Sam Collins’ Report

In 2007, I trekked to Everest Base Camp, a challenging, awe-inspiring experience that marked
the beginning of my enduring affection for Nepal. There was something about the country that
stayed with me long after I returned home. Perhaps it was the breathtaking landscape: the snow-
dusted mountains that rose like giants into the sky, or the silence of high-altitude trails
punctuated only by prayer flags fluttering in the wind. But even more than that, it was the
people. The quiet resilience, generosity, and warmth I encountered on that trip made a deep and
lasting impression. From that point onwards, I knew I wanted to return, not just for the scenery,
but to connect again with the people and contribute, in some small way, to the place that had
captured my heart.

Tess and I both have an itch for travel that refuses to go away. Whether it’s getting lost in the
backstreets of a city or trying to find an ice-cold drink on a beach, we’ve always found joy in
exploring somewhere new. But over time, our focus shifted. We began to look for ways of
engaging with places more meaningfully, of giving something back. So, we started researching
charities and projects, and that’s when we came across the Gorkha Development Scheme
(GDS).

What stood out about GDS was its commitment to sustainability and long-term support. This
wasn’t a charity designed around short-term fixes or photo opportunities. It wasn’t about
dropping in, doing a bit of good, and flying out again with a sense of self-satisfaction. GDS had a
very different ethos: it was about collaboration, listening to local needs, and building solutions
that would last long after the volunteers had returned home. In short, it wasn’t voluntourism but
a partnership.

In the nine months leading up to our departure, we were fortunate to have the steady support of
Zoe and Linda. They were always on hand to answer our questions, no matter how basic or
oddly specific, and their advice gave us a much clearer picture of what to expect. They helped us
navigate the logistics, the cultural considerations, and most importantly, the mindset we’d need
to take with us. Of course, no amount of planning can fully prepare you for what it’s like to live
and work in rural Nepal, but still, their support meant we didn’t feel like we were going in blind -
more like slightly squinting into the unknown.

Getting to Gorkha

Our journey began in Kathmandu, a city that somehow balances beautiful chaos with surprising
calm. We spent our first three days there exploring the Thamel district, a hive of energy filled
with tiny shops, rooftop bars, and an unpredictable parade of scooters. Thamel has its own
rhythm (frantic yet oddly harmonious) and we quickly adapted to its quirks. We wandered side
streets draped in prayer flags, got lost more than once, and sampled the latest delicacy: momos.
It was a crash course in Nepalese city life, and though loud and often overwhelming, it was
completely captivating.

After three days of sensory overload, it was time to head to Gorkha. Our taxi driver arrived (an
encouraging start) and we set off with our bags, our enthusiasm, and a level of optimism that
would soon be tested by Nepal’s infamous roads. The journey from Kathmandu to Gorkha isn’t
vast in terms of distance (only 142 km), but it feels like traversing a continent. The road twists
and climbs through the mountains in a way that is both majestic and mildly alarming. One
minute you’re gazing at terraced hillsides, the next you’re clutching the door handle as your
driver overtakes a lorry on a blind bend with total confidence and no hint of hesitation.



Despite the bumps (and there were many) the views were staggering. We passed through small
roadside villages, caught glimpses of river valleys far below, and saw children walking miles to
school. The further we travelled, the more the noise of Kathmandu faded behind us, replaced by
the hum of insects, the whisper of pine trees, and the occasional (very regular) honk from an
approaching truck.

Arriving in Gorkha felt like stepping into another world entirely. The pace of life slowed, the air
was cleaner, and the mountains that had loomed in the distance were now only a few miles away.
Gone were the bright lights and bustle of Thamel. In their place were winding paths, traditional
homes, and lots of eagles. As we stepped out of the taxi, tired, dusty, and slightly squashed from
the ride, we felt an overwhelming mix of excitement and nervous anticipation.

Homestay Life and Our Nepali Family

One of the most meaningful parts of our time in Gorkha was our homestay with Babita and her
husband, Sudarshan and their family. From the moment we arrived, we were welcomed with the
kind of hospitality that makes you feel simultaneously grateful and mildly undeserving. Their home,
perched on the hillside with mountain views that changed colour with the light, quickly became
our home too.

In the early days, Babita and her family were keen to treat us like honoured guests which meant,
much to our discomfort, that we were not allowed to lift a finger. Our meals were served separately,
before the rest of the family ate, and any attempt to clear the table or wash a dish was met with
polite but firm resistance. While this was clearly a gesture of respect, it felt a little too formal for
our liking.

