Tess Lari’s Report
What led us to go to Nepal with GDS

I have always loved traveling in other countries, especially ones that people do not always think of as
places to visit. I love exploring and learning about the culture and getting to know the people, not
solely as a tourist, seeing the sights but really spending time finding and seeing the secrets and
understanding the way of life in a place. Sam and I had both spent time traveling and exploring but
never together and we wanted to spend a good chunk of the year doing just that. Sam had visited
Nepal before when he was twelve and had fallen in love, so that’s where we started. We both wanted
to find some volunteering that would allow us to spend time learning and sharing and really getting
to know and understand the country and that’s when we came across GDS (after a lot of research).
It was perfect, as I was just completing my Occupational Therapy (OT) apprenticeship and really
wanted to find some OT related volunteering as a way to broaden and expand my knowledge after
having worked in the NHS for several years. We loved the ethos of GDS and the fact the projects
are run by Nepali people for Nepali people, so we got in touch.

Zoe and Linda were fantastic over the next few months as we planned and discussed the kind of
projects we may be involved in. Although at this point I really had no idea quite how it was all going
to work and in fact it wasn’t until we were there in Gorkha that I really started to understand the
back-and-forth process of the work we would end up being involved in. Looking back and reflecting
on the organic process of building connections and getting to know people which then led to
opportunities and spaces for projects to grow felt so unfamiliar at first coming from somewhere like
the NHS. But in Gorkha this made the work and projects so much more meaningful to both myself,
the people I was working with in GDHDS and schools as well as for the children and staff it was
impacting. At first it felt very slow and like I wasn’t really doing anything and I felt slightly lost about
how I was going to do any sort of OT, however, Linda, Zoe, and Helen (a previous volunteer)
continued to reassure me the magic would happened, and I was soon busier than ever and learnt
more about how OT can be used in different ways and settings as well as the OT I am and want to
become.

Arriving and our homestay

We arrived in Kathmandu and spent three days there which was a wonderful way to acclimatise a
little. We had a lovely few days of exploring, although we didn’t venture that far. We then headed to
Gorkha which was a bumpy, slow, and dusty road trip, just one of many we would be venturing on
during the next three months!

We were met by Sarita who took us to our homestay, which is arranged by GDS and GDHDS
where volunteers get welcomed into a family and live with them during their time in Gorkha. We
met Babita (who came to be our Nepali Mum) she showed us to our room and made us tea and
noodles. In that moment I could never have imagined how much this little room and house would
feel like home and the people in it feel like lifelong family in only a few months. We later met the
rest of the family who welcomed us and soon the games began, it was a wonderful way to break the
ice. We had brought several games from the UK such as dobble and cobra paw and Eva who was
eleven got stuck straight in. A month in the games had become an evening ritual with all family
members joining in with often family from down the road would also come and join in the laughter
and fun. It was a wonderful way to make connects and communicate especially with the family
members who had less English. I could write for days about what our homestay taught us and the
wonderful memories that I will treasure for ever from being part of their family, but I think from a
volunteer’s perspective, it such a privilege to be included in that way into not just a family but the
community and way of day-to-day life. It was such a big part of my experience, and it supported me
to gain an understanding and appreciation for the way things worked which allowed to approach the
work I did in schools and with teachers in a more holistic way which reflected and captured the
culture and the way of life, hopefully making it more accessible and sustainable in the long term.



View from our room in our homestay looking over Gorkha

Initially we were very much treated as guests, eating before the rest of the family, insisting we sit on
the chairs and not the floor and not helping in any way, even taking our glasses off the table, but as
we got to know each other better we started to be involved in all the aspects of everyday life. We
helped with cooking, making tea and helping Eva with her homework and with getting ready for
school in the mornings. Platting Eva’s hair most mornings before school become a lovely part of my
morning routine as we would watch other children go to school and tell each other jokes or what we
had on that day.

One of my most precious memories was the day Babita showed me how to ‘properly’ wash my
clothes under the tap on the roof. We had limited language in common but the shared task of
washing my clothes ‘properly’ brought us together. We laughed together as I got water all over my
trousers and Babita insisted I work faster holding my hands to show me the speed of soap scrubbing
which was required. She said to me in that moment, ‘I am you Nepali Mum and we wash together’
and from that moment on she was just that and I felt a real connection to her and her family.

