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Volunteer Report : Helen Englefield S
cheme
Dates volunteering: May 25 —JU|y4 2024 k Health & Education in (\nw'H:m Nepa

Professional background: Qualified teacher with previous experience in SEND education, recently retrained as an
Occupational Therapist. Now working as an OT with older adults in a community mental health service.

Volunteering focus: children with disabilities; GDHDS health programmes
Why

| had reached a point in my life and career where | wanted a bit of a solo adventure. | have not done much travelling
by myself and certainly never to a developing country, though | was always curious about how people live when they
do not have what we take for granted. | also wondered how | might cope in those circumstances. Visiting Nepal had
appealed since my husband had been there for work and declared it to be the best country he had visited in a long
career of international travel.

Preparation

Having discovered Gorkha Development Scheme via a group called OT Frontiers, | made contact and my interest was
immediately welcomed. Over the next 10 months or so, GDS trustees Linda and Zoe spent a good deal of time talking
with me, explaining how the charity works, checking my CV, and discussing how my experience might support the
work of GDS. As trustees, it is their responsibility to ensure that volunteers are equipped to make appropriate and
sustainable contributions to the Gorkha community. They work closely with their sister charity in Gorkha (GDHDS) to
identify suitable projects. It helped that the process took quite a long time, which allowed me to reflect on my
motivation, my understanding of cultural issues and transferable skills. | also used the time to do my own research
and preparation. | spent some time volunteering in my local primary school as it had been many years since | had
worked with young children. | also devoured previous volunteers’ reports and spoke with a couple of them, talked
to friends who had previously visited Nepal, read about Nepal and watched various documentaries. | also found it
really helpful to look at Gorkha using Google Streetview to give me some idea of what to expect when | got there.

| managed to persuade my team manager at work to authorise additional leave and my colleagues were amazingly
supportive. My husband and children were also wholehearted in their encouragement and support.

Because of my age, | was rather cautious about preparing health-wise for the trip. | ensured | had all the
recommended vaccinations and invested in good quality filter bottles for water. | also took sessions with a personal
trainer to develop my strength and balance, just in case. | was perhaps over prepared, but it helped ease my mind,
and that of my family. What | hadn’t planned for was contracting Covid the week before | was due to leave!
Fortunately | was free of infection just in time to travel, but it did leave me feeling rather washed out.

Arrival in Kathmandu

Flights all went smoothly (including unexpected upgrade to business class for the second leg!) and | arrived safely in
Kathmandu. | had arranged with my hotel to be collected from the airport which worked really well and saved a lot
of the hassle that I'd read some travellers experience when they arrive there.

| stayed two nights in Kathmandu, as recommended by Madeline, a previous volunteer, in order to adjust a little. |
was seriously overwhelmed by the noise, the traffic, the crowds, the heat and jetlag. | was also surprisingly
intimidated by the sheer number of men in the streets (although | didn’t feel threatened at all). | ventured out just a
few hundred yards at first then scurried back to the hotel feeling very uncomfortable, thinking that I'd made a
terrible mistake and that | wasn’t going to cope after all. However, | pulled myself together and went out again and
actually managed to see some of the sights.



The Garden of Dreams, Kathmandu

Staff at the hotel were incredibly helpful and the following day took me to find a bus for Gorkha. There was a lot of
shouting and chat that obviously | couldn’t understand, but eventually | was put onto a minibus and | was on my
way. My suitcase had been put on the minibus roof and | was quite anxious about its safety on the bumpy, hilly road
but when | looked out of the window to try to check on it, it seemed like everyone on the bus got involved and got
the bus helper (conductor?) to reassure me that it was safe. This was a lesson | learned about the kindness of the
Nepali people | came across — if you have a problem, you share it and then a whole group will set about solving your
issue. It is very much a community effort.

On my return journey through Kathmandu 6 weeks later, I’'m happy to report that | felt much more relaxed and
confident, which gave me a useful measure of the impact of my whole adventure.

Gorkha from a distance



Arrival in Gorkha

After a 6 hour bumpy ride | arrived in Gorkha and was met by Sarita, the secretary of the GDHDS committee in
Gorkha (who I immediately recognised from photos on the GDS website!). | was taken to my homestay and
introduced to Malina and Anita, my hosts.

Within minutes it seemed, a small group of women came to look at me — just that, for a while they stood and stared
at me! This was something that happened quite often during my stay and | eventually got used to it. | guess as a
grey-haired, older, white woman, | was an object of curiosity and fascination. These women gradually became more
familiar during my stay and it was lovely to greet them as | walked along the street.

Homestay

Volunteers are accommodated in homes selected by Gorkha Women’s Association which works closely with GDS &
GDHDS. | absolutely loved my homestay and felt exceedingly sad to leave at the end of my trip. It had been selected
as Malina was a teacher at the school where | would be working.