Gradually, though, that changed. As the days passed and our clumsy attempts at Nepali were met
with patience and humour, the boundaries softened. We began to eat with the family, sitting at the
table with bowls of dal bhat and steaming vegetable. We were encouraged (and occasionally
coaxed) to have seconds, then thirds. Tess even started managing the occasional successful
contribution in the kitchen, though Babita or Pranjali often watched over her with the bemused
expression of someone humouring a toddler with a plastic knife.

Pranjali, Eva’s mother, was always there ready to make a vast quantity of tea and food: noodles,
snacks, dal bhat, roti, and all sorts of other wonderful dishes. Within moments of walking in
through the front door, Pranjali was there with lunch or a snack (that was the size of a lunch) and
cup of tatopani (hot water), and a beaming smile.

The transition from guests to family was slow but deeply rewarding. We found ourselves caught
up in the daily rhythm of the house. Babita, the grandmother of the household, began referring to
herself as our ‘Nepali mum.” It was a title she wore with pride and great warmth, and one we took
to heart.

Sudarshan was quieter and thoughtful, but always had a gentle smile ready and a knack for knowing
when it was the right time to test our Nepali language skill. In the evenings, once the dinner dishes
were cleared away, we would gather in the living space to play games. Uno, snap, and Cobra Paw
all made regular appearances, and the star player (by a long shot) was Eva. Her talent for spotting
a snap (or sneakily changing the rules in her favour) made her a force to be reckoned with. Tess
and I were thoroughly thrashed on more than one occasion.



Those evenings became one of our favourite parts of each day. The laughter, the occasional mock
outrage at a particularly cheeky move, and the pure silliness reminded us that, even thousands of
miles from home, it’s possible to feel completely at ease. We weren’t just staying in someone’s
home, we were part of something much more meaningful: a family that had opened their arms and
welcomed us in.

By the time we left, it felt impossible to imagine Gorkha without Babita’s infectious laugh or Eva’s
gleeful victory dances. We arrived as strangers and left with the sense that, somehow, we now had
a Nepali mum, a quiet but wise dad, and a cheeky little niece who could beat us at Uno with her
eyes closed.

GDHEDS

Our introduction to the Gorkha District Health and Education Development Scheme (mercifully
abbreviated to GDHEDS) began the moment we stepped out of the taxi. Sarita, cheerful and
efficient, was the first face we saw and the person who delivered us safely to our homestay. It
would be the start of a close and ongoing relationship. She, along with the wonderfully energetic
Laxman, were our main points of contact throughout our placement, always on hand to answer
questions, solve problems, and occasionally explain what on earth was going on.

Our first meeting with GDHEDS took place on the very evening we arrived in Gorkha. Bleary-
eyed and still slightly delirious from the winding mountain roads, we found ourselves ushered into
a room full of warm smiles and formal welcomes. We were greeted in the traditional way: with a
tika (a red mark of welcome on our foreheads) and a white scarf draped around our necks. It was
the first of what would eventually become a rather sizeable collection of scarves, accumulated over
three months of ceremonies, programmes, thank-yous, welcomes, and farewells. We were one
sentimental speech away from needing a dedicated scarf suitcase.

The meetings themselves, we quickly learned, had a character all their own. They rarely started on
time, indeed, attempting to guess when they might actually begin became something of a side game
for Tess and I. Once they did start, they were lively, meandering affairs. A significant portion was
often conducted entirely in Nepali, which left us discreetly huddled over our phones, whispering
half-accurate Google Translate attempts to one another (my personal favourite translations was
‘It’s a small organization, but everyone should do it tomorrow. We are outside.”) Despite the
language barrier, the intent and enthusiasm in the room were always clear, even if the finer details
remained... a little foggy.

One thing we came to appreciate very quickly was that every meeting came with food. Always. It
didn’t matter if we had just eaten a hearty portion of dal bhat at home, or if we were heading
straight back to another one, it was impossible to leave a GDHEDS meeting without a plate of
something in your hand. This cultural insistence on shared food was both touching and mildly
challenging for our already rice-stuffed stomachs. But, as with everything in Gorkha, it was offered
with kindness and received with gratitude.

As for the business of the meetings, we soon discovered that planning was more of a fluid concept
than a fixed outcome. Many sessions ended with an agreement to schedule another meeting to
finalise the plan that had just been discussed, which itself was usually a revision of a previous plan
that had already been superseded. It was an evolving masterpiece of coordination, half logistical
ballet, half philosophical exercise in patience. If nothing else, Tess and I became experts in nodding
thoughtfully while absolutely none of the original plan remained intact.



