	Learning about sadness; its causes and effects.

	2.
	Many years of war have affected the happiness and security of the parents of the students. Their sadness sometimes causes changes in the way the parents interact with their children. Students need to know that they are not the cause of their parents’ unhappiness.  

	3. 
	Learning to use stories to heal sadness. Reviving the old tales of Afghanistan. 


	Middle School Activities

	

	Classroom
	 Same as Primary School for all three objectives
1. Talk about sadness. What does it feel like to be sad? If you are sad, does it feel as if you have no energy? Do you feel grumpy? Do you want to be alone? Is it hard to keep doing the things you have to do, like going to school or helping at home? If you are sad, is it easy to cry or is it hard to cry? Does it feel the same everyday or just sometimes during the day or night? Are there things that cause you to feel sad?  

2. Jameela’s father Merza is very sad. How does Bibi Jan know that he is sad? How does Merza move, sit, and behave? Why is Merza sad? (loss of leg, loss of work, loss of brother, loss of position as provider in the family, loss of feeling valued and important, loss of mobility, worry about the family’s future, worry about his children) 

Is Merza sad also because he is not being a good father? It is very upsetting for Jameela to see her father cry. This might be true for many children. Discuss how Jameela felt (she felt responsible for making her father cry). Did Jameela do anything wrong? (No, she was trying to help and be kind). What helps Jameela feel better? 

3. Have the class write a story together. Ask the students to make up three characters. Have one character who is sad and one who is able to help with sadness. The third character’s role is up to the class to decide. They need to make up the age, gender, occupation, appearance and history of each character. Why is one character sad? Then ask them to make up a place and a time. Create many, many details. Next comes the problem. What has happened that needs to be changed or fixed? It might be that one character is sad or that the cause of sadness needs to be addressed. Who helps? Who does not help? How does the character feel better in the end? 

When writing as a class, get many ideas. Write them on the board. Then make up the story with the best ideas that fit together. Teachers can write out the story and read it to the class.



	Schoolyard
	1. Students in war-affected countries have many reasons to be sad. Jameela goes to Bibi Jan to talk about her sadness. Bibi Jan also talks to Merza about his sadness. Students need to be able to talk to someone about their sadness to get comfort and relief. Some students will have someone at home who can do this for them and some children will not. For those children who have not enough support at home, teachers can spend a few minutes providing support to children who appear to need it.  Students can be encouraged to use the Place of Peace when they are sad. 

2. Peer Peace Monitors can assist the younger children and other students while in the schoolyard and while walking to and from school. Students who are sad may feel better when other students are kind, helpful and compassionate. For some students who really struggle, a PPM might be partnered with this student. Teachers can advise the PPM about how to be helpful. 

3. Encourage the students to tell stories to each other in the schoolyard and while walking to and from school. Ask the students to try to include those students who only want to listen.



	At home
	1. Ask the children to tell the story of Merza’s Heart to their family. Ask the students to talk to their parents or trusted family member about their own sadness. If this is not possible, ask the students to write in their journals. 

2. Some mothers and fathers, aunties and uncles, grandparents and other elders at home might be sad. Sometimes sadness comes out as anger (yelling or hitting) or wanting to be left alone (don’t bother me). Sometimes children feel that perhaps they are not loved by that sad person. It is hard to love others when you are sad.  Jameela’s father still loves her. Children are not the cause of sadness in others. It is helpful for children to understand this. Ask them to think of Jameela and Merza if someone at home is sad.

3. Ask older family members if they know any stories. Are there stories that many people know that are part of the culture? Do these stories fit with peace building? Try to collect funny stories.


	Community
	Same as Primary School for all objectives.
1. Are there children in the community who do not go to school? Why? Do they miss going to school as Jameela does? Are they lonely and sad like Jameela? Discuss this in class. Be sure in these discussions that solutions not blame are discussed. 

2. Ask the children to notice individuals in the community. Do some appear sad? Are there landmine amputees like Merza? Are there women without work or school? Are there people with too little food or shelter. If they appear sad, discuss what might be helpful to them. 

