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IntroduCtIon

It’s just turned four-thirty on a cool morning in early June in Asni, a 

village in the foothills of the High Atlas Mountains. Around me a group of 

chattering young girls between the ages of eleven and sixteen are laying 

out baskets and plates of bread and biscuits, jugs of mint tea, milk and 

orange juice, bowls of honey and marmalade for breakfast. Some are still 

in their pyjamas while others are fully dressed for the day, but all of them 

are boisterous and bubbling over with excitement.

In the kitchen, Latifa Aliza and cook Latifa Maatalla are busy packing 

hampers, tins and bags with everything they need to feed a crowd of 

hungry young girls on a long day out; blankets for sitting on are piled by 

the door, glasses and cups are carefully placed in boxes. 

As the clock drifts past five, a kafuffle at the door, as another crowd 

of excitement surges in, the girls kissing and hugging the friends they 

haven’t seen for weeks. The clamour reaches fever pitch as Latifa shooshes 

everyone out the door, making sure nobody leaves empty-handed. A final 

check to make sure nothing and no-one has been left behind, and she locks 

the door, and, with her colleagues Khadija Oukattouk and Mina Hadod, 

makes sure that everything is loaded safely onto the two buses standing 

outside, their engines ticking over to take the chill off the morning. 

As dawn warms the darkened silhouettes of the buildings into the rich 

salmon pink of the High Atlas landscape we roll; sixty-five girls, three house-

mothers, four cooks and helpers and me, as we set out on an Education For 

All adventure to the beautiful Cascades de Ouzoud. For some of the girls 

the four-hour ride will be the first time they have set foot outside the High 

Atlas; for others it is another trip to discover their beautiful homeland. For 

everyone it will be a glorious day out, full of laughter, singing, chanting, 

dancing, drum-bashing and food – and I’m immensely proud to have been 

invited to share such a splendid day, and which I can say with hand on 

heart, has been one of my happiest experiences in Morocco.

Derek Workman – Imlil, Morocco, July 2012
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a dIfferent LIfe
THE WORK OF EDUCATION FOR ALL

Educate a boy and you educate the man; 

educate a girl and you educate  

a family, a community, a nation.

To most of us access to an education beyond primary school never even 

enters into our consideration; it is simply there, almost by divine right. 

But what if it weren’t? And almost worse still, what if it is on offer but you 

can’t get to it because you live too far from the nearest school or your 

family is too poor to pay even the basic accommodation costs.

Think of yourself as the father of a young girl not yet even into her 

teens, and a group of foreigners come along to tell you that you should 

send her to a private boarding-house miles from home. “It’s for her 

benefit,” they say, but you possibly aren’t too well educated yourself, and 

the idea of putting your daughter into the hands of foreigners who aren’t 

part of your culture or religious beliefs might be something you are very 

wary of. Wouldn’t you rather take the counsel of someone of your own 

faith, a father himself and, even if not a direct friend, someone who has 

earned the respect of those who know him well?

Hajj Maurice, a small man with a large moustache and a winning smile, 

is well known and highly respected throughout the villages of the High 

Atlas Mountains, not just because he has made the pilgrimage to Mecca, 

which entitles him to the honorific ‘Hajj’, but for the work he has done 

as a mainstay of the Association Bassins d’Imlil, a non-profit organisation 

that provides immense support to the people of the local villages, and has 

undertaken a range of projects that have created an enormous beneficial 

impact in the Imlil Valley. As the father of two daughters he was aware of 

the importance of education for young women, especially following the 

sad loss of his eldest, who died of leukaemia while in her early twenties. 
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For weeks Hajj Maurice walked the mountains, talking to fathers and 

families, trying to convince them that allowing their daughters to live in the 

protective environment of a privately run boarding house while continuing 

their education was not only the best thing for them as individuals, but also 

for their families, their future children and their communities. Some families 

accepted with alacrity; the only thing that had stopped them doing it in 

the first place was that they simply had no money. But others were less 

convinced, and despite all his wiles and arguments, Hajj Maurice sometimes 

had to leave without even the concession of “we’ll think about it.”