Our wonderful Nepali Family who we lived with for our time on Gorkha



Our family
teaching us Nepali

Cooking Momo together

Playing games in the evenings at home with our Nepali family

There is a strength to Nepali woman that I so admire, although men still run most of businesses and
have sense of authority in the community and culture, there is a female determination and stamina
that is like no other. The amount of strong woman I had the privilege to meet and work with was
something I will treasure forever and hold close as I take on my own challenges of being a woman.



GDHDS

GDHDS committee meeting

We were then welcomed by the GDHDS committee and spent an evening enjoying getting to know
them, sharing tea, momo (the most delicious Nepali dumplings) and hearing their plans for us over
the next couple of weeks. The committee offered a wonderful support network for us during our
time in Gorkha, especially Sarita and Laxman who were always there if we had a question or wanted
to discuss ideas for projects or work we felt would be beneficial. We also spent many, many
evenings at Sarita’s playing games with her son and nephew, often playing till it got too dark to see
in the downstairs room we played in. Some evenings several other family members would join us
and we would have competitions with victory laps of the little room for the winners! These
impromptu evenings were some of our most special moments. There was laughter, fun and a little
bit of jelli (cheating). It was also a time where we made friends for life and built trust which led to a
real sense of collaboration when it came to the projects we were doing.

Spending time and playing games at Sarita’s house with her family

We spent several evenings sharing food and stories on Laxman’s roof with his family. Discussing
both the funny and serious parts of Nepali life and the school’s system. Laxman shared a wealth of
knowledge with us about the way of things in regard to the schools and way of life which was
invaluable during our stay and helped to shine a light on some of the more challenging movements
we had along the way.



Laxman visiting me and Anita at school

Something that both Sam and I learnt during our time and something we still remember with
fondness all these months later is Nepali planning and time keeping... it really is something rather
special. The meetings to plan to make a plan for another meeting to be planned to discuss the
previous plan and then for that plan to change on the day once again! The meeting at 6pm which
actually in reality meant 7:30pm initially was difficult to get our heads round but it really did capture
the relaxed and flexible Nepali way which I grew to love and sorely miss now back in England. All
the GDHDS members are volunteers and balance running this wonderful organisation alongside
their work and family lives which really shown alight on the passion and care they all put in to
ensuring GDHDS continues to offer support to the local community and I feel very lucky to have
been a little part of that.

Food and hospitality

Food plays a huge part in Nepali people’s hospitality, and I can’t remember how many houses I was
invited into for tea, a hardboiled egg and a biscuit, I know it sounds like a strange combination, but I
actually quite looked forward to my after-school snack. It wasn’t just about the snack but about
making connections and bonds with the people in the community. It was a way of getting to know
them regardless of the language barrier. Somehow the sharing of food created that connection and a
shared experience which didn’t require a lot of shared words but felt incredibly special as you were
invited into their home and their family. Initially there were times when I did feel like I might
explode from the amount of food I was very kindly given, with some of the snacks our wonderful
family offered feeling more like entire meals, there was one occasion I did have seven meals in one
day... but with Sarita’s support we were able to communicate that we were happy to just eat with
them and not extra meals were required and I have to say I did love my dal bhat and homemade
pickle every morning and evening,.

Volunteering work and projects

I spent the first couple of weeks visiting several different schools as well as the hospital as there was
a surprise school holiday during our second week there (surprise school holidays a pretty frequent,
often you would find out about them possibly a couple of days before!). The hospital was an
interesting places to visit and I spent a little time with the physio team as well as one of the



paediatricians. It was a fascinating insight into the medical care and the pressures they face. Their
approach to therapy was very much within a medical model approach and looking at managing
physical symptoms such as back and joint pain, often treated with fairly old fashioned looking tense
machines which was also interesting to experience. However, after a few days in the hospital I
discussed with Zoe, Satria and Laxman about how I felt my skills and experience maybe better
utilised within a school setting, which they were more than happy to accommodate. I spent the next
week or so visiting several different schools and spending time in different classes from nursery
through to class 8. It was great way to get an idea of how the education system worked and the
approaches to teaching across all the subjects, some of which were taught in Nepali and some in
English. I did have a week or so feeling as if I was floundering, stuck between trying to do some OT
and actually finding myself standing Infront of classes teaching...and feeling a little like a fraud as 1
really am not a teacher. Zoe was a fantastic support, and we chatted and discussed what OT is and
could look like in the context of the where I was and also how to plan and discuss this with the
school, Sarita and Laxman in a way which was accessible and clear for them. It was hard to always
explain what OT was as it is not a recognised profession in Nepal and much of their medical and
therapeutic services are very much within the medical model approach with very little holistic
overviews. Although I still smile to this day about when I was introduced as half a doctor and half a
teacher!