That said, what GDHEDS perhaps lacked in strict structure, it more than made up for in heart.
Laxman’s passion for his community shone through every word (even the ones we didn’t
understand), and Sarita’s practical knowledge and empathy helped translate lofty ideas into real
action. Together, they ensured that our time in Gorkha had purpose and direction, even if it took
a few extra meetings (and momo) to get there.

DMC

The first week in Gorkha was, in a word, disorienting. I had come with the clear hope of being
able to use my teaching skills in a meaningful way, but finding the right place to do that proved
more complicated than I expected. There was no neatly drawn roadmap; no pre-prepared timetable
with my name on it. For a few days, I drifted between possible placements. I spent some time at
Nawa Jyoti School, a friendly environment where I observed classes and considered how I might
slot myself in. But nothing quite clicked, and though the teachers were kind and the children eager,
I still hadn’t found the right place.

Then I was introduced to Drabya Shah Multiple Campus (DMC).

It started with a short visit. I was introduced to Krishna, the deputy campus chief and an English
teacher at the college. From the moment we met, I sensed a genuine enthusiasm from him, not
just for the subject he taught, but for the idea of collaboration, for finding new ways to engage his
students. We got on immediately, and after sitting in on a couple of his classes, it quickly became
apparent that this was where I wanted to be. Krishna welcomed me into his classroom, and within
a day or two, I was helping lead his lessons.

And just like that, I had a new routine.

Each morning, I would rise in the dark to catch the college bus at 5:30 a.m. Six days a week (Sunday
through Friday) I would make my way through the quiet pre-dawn streets of Gorkha to the main
road, where the bus would appear, rattling through the mist. It was a bumpy, noisy, yet oddly
comforting ride. College began at 6:30 a.m. sharp, and it took me a little while to get used to the
idea of being alert enough to teach poetry at such an hour.

My main class was a group of fifteen young women, aged between 18 and 22. I can still see their
faces in my mind on that first day. I was the first British person they had ever spoken with, and
the idea that I would be teaching them fluent English was clearly both exciting and intimidating in
equal measure. To be honest, the feeling was mutual. I had never taught in a foreign-language
institution before, let alone in a classroom where I was the only native speaker of English.

The first few days were cautious. I spoke slowly. They answered tentatively. There were long
pauses and nervous smiles. But gradually, a rhythm began to form. Our first unit was poetry,
something I was both passionate about and slightly apprehensive to teach in this context. But the
girls surprised me. Once they got past the initial hurdles of understanding metaphor and tone, they
began writing their own pieces. Some were hesitant at first, but others jumped in with both feet.
Their work was raw, honest, often emotional, and deeply tied to their own lived experiences.

After poetry, we moved on to fiction writing. The girls loved creating characters, sometimes based
on themselves, sometimes completely imagined. Eventually, as they grew in confidence, their
stories began to get more imaginative. Five of them rewrote, in their own words, a Nepali myth. I
recorded them reading them aloud and released (with their permission) on my podcast. They were



hungry for feedback, always wanting to learn new vocabulary or ways to make their writing
stronget.

By the final few weeks, our lessons were full of jokes, laughter, and running gags about my terrible
attempts to speak Nepali.

Alongside the main class, I also taught a daily conversational English session in the campus library.
This was a smaller group, just five girls, who wanted to improve their spoken English. These
sessions were often the highlight of my day. We would sit round the table and chat about
everything from books to favourite foods to future dreams. It was informal, often improvised, and
deeply rewarding. The progress they made in those quiet, unassuming sessions astonished me.

Of course, all of this would not have been possible without Krishna. He was more than just a
colleague; he became a mentor and a friend. He had a deep love for his students and brought great
energy to the classes. He gave me the space to lead while always being nearby to offer support.
His presence in the classroom made me feel safe, even when I was far outside my comfort zone.
We would often chat before and after lessons, about education, but also about life, language, and
the curious business of navigating two different worlds in the same classroom.

But it was the girls who truly made my time at DMC unforgettable.

The bond we formed over those twelve weeks is difficult to describe. It was gradual, organic, and
utterly sincere. As the weeks went on, the formality melted away, and we became simply people
learning together, laughing together, and growing together.

By the time my last week rolled around, we were talking like old friends. We had our inside jokes,
our shared stories, and that special kind of easy comfort that only comes after time and trust have
done their work. Saying goodbye was harder than I imagined. There were tears. There were lots of
hugs. There were promises to write, to message, to keep in touch.