Now put yourself in the place of an eleven year-old girl, eager for 

new sights, friends and experiences, despite never having been outside 

the confines of your village. You speak only Berber, a language so different 

from the national language of Arabic in both its spoken and written form 

that you may as well be going to another country to study, not a village 

thirty kilometres away, because Arabic is the language all your classes will

be in. And then imagine that for the first time in your life you will 

have your own bed to sleep in, your own cupboard to put your clothes in 

and a washing machine to wash them – no more going down to the river 

to pound them on rocks. The boarding house might seem like a palace, but 

your new life still takes some getting used to!

In the beginning…
Take a group of friends who like a good meal out, blend in the feeling that 

they would like to do something to benefit the people of their adopted 

country – in this case Morocco – season with a bit of inventiveness and see 

what you get. Education For All.

Mike McHugo has more than thirty years experience of bringing school 

groups to Morocco, and was one of the forward-thinking gastronomes.

“We’d all lived in Morocco for a number of years and ate out together 

regularly. Most of us worked in tourism so we came up with the idea that 

we would go to a restaurant and get them to provide us with a meal at cost 

and we would promote them. We then charged ourselves the full rate and 

paid the balance into a fund, which we would use to support something, 
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although at the time we weren’t sure what.” 

Over a couple of years the account grew, but it was through a chance 

meeting with John Woods, who had created the charity Room To Read to 

build libraries in parts of the world where children might never get the 

chance to see the written word, that saw them focus on education.

“Originally we thought that we might just act as fund-raisers for Room 

To Read,” says Mike, “but then we decided we’d like to do something 

specific to Morocco. It was quite obvious that girls didn’t have the same 

educational opportunity as boys, and in addition to that, some of the 

villages in the High Atlas Mountains are very remote and aren’t accessible 

by road. Children had to walk for hours to even get to the road-head before 

they might be able to hitch a ride to school.”

Homes, not just houses
Government boarding houses have existed for children from outlying 

districts for many years, but these have to be paid for, and many families 

in remote villages are simply too poor to pay the fees. Unfortunately, these 

state boarding houses are often rather Dickensian, and many parents would 

never consider sending their daughters to one. The result is a distressingly 

high percentage of illiteracy among women in rural areas, said to be as 

much as eighty percent in some places.

“We realised from the beginning that we had to be very careful with 

our approach, once we had decided what we wanted to do,” says Maryk 

Stroonsnijder, who, with her husband Cees van den Berg, own Riad Siwan 

and Azzar, and have been part of Education For All from the beginning. 

“We couldn’t suddenly start trying to educate children, especially girls, in 

a staunchly Islamic society, but what we could do was make it easier for 

some girls to continue their studies within the established school system.”

The proposal was that Education For All would provide for the needs 

of a number of young girls from the poorest families from some of the 

remotest villages in the High Atlas for the three years it would take them 

to complete their secondary education. An apparently modest undertaking, 

but one that would affect the lives of an initial group of twelve girls, 
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increasing by the same number each year, in ways that couldn’t have been 

imagined at the time.

In 2006 Education For All was officially recognised as a Moroccan NGO, 

with a sister charity set up in the UK, and began to raise funds in earnest for 

their first boarding house in Asni, forty-five kilometres from Marrakech. This 

house, and those that were to follow, are all within a couple of minutes 

walk from school, and take into account an anomaly of the Moroccan way 

of educational life for girls.

Many boys will cycle to school and take lunch with them. Sometimes a 

single class will be held in the morning and then another in the afternoon. 

Boys will simply stay at the school, but it’s considered unsafe for girls to 

do that, so they are expected to return home, impossible if they live far 

away. Often they’ve walked considerable distances to get to school, and 

on occasions when timetabling is particularly erratic they’ll miss a day’s 

schooling completely. For the girls at the EFA houses they can simply walk 

across the road.