With the support of Zoe, Sarita and the invaluable connection I had made with one teacher in
particular at Mahindra Joyti School I found my place and worked closely with Anita over the next
eight weeks. We planned lessons together discussed how to make classes more interactive and how
to get all the students involved epically the ones who found it most difficult and struggled to focus
and attend. We worked together to support one student with complex needs one a one-to-one level
and built a programme that is still supporting that student now to feel more involved within her
class. We laughed and learnt together and built a friendship and a trust that I know helped us both
to be a better teacher and a better OT.

Me, Hannah and teachers from M]
school

There was a moment in one lesson around four weeks into us working together when one boy in the
class who previously had never joined in, did very little work and really struggled to follow and
understand the lesson put his hand up to come to the front to take part in the grammar game we
were playing. Anita and I looked at each other and smiled as he came to the front and in that
moment I knew together were we making a difference and we had created a safe and positive
environment in that classroom where students felt confident and empowered. It was these small
moments which came from working with Anita on making tiny changes which felt sustainable and
achievable for her, which didn’t add extra pressure but enabled her students were the moment I felt



I was in fact being an OT. The point of us being out in Gorkha was about just that, creating
opportunities to share and learn together in a way that had a lasting impact and allowed teachers like
Anita to carry on and share what they had learnt to make it a sustainable change in the long term to
impact and enable more students.

Photos of different lessons and activities at MJ school

Anita supported me to build a positive connection to the children who were living in the hostel at
the school, many of whom had complex needs. Anita played a huge role in helping me build a
relationship with the sister who ran the hostel who initially was apprehensive to communicate with
me, but Anita translated and supported which allowed me to get a better understanding of the
children and Sister’s needs. The range and severity of need did pose a challenge and there were
multiple factors such as a lack of support, understanding and access to information about conditions
and how best to manage and support them, alongside a lack of staff and resources. We could not
make changes to all these factors but over the weeks with Anita’s help I was able to create a trust
between the Sister, myself and Anita which enabled Hannah (another volunteer who joined us out
there) and myself to access funding through GDS to supply new clothes, bedding, toys, and paint to
give the hostel a new lease of life. They mayhem of taking eleven children’s clothes and shoe
shopping down the main street in Gorkha, when many of them had never had the opportunity to
choose their own clothes was a little chaotic, but the smiles on all of their faces as they tried on their
clothes and proudly carried their bags out the shop was priceless. Hannah, Sam and I then spent an
afternoon shopping for toys and games, ending the day walking back up the hill with a sack of
goodies, it felt a little like being Santa on Christmas eve! The day we took the toys to the hostel was
one of my last in Gorkha and I have to say one of my best. The excitement, smiles, and laughter still
bring a happy tear to my eye. Hannah, Anita and I spent the first morning of that school holidays
with the children going through the sack of goodies and playing. The image of saying goodbye to
them all standing their holding their new teddies with the biggest grins was by far one of my most



special memories and will stay with me forever. There was something so special and innocent about
that movement and realising that the power of a teddy has no limits regardless of where you are in
the world.

Sharing toys and games with the
children in the hostel at MJ school



Gorkha Women’s Association

We were kindly included in Gorkha Women’s Association and joined several of their meetings in
relation to the children’s hygiene programme they run and the Woman’s Health programme. Both
programmes are funded by GDS and are really positive programmes for the community and
surrounding communities.

The Children’s Hygiene programme that was running during our stay was in a more rural part of the
area and was run from a school. Sam and I were lucky enough to join the initial session where we
observed the wonderful woman from GWA bring children and their teachers together to share their
knowledge. We also met a local nurse and observed her session about simple ways to improve
personal hygiene at home and school.

The women’s health programme I joined with Hannah, and we travelled to another rural village
school which we were welcomed into. It was a really interesting part of my volunteering experience.
Despite the language barrier I could see how beneficial the session was for the women in the
community, through building trust and links with the healthcare system which is not always
accessible for many people especially in the more rural communities.