3. Ask the students to ask their parents if they can ask an elderly neighbour or other friend of the parents about stories from their childhood. Be sure to have permission from parents. Ask the children to tell these stories to the class. Write them down. Make a book of stories. Try to encourage stories that are humorous and joyful.   




	Upper School  Learning Objectives

	 

	1.
	Learning about sadness; its causes and effects.

	2.
	Many years of war have affected the happiness and security of the parents of the students. Their sadness sometimes causes changes in the way the parents interact with their children. Students need to know that they are not the cause of their parents’ unhappiness.  

	3. 
	Learning to use stories to heal sadness. Reviving the old tales of Afghanistan. 


	Upper School Activities

	

	Classroom
	1. Discuss sadness in class. What are the causes of sadness? Some are public (war, poverty, displacement, loss of hope because of long-term deprivation of basic needs for safety and security) and some are more subtle (loss of education opportunities, employment opportunities, loss of freedom of movement and speech, loss of choice) and some are very personal (loss of family members through death, imprisonment, emigration; loss of limbs and disfigurement, loss of health and well-being). Discuss the sadness that the students in the class experience. If this is difficult, empathic listening and compassion are supportive to the students. Students may wish to spend some time with their sadness in the Place of Peace. 

2. Discuss the effects of long-term conflict on the elder generations. Many parents and grandparents will remember times of peace and prosperity in Afghanistan. Most students will only know conflict. How does that difference affect how one feels? 
3. Divide the class into groups of four. Ask each group to write a story. The story should have four characters: at least one parent, one son or daughter, and two other characters that the group creates. Be sure to create lots of detail for each character: age, gender, occupation, appearance, attitudes and beliefs. The parent character is very sad (this could look like angry, withdrawn, irritable, depressed). Write about how the parent’s sadness affects the son or daughter. Who else is affected?  Who helps? How is the problem resolved? 


	Schoolyard
	1. As we know from the discussion in class, sadness has many faces. Most people try to hide their sadness. Students can learn to respond empathically to each other. Rather than judge another student’s behaviour in a negative way, ask yourself “What is he or she feeling? What is she or he needing?” If you can’t determine this, ask with interest and caring. 

 Peer Peace Monitors can be aware of any student needing assistance. Offer friendship and an empathic listening ear. Offer to let the teacher know if the student needs further assistance.
2. Ask students to be aware of their own emotional supports and the emotional supports of their friends. Be ready to be a support to friends who need you. 
3. On a pleasant day, have the students tell or act out their stories written in the classroom. 


	At home
	1. Ask the children to tell the story of Merza’s Heart to their family.  Ask the students to talk to their parents or trusted family member about their own sadness. If this is not possible, ask the students to write in their journals.
2. Ask the students to talk to their parents about the losses that they have suffered over the years of conflict. 
3. Ask the students to talk to their elders at home. Have them ask the elders to tell their favourite stories from childhood. Write them down.  Make a collection of stories in class. Are some of the stories the same? Do some of these stories represent parts of Afghanistan’s culture? Discuss how the stories might contribute to peace or to conflict. 


	Community
	1. Are there young people in the community who do not go to school? Why? Do they miss going to school? Are they lonely? What kinds of opportunities do they miss? How could every person that wants to go to school get that opportunity? Discuss this in class. Be sure in these discussions that solutions not blame-laying are discussed. (Blame is often not helpful. Acceptance of events in the past allows attention to go to solutions for the future. Otherwise, past events will continue to embitter the present and future.)

2. Discuss the effects of sadness on the community. Does it effect community development, prosperity, well-being, tranquillity? Discuss what solutions the community might require. How might the students contribute to these solutions?
3. Ask the students to talk to elders in their community about the stories they knew when they were young. Ask them to write them down and bring them to class. Make a collection of stories into a book. Try to select stories that have humour, joy, mystery. Try to avoid stories that have intolerance or violence towards certain groups or classes of people. 
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