Ideas are cheap, boarding houses aren’t, but after a lot of work 

and hectic fund-raising, September 2007 saw the first twelve girls from 

remote mountain villages begin their education in Asni, living in rented 

accommodation until their purpose-built home was finished.
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Going places
As Maryk has been heard to comment, “Sometimes when you start 

something you have no idea where it’s going to go.” – and before they 

knew it, EFA were a further fifty kilometres into the mountains, converting 

two apartments in the centre of Talaat-n-Yacoub into another boarding 

house, Dar Tinmel. Another twelve mouths to feed and energetic girls to 

look after, on top of the twenty by then living at Dar Asni.

“When we opened Dar Asni it was with the idea that we would take in 

twelve girls a year for the three-year cycle it took them to complete their 

studies to take them on to the lycée,” says Cees. “To be honest, we needed 

the experience of the first year to see how the house would work, so we 

could adapt our plans for the next one.”

One of the most important things about Education or All is that a very 

high percentage of the income and donations comes from people who 

have visited the houses and seen that they work. No-one involved in the 

administration takes a fee or charges expenses. Apart from the wages paid 

to the house mothers and staff, and the running costs for each house, the 

only charges made are bank charges – and there is almost no way in the 

world of avoiding those!

It’s because of this confidence in a job well done that the house at 
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Ouirgane came into being. When a regular benefactor sold his business and 

wanted to help in a major way, he asked Education For All how much it 

would cost to build and fit out a house from scratch. One hundred thousand 

euros was the answer, with the land being donated by the local authority. 

On 5 May 2011 Dar Ouirgane had its official opening party, thanks to the 

generosity of someone who had the confidence in EFA to know that the 

money would go directly to those who most needed it. 

This generosity is wonderful, but even with cash in the bank to build 

and equip a boarding house, nothing happens until a full year’s funds 

are in hand to cover the running costs of the initial intake. It would be 

devastating if the girls had to return to their remote villages, barely having 

said goodbye to their friends and family, because there was no money 

in the coffers to feed them. Education For All is determined that that will 

never happen.

More than just bricks and mortar
Houses are important, but there are foundations other than those on which 

a building sits which are of equal importance.

“The absolute rock on which everything else stands is the house 

mother,” says Maryk, “and with Latifa Aliza, who was in at the very 

beginning of Dar Asni, when they were still living in rented accommodation 

while we waited for the house to be built, we found an absolute gem. She 

was one of only two educated girls from her village. She left home when 

she was six years old and, apart from going back for holidays, she was away 

for sixteen years. She has shown an incredible level of commitment, and it 

was through her that we found the other house mothers, Khadija Oukattouk 

and Mina Hadod, when we opened Dar Tinmel and Dar Oiugane, and they 

are equally as caring and encouraging with the girls in their charge.”

While the house mothers are the bedrock of life at the boarding 

houses, the volunteers who spend up to four months, and occasionally 

longer, helping the girls at the houses are crucial for the girls’ development. 

Maryk stresses that a stay isn’t just an easy ride or something to enhance 

their CV.
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“The volunteers are here for the girls, not the other way around. It 

can be a bit difficult at first, mainly because of language differences, and 

particularly at the beginning of the school year when there are a lot of new 

girls and the house mothers have to plan timetables for each of the girls 

and the programme for the house.” And it’s this careful planning, centred 

around the girls’ education, that explains why eighty percent of the girls 

living at the EFA boarding house in Asni passed their exams to take them 

on to study at the lycée – more than double the national average.

Every single one of the girls living at Dar Asni, Dar Tinmel and Dar 

Ouirgane has an individual timetable of studies drawn up at the beginning 

of term to cover the time they are not studying at the college. It’s at these 

times that the volunteers come into their own, supporting the girls as they 

work and also helping them learn English, one of the most popular classes. 

Each house has a specially equipped study room, complete with computers 

with internet connection, which the girls are encouraged to use to broaden 

their horizons. 
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KarIma’s story

Karima Targaoui is Education For All’s longest serving volunteer, spending 

over a year with the girls before returning to her home in Vienne, near 

Lyon in France. She still works with EFA as the coordinator of volunteers. 

