Evaluation report; Volunteering in Nepal with Bristol Volunteers for development abroad (BVDA) 2011

Synopsis
   This summer 6 volunteers from the University of Bristol travelled to Telkeni, Nepal, to undertake in a 6 week project organised through ‘Bristol Volunteers for Development Abroad’ (BVDA) and the Nepali NGO ‘PSDnepal’ (Partnership for sustainable development Nepal).  The project involved working with a local Nepalese community to improve the local primary school and teach Basic English and Maths.
   Living and working in a small Nepali village, completely integrating with the community provided a unique experience to support people in need alongside understanding and enjoying a completely different culture to our own. Partaking in Nepali festivals, cooking and eating the local food, helping doing daily chores associated with village life such a rice planting and living with a Nepali family was an ideal way to experience Nepalese life. 
   Helping to develop a local school with the full support and help of that community leads to a sustainable benefit for that village for years to come and this is what we achieved in the shape of a retention wall and beginnings of a new toilet block. Exchanging ideas on teaching allows for more exciting and new ways for the local teachers to educate children and providing stimulating classroom aids gives teachers much needed equipment for the school to use for future pupils.   
   This report covers our experience with Nepal and its peoples as well as looking at the benefits of volunteering in rural communities throughout Nepal.
Report
   This summer 6 volunteers from the University of Bristol travelled to Telkeni, Nepal, to undertake in a 6 week project organised through ‘Bristol Volunteers for Development Abroad’ (BVDA) and the Nepali NGO ‘PSDnepal’ (Partnership for sustainable development Nepal).  The project involved working with a local Nepalese community to improve the local primary school and teach Basic English and Maths.
   On arrival in Nepal we were greeted in Kathmandu by a representative from the NGO. After a couple of days of sightseeing in the capital getting to know are fellow volunteers better, we relocated to a Hostel in the Kathmandu valley about an hour from Kathmandu for 4 days of project Training. This training gave everyone a chance to get use to Nepalese customs, food and people in a relaxed environment as well as understand the aims of the NGO firsthand. 
   However, more importantly the training gave us a basic understanding of the Nepalese language, an insight into Nepalese culture and religion and the much anticipated specifics of the project itself. 
   To say the language training was intensive was an understatement. Five hours a day of Nepalese vocabulary, reading and writing a very alien language was tough going and by the end of the day everyone was suitably tired.  Despite this the course was hugely beneficial and by the end of the four days most of us could competently talk about how we felt, say a little about ourselves, greet people and competently haggle at markets! We also ended up with a large book of useful vocabulary that covered everything from days of the week to construction tools. Learning the local language turned out to be one of the most useful pre-project activities as we could chat with locals on a much more personable level, making integration into the community a lot easier.
   Culture training was also a particular highlight of the training days. Eight of the volunteers were thrust into a local ritual with no prior warning. They had to figure out what the locals were trying to tell them despite a language barrier (the locals pretending to be an Amazon tribe speaking only in clicks!). This resulted in a hilarious few minutes of counter clicking, crawling around on the floor and a look of general confusion on everyone’s face.
[image: C:\Users\James\Pictures\Nepal and India 2011\2011-08-08\P1010255.JPG]   Following training we embarked on a mammoth 24 hour couch journey from Kathmandu to Ilam, a district in the far East of Nepal bordering India. Whilst the ride was long and often fairly precarious (we were not yet use to Nepali roads and the crazy driving that was commonplace in the country) the views were fantastic as we travelled through the hills along swollen rivers, along flat planes and then up through tea plantations to arrive at are destination one full day later. We then travelled a further thirty minutes by jeep to the village of Telkeni where we were met by a host of friendly villagers. After being escorted to our host family’s home we were introduced to at least 12 youngsters who we assumed were part of our new family. As it turned out a few hours later this was the local youth club that would be helping us with the construction side of the project and full introductions to the Family and other village figureheads were made at a formal welcoming ceremony at the school later that day. 