With my wonderful hosts - I-r Anita, me, Malina



She and Anita are both in their 50s and are sisters-in-law. This meant we were a household of older women, which
meant, despite the language difficulties, we had plenty in common. They looked after me so well. They prepared
delicious fresh food for me every day although, to be honest, initially they were trying to feed me too much. | didn’t
want to appear rude by refusing food but equally | was struggling to eat the quantity they gave me, especially as it
took a couple of weeks for my digestive system to adjust to the unfamiliar diet.

Dal bhat, tarkari (vegetable curry) and achar (pickle) with fresh mango

In common with most Nepalis, we had dal bhat (rice, lentils, veg curry and pickle) twice a day, every day, which was
fine and absolutely delicious, but we also had “snacks” at 3 or 4 other times during the day, and these were often as
much as a full meal that | would eat at home. However, with a little mediation from Sarita and my learning to say
“I’'ve had enough” in Nepali, we managed to reach an acceptable compromise. | did learn though that when Anita
said “one more”, she would still actually try to give me “two more” but this became a standing joke and helped us

bond together.

The street where | lived in Gorkha



| was encouraged to join in with food preparation, which was fascinating as everything was prepared from scratch,
using traditional methods such as grindstones and a “nepali knife” which rested on the floor. However, as a visitor, |
was not allowed to help in any significant way. This was quite difficult to adjust to as | am accustomed to managing
my own domestic arrangements at home. | was able to do my own laundry at first, but after she watched my first
few feeble attempts to handwash my clothes while squatting at the low stone sink outside on the balcony, Anita
stepped in to show me how it should be really done!

Making peach chutney on the open fireplace

Although both Anita and Malina had a little English, | found Google translate to be really helpful when gestures and
facial expressions failed us. For the first week also, their 18 year old niece, Sudha, was staying and she had good

English so was able to help me settle in.



Malina and Anita were both very generous with their time and involved me in their activities. My arrival in Gorkha
coincided with a festival (Rot Mahotsav) so my first day was spent walking up to the temple on top of the ridge to
share in the festivities. It was all very colourful and joyous and we shared rot — which is a special biscuit baked at this
festival. Similarly, on my final weekend there was another festival, this time to celebrate the start of the rice planting
season. This also involved a visit to another local temple and eating the festive meal of beaten rice with yoghurt and

fruit

With Anita at the Rot Mahotsav festival - after a long and sweaty climb up the hill

There were always people (predominantly women and children) coming and going from the house and | never knew
who would arrive next but | loved becoming part of the community and learning more about and from them all.
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Celebrating National Rice Paddy Day with women from the local community



Voluntary work

Although | was due to spend the bulk of my time at the Shree Mahendra Jyoti Higher Secondary School, | found out
that my final week would actually be a school holiday, so the local committee members rallied round and organised
things so | could sample other projects and settings too, which was fantastic.

Shree Mahendra Jyoti School takes around 200 pupils from 4 to 18 years and has a number of pupils with additional
needs. 11 of these children currently board during term time in a hostel on the school site. In discussion with Zoe
and Linda, we had decided that my main focus would be to work with these children — those with physical disabilities
as well as those with learning disabilities - and especially, to support teachers in finding ways to meet their learning
needs.

Break time at Mahendra Jyoti school

Unfortunately, it appeared the member of staff who had oversight of these pupils had just retired from her post
which meant that | had no single person to liaise with. The older pupils with additional needs are integrated in
mainstream classes and | attended some of these. Little differentiation exists for these pupils — they might be given a
little more help from teachers, but the work is the same as for everyone else, as it is based on the rather prescriptive
government text books. Education in Nepal is very different from what was familiar to me, and | found it quite a
challenge to adapt to a system which doesn’t readily include children with disabilities - and lacks suitable resources.

| spent some time attending different classes to identify teachers | could build a relationship with. Because of the
language issue, this was easiest with the English teachers, who were very willing to discuss different ideas and ways
of presenting the compulsory material. | was able to share in delivering some activities and there were plenty of
opportunities to practice English conversation, as students were very curious about me and where | came from. The
English teachers were also keen to develop their own language knowledge.



Interactive activity in English class using rolled paper 'pointer’

For the most part though, | spent time with the younger and perhaps more severely disabled children, who were
taught alongside the class 1 pupils. These children had quite diverse needs, which made it hard for the teachers
assigned to that class to integrate them.

Unlike in our primary schools, the class did not have one teacher but a different teacher for each subject and |
struggled to build relationships, largely because of the language barrier. Much of the teaching for this age group
focusses on copying letters, words or numbers into their copy books.