“I began volunteering with EFA on November 2009. (It seems like it 

was yesterday!) When I arrived in Dar Asni I was surprised; the house is so 

pretty and the organisation directed by Latifa is really good. Everyone was 

so nice. A week later is was hard to leave them and go to Talat N’Yacoub. 

The first days were really hard. I was in the middle of nowhere, the girls 

didn’t know each other yet, EFA wasn’t well-known by the locals so they 

were suspicious, and the house wasn’t started. I really felt like I couldn’t 

do it. But I began to build a relationship with the girls and I realized how 

much they needed somebody to help them. That motivates me to succeed. 

Then Khadija, the gorgeous house-mother arrived, and I felt immediately 

comfortable with her. Together we did a lot of work; first with the girls, 

who now feel like sisters and have changed in many ways; secondly 

in the house, which became really nice and warm; and finally with the 

community around Talat N’Yacoub, who know us, respect us, encourage us 

and help us with our project. And all this with the help of the committee, 

of course, who is always present and helpful despite the distance. And I 

thank them for this and for the trust they gave me.

I’m really proud to be a part of this project when I see how the girls 

have evolved. They didn’t only improve their marks at school, they became 

more open-minded, independent and have a better understanding of 

life. They are conscious that education is the key to their individual and 

collective future. They are becoming real women, the women who will 

change Morocco.”
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Beyond 
four WaLLs

Anthropologist, film maker, curator and a committed environmentalist,  

  Aniko Boehler first became involved with Education For All in 2007, 

when she took a group of girls from Asni boarding house to a tree planting 

day, organised as part of the rehabilitation of the Palmeraie on the outskirts 

of Marrakech, one of Morocco’s most important natural palm oases.

“It was the first time many of the girls had been to Marrakech, or even 

out of Asni, which, even though it’s only about a forty-minute drive from 

Marrakech, is a completely different world. We had a wonderful day out, 

and the girls also met and spoke to two professionals on environmental 

issues. This was the first time in their lives that the girls really gave any 

thought to environmental issues because it was something they simply 

never came into contact with. Their scholastic education is vitally important, 

but I believe that so is their environmental education because these are 

the mothers of tomorrow, who will be able to instil into their children an 

understanding of how their lives are affected by the condition of the world 

around them, and how they can affect it in return.”

And the seeds of environmental understanding began to take flower. 

Mountain Propre is a project directed at sustainable development in 

the Imlil Valley, a spread of seven villages in the mountains above Asni. 

Part of the initiative is an annual rubbish collection from Jbel Toubkal, the 

highest mountain in Morocco. The girls from the boarding houses are too 

young to take part, so they asked Aniko and the organisers of Mountain 

Propre to supply them with the materials they needed to do their own 

mini-clean up. While the adults worked their way up Jbel Toubkal, the girls 

from Dar Asni, Dar Ouigane and Dar Tinmel donned their Mountain Propre 

T-shirts, picked up the big blue plastic bags and cleared the streets around 

their respective houses of all discarded litter.

“I’m very proud of them because they became the first little 
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ambassadors for Mountain Propre by creating a clean up operation in their 

own villages,” says Aniko. “No-one told them to or asked them to. These 

wonderful young girls did it because they wanted to; they wanted to clean 

up their own environment, which also makes it a better place for other 

people to live in.”

But not everything is directed at ‘education’, even in its broadest 

sense. EFA makes sure that as often as possible the girls will be off on a 

jaunt; to paddle in the sea and wiggle their toes in the sand at Essaouira; 

to take a ride on a raft made of oil drums at the Cascades de Ouzoud, and 

even the tree-planting in Marrakech ended with a picnic and games – yet 

another first in the young mountain girls’ catalogue of new experiences.
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fIve years on

Those girls who nervously snuggled up in their first ‘own bed’ five years 

ago have just finished their second year at the lycée. They have become 

confident young women, aware that they have something to offer the world, 

even if that world should simply extend to the betterment of their own 

village. But when they finished the three years college education they posed 

a quandary. How can you educate a girl and expand her horizons and then 

simply say goodbye when her three years are done? The answer is – you 

can’t. But neither can they stay at the boarding house, taking up beds that 

other young girls need. So there really is only one answer – you build another 

house for the girls from the three houses who are moving on to the lycée. 