Working with Krishna and the other teachers, sharing ideas, exchanging skills, and learning from
one another was incredibly meaningful for me. It was never about delivering something fixed, but
about collaborating to create something adaptable that they could continue to shape long after we
left. I spent time with Krishna and other members of staff outside of DMC. Krishna and I walked
up to the Durbar one afternoon and I had coffee in some of the small coffee shops that can be
found all over Gorkha. This was a lovely way to get to know both Krishna and the other teachers
in a much more informal setting and have conversations about education and how it compares to
the UK, but also about their lives and families in Gorkha, which not only created a strong working
relationship but also a friendship.

I lett DMC feeling deeply grateful, for the opportunity to teach, but also for the opportunity to
connect. To be welcomed, not just into a classroom, but into a group of lives. The experience
stretched me, challenged me, delighted me, and changed me.

Even now, months later, I find myself smiling when I think of those mornings on the bus, the
quiet laughter in the library, and the sound of fifteen voices reading poetry in unison. Those young
women, their determination, their kindness, their humour, taught me far more than I ever taught
them. And that, more than anything else, is what I will carry with me.



Teacher Training

Towards the end our time in Gorkha, we had the opportunity to run a series of teacher training
workshops in collaboration with NELTA (Nepal English Language Teachers' Association). It was
a project Tess and I were both excited about as it gave us the chance to work not just with students,
but with the teachers themselves.

We developed a training package that included three core sessions. Tess led a workshop on activity-
based learning, something we hoped would inject new ideas for making lessons more interactive
and engaging as many of the lessons are primarily delivered via rote learning. I ran two sessions:
one on the use of English in the classroom, focused on encouraging teachers to adopt consistent
and practical English usage in everyday classroom routines (greetings, giving praise, managing
transitions, and so on), and another on teaching critical writing, which explored how to help
teachers approach different types of writing their students are expected to produce.

We ran the full set of sessions three times, to three different groups. The first two groups were
comprised of practising teachers across the district. The third group consisted of teacher trainees,
the same students I had been working with at DMC.

The first session started slowly.

The teachers, many of whom were unfamiliar with our style or approach, sat silently and just
watched us. They were polite, but clearly unsure what to make of us or what exactly we were asking
of them. Even small requests like pair discussions or sharing ideas were met with hesitation and
blank stares.

But then Tess, with an admirable mix of persistence and gentle charm, managed to coax the group
into playing a game of Simon Says. It was a turning point. At first, they looked at each other
uncertainly, perhaps wondering if this was something they should really be doing as professionals.
But gradually, teacher by teacher, they joined in. By the time we wrapped up that session, there
were smiles around the room, and people were asking questions, nodding thoughtfully, and
scribbling down ideas.

The second group followed a similar pattern. Initial reserve gave way to a kind of curious
enthusiasm, and by the end, we were having real conversations about education, classroom
challenges, and the limitations many of these teachers faced in terms of training and resources.
They were candid and honest, and their questions made it clear that there was real value in creating
a space where they could reflect on their practice.

But it was the third group who were the most immediately receptive. These were young, hopeful
future educators, most of whom had grown up in the very system they were now preparing to
teach in. Having already worked with many of them in my classes, there was a natural rapport that
helped break down the usual walls. They listened intently, asked thoughtful questions, and dove
into the activities. For them, it felt less like training and more like the continuation of a
conversation we’d already started.



There was a real sense, by the end of those sessions, that we had delivered something useful,
something practical, repeatable, and adaptable. The simplicity of what we offered (a handful of
ready-to-use English phrases, frameworks for writing tasks, games and routines that could be
slotted into any lesson) seemed to resonate.

Most importantly, it felt sustainable. We had created a training package that could easily be
delivered again, by us, by someone else, or even by one of the very teachers who had taken part.
That possibility gave the whole project a sense of momentum, as though we weren’t just offering
one-off advice, but helping plant seeds for something that could grow long after we’d gone.

Final Thoughts

My time teaching in Nepal, working with the girls at DMC, the teacher trainees, and alongside the
dedicated team at GDHEDS and GDS, was more than just a volunteer placement; it was an
experience that reshaped my understanding of what meaningful, sustainable charity work can be.
It was a privilege to witness the eagerness to learn, the generosity of spirit, and the resilience of
the people we worked with. I feel proud knowing that the work we did, whether in classrooms, in
teacher training sessions, or through daily conversations, has helped lay foundations that will
continue to support learning and development in the community long after we’ve gone. It felt like
we were part of something truly collaborative and long-term, something that others can build on
in the future. We both miss our Nepali family deeply. Babita, Sudershun, Pranjali, and Eva
welcomed us with such warmth, and staying in touch with them still means the world to us. I'm
also still in regular contact with Krishna, whose friendship and support throughout my time at
DMC helped shape one of the most enriching experiences of my life.
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