Class 1 classroom- pupils sit on cushions at low tables

| did manage to introduce some interactive activities using a few simple resources, which all the pupils could access,
in an attempt to demonstrate to the teachers what could be done and it was quite pleasing to see some of my ideas
being replicated later. Sometimes however, a teacher was not present and | found myself alone with the class, which
made me feel very uncomfortable as | felt it created a level of responsibility beyond my agreed role.

Using rescued plastic bottles for counting games

At this point, | began to feel rather disheartened about what | was doing, but | was able to chat through my
misgivings with Linda and Zoe, who were incredibly supportive and encouraging throughout my trip. We decided
that, although my remit had been to work alongside the teachers as that would have a wider reach, | could still have



an effective impact by focussing more on individual children. As a result, | worked closely with one particular little
boy who was unable to walk, so would simply lie on the floor and roll himself around. With his mum’s support, we
positioned him on his knees so he was able to join in activities at the low classroom table. In this position, he was
able to hold a pen and make face-to-face contact with his peers, so facilitating social interaction and more normal
classroom activities. He was clearly delighted by this.

By kneeling, Sudeep was able to use a pen like his classmates

In speaking to his mum, | discovered that the mobility aids he had previously been issued no longer suited his needs.
This prompted me, with the help of my host Anita, to make contact with the physiotherapist at Gorkha hospital. This
lovely man, who spoke excellent English, agreed to assess the needs of all the disabled children at the school and if
necessary, to try sourcing appropriate aids. Unfortunately this could not happen before | left as the school was about
to break up for the holiday, but hopefully it will take place sometime in the future and it may be a relationship that
can be developed by other volunteers.

Other experiences

During my trip, | was fortunate enough also to see how GDS supports other projects in Gorkha district. Early on, | was
invited to participate in teacher training in Barpak, where teachers were being shown different strategies for
motivating their students. GDS provided funds for travel, room hire and for refreshments for teachers who travelled
from surrounding areas. | travelled (on extraordinarily bad roads) with Sarita and other members of the GDHDS
committee.



On the road to Barpak

A welcome break for refreshments with friends on our trip to Barpak, - with Sarita, Laxman, Yom Kumar and Kalpana: members of the
GDHDS committee



The sessions were delivered by Laxman, who is the current chair of the committee. He is a truly inspirational man
and very engaging presenter, and the attendees on the course seemed very enthusiastic. | was invited to join in with
some of the activities (balloon debate for example) and | also found time to chat with some of the participants as we
took a long walk around the village together. | was humbled to hear how far some of them had travelled to take part
in the training, which they considered so valuable.

Barpak had suffered devastating destruction in the 2015 earthquake but has now largely been rebuilt. The
committee members, who had not visited for some years, were amazed by the transformation.

Barpak - with committee members and attendees of the teacher training, in front of the earthquake memorial

Whilst in Barpak, | also had the privilege to meet students sponsored by GDS at Shree Himalaya school and present
them with their uniform, shoes and stationery. They were clearly delighted and one student told me that these
simple items made a huge difference in enabling her to attend school. | had noticed during my time in school that
there were no spare resources, so if a pupil had forgotten their pen or copybook then they simply could not
complete work (unless they could borrow from friends), which brought home to me how important it is that
students have their own equipment.
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Presenting uniforms and equipment to GDS sponsored students
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at Shree Himalaya School, Barpak



This young lady told me that GDS sponsorship made it possible for her to attend school

Two other well established programmes that are supported by GDS are organised through the Gorkha Women’s
Association — children’s hygiene and women’s health.

The children’s hygiene programme is run weekly over 12 weeks and takes place at different schools in the district.
The session | attended was on nutrition. As with other teaching, | observed that it was not as interactive as | would
have expected of something similar back home, but the children were clearly engaged and joined in with
enthusiasm. | was invited to organise a short game at the end which was fun and enabled everyone to let off some
steam.

The children’s hygiene programme — nutrition week — with the presenter and Lila from Gorkha Women’s Association



Enthusiastic youngsters learning about the importance of good nutrition.

The women'’s health session was very well attended and clearly well received. A gynaecologist from the local hospital
talked about various women'’s health issues — how they present, the causes, treatment and how to avoid them. The
focus is on uterine prolapse which is a massive problem as women often return to manual work shortly after giving
birth, but topics such as infection, breast cancer, HPV vaccination and abortion were also covered. As it was
delivered in Nepali, much of the detail was lost on me, but there were enough gestures and physical demonstrations
to make some things very clear! The women asked many questions and engaged in discussion, which made it
apparent to me how valuable and necessary these sessions are. Once again, GDS were able to support by providing
funds for venue hire and food (which | now understand always to be such an important part of any event in Nepal!).