   Staying with the host family was the main highlight of the trip. After a couple of days we finally got to grips with who was actually in our host family; Aamaa (Mother) and Ba (Father), their two daughters and two sons, one of the sons wife and two-year old child and two young male cousins. In total there were seventeen of us (including our Nepali counterpart assigned to us by PSDnepal) staying in the house. This made for a lively experience where there was always grass to be cut, cows to be milked, food to be prepared and a whole host of other jobs to be done. Indeed, it was not just the family that stayed under that roof but what seemed to be a whole petting zoo; cows, chickens, cats, dogs and a baby goat that was treated as if it were a puppy, sitting on people’s laps and generally [image: C:\Users\James\Pictures\Nepal and India 2011\2011-08-08\P1010194.JPG]acting as the babies play thing! By living with such a great family we were quickly thrust into the Nepali way of life and were accepted into the community and indeed the family; we were all invited back to take part in a Nepali ritual to formally accept us into their family, giving us rights and responsibility within the family. 
[image: C:\Users\James\Desktop\ragevan pics\P1000967.JPG]   The project itself was also immensely enjoyable and it was fantastic to see the whole village supporting it as well as being hugely grateful for the support we were providing. Our aim whilst in the village consisted of building a retention wall for the school (as landslides were commonplace and the school was sitting precariously atop a hillock), building a toilet block and teaching within the school. Six days of the week we would be doing project work in some capacity.
   The construction side of the project largely dealt with providing the village with enough physical labour to achieve the above goals. We were seven enthusiastic and lively volunteers and they took advantage of this throughout the six weeks; we lugged rock (better described as boulders!) after rock to supply the constant supply for building the wall whilst skilled local workers chipped away at them and fitted them neatly into a solidly constructed wall. When the wall was complete with the rocks, a 2 inch layer of cement was poured over to give added strength. The wall was completed two days before we left the village and it was a good to see a clear physical benefit of our presence. The wall also inadvertently created a playground for the children below the school which they utilised with various games including our British exports; Bulldog and ‘What’s the time Mr wolf?’. Unfortunately, whilst the foundations were dug and a layer of stones laid, the toilet block was too ambitious a target to finish in our time there but both the village and PSDnepal have told us they will keep us informed of the progress and send us some photos when it was done.
   Teaching in the school was also a pleasure. The children were genuinely keen to learn and the new teaching techniques and classroom aids we introduced in the school were loved by the kids; plastercine, white boards, stickers and inflatable balls were particular favourites! Unfortunately in Nepal children are generally taught by rote learning and we got the impression the kids were not really thinking so much as memorising. As a result we tried to vary our teaching as much as possible and used a lot of props, tried to get the kids up on their feet and not writing as much. We taught everything from ABC’s to the water cycle with some basic maths thrown in. A favourite lesson was phonetics in which we had a lot of fun making strange noises for the majority of an hour! Whilst the teaching material might be forgotten over time, we hope that our slightly wacky and interesting teaching methods won’t be and by the end of the trip we saw that the teachers within the school had picked up some of them and were using them regularly, which was nice to see and will hopefully make a difference to learning at that school beyond our stay.
   One of the marked improvements we made to the school and one we think will make a big difference was painting it. The school was in a fairly bad state when we arrived and all the classrooms were dirty and bland with no displays. We tried to give the school a bit of a makeover, and cleaned up the rooms and painted something in every room. The teachers and kids loved the changes and it made a big difference to the appearance of the school and hopefully will make a much more pleasant learning environment for the kids.  
[image: C:\Users\James\Pictures\Nepal and India 2011\2011-08-12\P1010650.JPG]   Volunteering in Nepal was an amazing experience and we felt as though we made a genuine difference within the small community of Telkeni. Everybody was incredibly welcoming and we all feel like we have a second home that we are always welcome at. Sustainability is obviously of huge importance to projects like this and through the micro-grants provided through BVDA and PSDnepal’s aftercare as well as the village’s enthusiasm for the new improvements, the development we achieved in Telkeni will last way beyond our stay.             
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