It felt really special to observe both programmes and see the how GDS really do have a huge
positive long-term impact for the people in and around Gorkha.

Shree Manakamana Deaf Residential Secondary School

I spent three days at the Deaf School which was a really interesting and wonderful experience. I was
welcomed by one of the founders, Ram, and one of the teachers Anil, who was also part of NELTA.
I initially went to observe and to get an understanding of the school and how they supported their
students, but while I was there I met the school nurse who was really keen for us to share our skills
and for me to do something with the students. I was initially slightly apprehensive as there was not
only the English to Nepali language barrier but also a sign language barrier as Nepali sign language is
not the same as British Sign language (BSL) (and even my BSL is pretty rustyl). But I planned some
game-based sessions where much of it could be demonstrated through actions, expression and
copying. I turned up the next day feeling ready, as the classes were small and all the children I had
met the previous day were really eager to engage. I was then shown to one of the larger rooms and
told that three classes would be joining me for the session with another three after lunch, I did feel a
little panicked at the thought of running a session which was now an hour and half long with 25
children. However, I put on a big smile, signed perfectly in my newly learnt Nepali sign language and
got out some bean bags! The school nurse was amazing and supported the session fanatically
supporting the teachers and students to understand exactly what was happening. The session was
full of smiles, laughter and fun and I can still remember them all signing ‘More, More, More!” at the
end of the session. It was a truly magical experience and a treasured memory.

The deaf school is one of the only school’s that supports students with disabilities in Nepal and the
founder Ram was one of the most inspirational people I met, he was full of positivity and pushing
for big changes within the disability world in Nepal. He is in the process of building a bigger school
to support more children with different needs, both learning and physical disabilities. He strongly
believes there needs to be more opportunities and inclusion within Nepal and it was refreshing and
inspiring to see the work he is doing to support and push for change. It was a true privilege to meet
him and spend even just a few days at his school with his students that hopefully will be a part of
and see a Nepal where they can access education, jobs and daily life more easily.

Teacher Training

Initially when we were asked to create three presentation for a teacher training programme Sam and
I had no idea where to start. We had been asked to do something around the use of English
language, how to teach different types of writing and I had suggested something around how to
bring in interactive learning. There was very much a focus on rote learning with minimal interaction
within the lessons and I felt it often limited participation and access for many of the students from
having spent the previous few weeks in schools. The NELTA (Nepal English Language Teachers'
Association) committee agreed so Sam and I set to trying to devise some presentations.



We really wanted to make it relevant, accessible and sustainable for the teachers and we both agreed
offering training like we would in the UK just wouldn’t work. Teachers are not offered a lot of
training or CPD opportunities in Nepal and from speaking with the teachers we were both working
with it was clear we needed to accommodate teachers that may not be confident speaking/teaching
in English (another little challenge for us!) We ended up breaking it down and using the textbooks to
offer direct and clear examples of how to use English, what kinds of writing you could include
within different topics in the textbook and how to create integrative lessons. I led the session on
interactive learning, and it ended up focusing on how to create an environment in your classroom
which enabled and inspired students rather than controlled through a sense of fear. We played
games and got the teachers up moving around, which did involve me feeling slightly silly as initially
played Simon says on my own... but by the end of the sessions we had them all up and interacting.
We ran the teacher training sessions three times with different groups of teachers with the final
sessions being run for the teacher trainee students Sam had been working with. This was completely
new concept and had never been offered before, however with the connections and trust Sam had
built within the college enabled us to run this programme. Hopefully this will open a space for
future volunteers to work more closely with the upcoming teachers of Gorkha and create a more
holistic approach to teacher training opportunities.
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Photos from Teacher Training



Leaving Gorkha

Leaving was the hardest part, we had grown into the community and the people had welcomed us
with open arms right from day one and I felt such a connection to the people we had met, the
teachers I had worked with and the children in mine and Anita’s classes. Sitting back in the UK
writing this report, I realised just how much I learnt not just about Nepal and Occupational therapy
as a profession but also about myself, both personally and professionally and I know spending the
time we did out there has made me grow personally and be a better OT. It has made me really think
about the OT I am now and the OT I want to be.

I will always treasure my Nepali family for trusting us and caring for us as one of them and the
wonderful memories and lessons I will treasure forever.
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