Participants in Women's Health Programme



| was able to have brief visits to two different schools, which provided a useful comparison to my experience at
Mahendra Jyoti. Bal Mandir is another government school and is where Sarita teaches and is also a government run
school. | helped out with some English conversation and also spent some time with their Class 1. Again for these
young children, the emphasis was largely on copying, whether that is Nepali or English letters or numbers in maths.

My other brief visit was to a private school, The Old Capital School, which has around 2500 pupils. | only had time to
see the provision for the youngest pupils and was somewhat surprised to see nursery classes of 30+ pupils with just
one member of staff, especially in a fee paying institution. It is very easy to think this is not appropriate, but | had to
remind myself not to judge by the standards | was used to.

One of the highlights of my trip was a morning visit to the Shree Manakamana residential deaf school, which is set in
beautiful forest just outside Gorkha and provides education for about 130 deaf students from all over Nepal. Nine of
these students are sponsored by GDS. As other volunteers have noted, the work there is inspirational. Students are
taught to sign and attending an English lesson delivered in Nepali sign language was a mind-bending experience! |
also joined in a sign language class which was fun, but | was not a match for the other students. We did however
manage to communicate through the international sign language alphabet which | dragged back from my distant
memory. It is wonderful that these students are able to learn, communicate and develop with such committed
teachers.

At the Shree Manakamana residential deaf school, learning the sign for ‘l love you’

During my final week | was able to spend some mornings at the Drabya Shah Multiple Campus, a higher education
institution close to Gorkha. Mr Ramchandra Duwadi, one of the GDHDS committee, is a senior member of staff here
and introduced me to his colleagues and students (he also gave me a lift on the back of his scooter, which was a
thrilling and novel experience!). At the campus, | again met with GDS sponsored students who expressed profound
gratitude for the support they receive. One young lady told me that without it, she would be unable to attend
college because her family did not have spare funds for her education.



At Drabya Shah Campus with Ramchandra Duwadi and students who are sponsored by GDS

| participated in English conversation classes and was very pleased to meet the group that previous volunteer
Madeline had worked with, as well as their very highly motivated tutor. | was also allowed to sit in on their oral
examinations, which was an unexpected privilege. It was very satisfying to be able to follow up Madeline’s work and
| was also able to reinforce something that I'd picked up from Megan’s (another volunteer) report about the “think,
pair, share” technique, which | shared with the trainee teachers at the college. This sort of continuity is something
that | believe GDS tries to promote, which adds even more value to the work of volunteers.
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With trainee teachers at the Drabya Shah Multiple Campus

| was quite surprised though that, even at this level, learning was still very much directed by tutors, whereas degree
level education at home requires a lot more independent learning. | also learned that some of the young women are
married, and now live with husband’s families who don’t always value their educational aspirations. This means that
they sometimes have to prioritise domestic/agricultural tasks over attending college, which | found quite sad.

However, all the students | asked said that they would have no doubts about putting their own daughters through
education, which was more uplifting.

Final reflections

My whole experience in Nepal was amazing. Every moment of every day it seemed there was something astonishing
to see or hear or do. It was such an adventure and | have never smiled so much!

However, there were many things that challenged me on my trip. In particular, there were days when | felt like
railing against the whole of the Nepali education system, but clearly that was not going to get me anywhere. Despite
all the preparation, | struggled to work out how to fit into school and | felt like | wasted quite a lot of time trying to



find my place. Teachers were uncertain about my role and | wasn’t always confident either: | knew | wasn’t there to
teach independently but | found it hard to see how to help within their rigid curriculum and to build the necessary
relationships to work alongside them. | think it would have been helpful if | had pushed to find someone who could
act as interpreter to help with this. Talking things through with Linda helped enormously though and enabled me to
recognise some of the small but significant contributions | made.

Professionally, | have come home refreshed and with renewed enthusiasm for my work as an occupational therapist
—and immensely grateful for all the resources we have to help people here.

On a personal level, my adventure in Nepal has taught me that | am braver, more confident and more resilient than |
thought. I’'ve also come to appreciate a simpler way of life and have realised that a lot of unnecessary stress can be
created when we have too many choices. | also realised that | don’t cope well with hot weather and if | go back, I'll
choose a cooler time of year!

| am so grateful for the preparation that Zoe and Linda did with me before | went and the support they have given
me during my stay and since. Also, | am hugely thankful for the care | was given by the GDHDS committee in Gorkha.
Knowing that all these people volunteered their time and efforts to make my trip a success is amazing — thank you
alll
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Thank you and a sad goodbye to committee members

Finally, in emails from Sarita and Laxman before | went, | was told that | didn’t need to worry about anything as | had
a family waiting for me in Gorkha — and that is truly how it felt when | arrived. It was wonderful!

r

The stunning view from my homestay over Gorkha town