Up till now the existing houses have been able to cater for those girls, but 

their number is growing, with more girls each year getting high grades and 

wanting to continue their education. Plans are in place for a second house in 

Asni specifically for the girls attending lycée, which will hopefully be finished 

in September 2013, in time for the beginning of the academic year.

As the fifth year of a six year project ends it will be another twelve 

months before hard evidence can be presented that will show definitively how 

successful Education For All has been, but there is a rapidly accruing mountain 

of evidence that shows how important these last five years have been. 

“Leaving aside the fact that the girls from the EFA boarding houses 

have an exam pass rate of eighty percent, twice the national average,” says 

Maryk Stroonsnijder, “we are receiving far more applications for places than 

beds exist, in complete contrast to five years go, when Hajj Maurice had to 

almost beg for girls to be allowed to continue their studies by staying in one 

of the houses.” 

And the reaction from the villagers themselves is proof enough of the 

regard in which Education For All is held. Aniko Boehler tells the story of a 

chance meeting in a remote village.

“I was in a village way up in the mountains doing some research 

for a totally different project, when I stopped to talk to an elderly lady. 
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She invited me to her home for mint tea and while we were talking it 

came out that I worked with EFA. She was overjoyed, and told me that her 

granddaughter, who is an orphan and who she’d been bringing up, was at 

Asni boarding house and having a wonderful time, as was another girl from 

the village. Everyone was really proud of them.”

And word is spreading about the success of Education For All.

In 2013 seven of the girls will take their baccalaureate. During the 

coming year EFA will organise meetings with women who have followed 

different career paths; hairdressers, doctors, lawyers, accounts, scientists, 

artists, pharmacists, to tell how they developed their own careers. And if 

two of those girls show the high standard that everyone at Education For All 

is convinced they have, they will be offered an opportunity that stretches far 

beyond anything they could ever have considered five years ago.

In November 2011, Mike McHugo, Aniko Boehler and Latifa Aliza were 

invited to Al Akhawayn University in Ifrane, near Rabat, Marrakech’s most 

prestigious private university, to present a workshop on inspiring social 

entrepreneurship and the work of Education For All. If two of the girls who 

take the baccalaureate show the potential needed to be a student at Al 

Akhawayn they will be given sponsorships to attend the university. “But 

need to be very bright,” says Aniko, “because it’s very, very tough.” 

The reality is, though, that not all the girls will either want to go on to 

further studies or even be able to.

“We’ve got to be realistic,” says Mike. “There is a drop-out rate, that’s 

only to be expected, and thankfully it’s very small, but at least the girls 

will go back to their villages and be able to offer something, even if it 

extends no further that making sure their own children get an education. 

We’re looking at trying to provide some form of pre-school education in 

the villages, and this would be an ideal way for the girls to help their 

communities. Because surely that’s what education is all about. It’s not just 

to make you a clever person, it’s to give you the skills and opportunity to 

help others.”
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By BIKe 
through the 

hIgh atLas 
mountaIns

Later, after lunch and a siesta, as I casually free-wheel down 

a shallow slope, I see a couple of young girls chatting under 

some eucalyptus trees. One of them has a stick, which she taps 

on the ground as she keeps a watchful eye on a small herd of 

goats munching at the grass on the roadside. She looks about 

fourteen, the same age as some of the girls who live in the 

Education For All boarding houses, and I can’t help but think that 

there but for the grace of God and hundreds of strangers, go the 

hundred or so young girls whose lives will be changed because 

of the chance to continue their schooling. Because as lovely as 

it is to feel the sun on your back in mid-March, and gaze off into 

the long views of the snow-capped Atlas Mountains hovering 

hazily in the distance, this isn’t just a jolly cycling holiday to get 

into shape for the summer. The aching legs at the end of the day 

will be eased ever so slightly, knowing that thanks to your efforts 

a young girl from a poor family in a remote village in the High 

Atlas, the name of which you have probably never heard, never 

mind be able to pronounce, will be given the chance to study, to 

discover a life away from her community, and perhaps one day 

go to university, or even return to her village to develop the cycle 

of opportunity she has been fortunate to be part of.

•••
That is an excerpt from High, Ride and Handsome, the diary of a six-day 

fund-raising bike ride for the benefit of Education For All that takes place 
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every March. The idea for the ride originated when Mike McHugo and Andy 

Philips, a long-time friend of Mike’s and keen supporter of the work of EFA, 

took a jaunt by bike from Tangiers to the Kasbah du Toubkal to celebrate 

Andy’s fiftieth birthday in 2007. The six-day ride became an annual event, 

with riders of all levels exploring the stunning High Atlas, while basking 

in semi-luxury of lunches eaten, pasha-like, on Moroccan rugs and nights 

spent in tranquil rural hotels.

Mike is a keen cyclist and has crossed the country on bike from the 

Mediterranean coast, through the Rif Mountains, on to Marrakech and up 

into the High Atlas. From a cyclist’s point of view, the magnificent and 

varied terrain does not get much better. 

As a enjoyable cycling holiday that also benefits Education For All, the 

six-day event is important, but Mike wanted to reach a larger audience, not 

just to show the possibilities of serious cycling in Morocco, but also to raise 

awareness of EFA and ensure that regular funds are raised to support the 

young girls in their six years at the boarding houses. 

“With cycling coming of age in Morocco, and with Marrakech to 
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Oukaimeden as an ascent to rank with any of the climbs in the Tour de 

France, I believe the time for a classic cyclo-sportive in Morocco has arrived. 

To put the idea into action, I teamed up with Saif Kovach owner of Argan 

Extreme Sports, and the Marrakech Atlas Étape was born.

“With the highest climb of any existing étape, the Marrakech Atlas 

Étape is a challenging event in one of the most beautiful regions of North 

Africa that will equal any – and surpass most – of the cyclo-sportives 

currently in the cycling diary. But the intention is that it will also generate 

income to help less fortunate members of the community – and what 

better charity to support than Education For All?”

The first Étape will take place on the last Sunday in April 2013 

and annually thereafter. There are two routes to allow everyone to 

participate, from the rider who may only nip down to the shops on their 

bike occasionally, to professionals and fiercely dedicated amateurs. For 

anyone who would like to discover the High Atlas by bike at a more 

leisurely pace, the six day fund-raising cycling holiday begins the day 

after the Étape.
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It doesn’t 
end here

We hope that this brief story has given you an insight into the 

important work of Education For All. Over the coming months we will 

be delving deeper into EFA; the stories of the young girls, the house mothers 

and volunteers – their fun and frolics, as well as the serious side of EFA’s 

work – so if you would like to keep in touch, or simply because you would 

like to know what’s going on in our corner of Morocco, please register for 

our newsletters by going to: www.efamorocco.org. Marrakech Atlas Étape 

(www.marrakech-atlas-etape.com) will give you all the information you 

need about the event, and if you would like to read more about the six-day 

fundraising cycling holiday High Ride and Handsome, By bike through the 

High Atlas Mountains (http://bit.ly/ridemorocco) tells the full story.

Why not join us next year? The Education For All charity bike ride starts 

on the last Saturday in April, with the Marrakech Atlas Étape taking place 

on the last Sunday of the same month. For more information visit the 

Education For All website.
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Every year, a group of friends and supporters of Education For All get 

together for an adventurous fund-raising bike ride into the High Atlas 

Mountains. We would love for you to join us. To read Derek Workman’s 

light-hearted diary about his bike ride for Education For All, visit  

http://bit.ly/ridemorocco

Why not join us next year?

The EFA charity bike ride starts on the last Saturday in April, 

with the www.marrakech-atlas-etape.com taking place 

on the last Sunday of the same month. For more information 

visit the Education For All website.

http://www.efamorocco.org
http://bit.ly/ridemorocco
http://www.marrakech-atlas-etape.com

