IT"SNOT EASY GETTING
THE WORK DONE

TheTeaching Day
David Barnes (Czech Republic)

It'snot wiseto worry too much about teaching. My studentswere an extremely
interesting bunch with very informed opinions about most things. Get them
talking about their country as they like to moan, especially about politicians
(justifiably so).

In my staffroom, lessonswould often be allowed to run late for the benefit of
hot wine, becherovka, slivovitz, peach vodka, open sandwiches (chlebicky),
fruit teasand Turkish coffee. | don’t condonethisbehaviour, but | didn’t object
toit strongly at thetime.

If onefinds oneself teaching grammar agood book full of gamesisinvaluable.
It'sredlly rewardingwhen aclasslikeswhat you' redoing and enjoysagame. Private
teaching isagood way to meet people. | taught awide range of people, from bank
employeesto engineersto fifteen-year-old school girls. For the bank employees, a
5:15am start was necessary; and in the winter, along trudge through the snow.

Pack SomePatience
LiselotteWolters(Uganda)

Here in Uganda, you certainly learn how to do everything two gears slower.
Why hurry? If you cometwo hourslateto work, work will still bethere.

Scolar, one of thelab staff, comes back aweek late from amonth’sleave.

‘Why areyou aweek late, Scolar?' | ask.

‘| had some problems.” (The standard answer here.)

‘What kind of problems?

...Silence. ...

‘Can | havethree days off next week? Scolar asks.

‘Why do you want three days off after five weeks of leave?

‘Well, | have somethingsto do.’
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‘What kind of things? | ask.
... Silence. ...

Beforel left home, afriend advised meto take asuitcasefull of patiencewith
me. | did, unfortunately the suitcase was empty very quickly. But well, withtime
you get used to everything, even to having patience.

Travelling by public transport requiresalot of patience. You get in amatatu
(minibus) —officially thereis space for fourteen passengers but, don’t worry —
itwill easily fit twenty-six. You drivearound for about an hour until the matatuis
full (reallyfull). Halfway you haveto get into another matatu and drive around
another hour till that matatu isfull full. You stop several times because people
want to do their shopping, and nothing is so easy as just asking the matatu
driver to stop in front of the shop, do your shopping and continue the journey.
Don’t worry about the fact that twenty-five other passengers are waiting for
you, because they will ask the driver to stop one mile further on to do their
shopping.

But, inthe end you will reach your destination.

Rural Students
Rob Palmer (Ghana)

Therel was, five days after |leaving London in cold January, standing in adusty
Africanvillage surrounded by acrowd of small facesbeaming up at me screaming
“obruni’ (white-man), whilel silently questioned my sanity for asking BUNAC
tofind me‘ somewhererural, remote and by myself’.

However, when | was met by two of the girlswith, ‘Hello, my nameisHappy,
thisis my friend Comfort, you are welcome to Ghana,” it was difficult to feel
anything but optimistic about my stay in this tiny village despite having no
water, electricity, being one and ahalf hoursfrom the nearest hint of civilisation
and the proud owner/user of my very own maggot-pit, cockroach-infested toilet.
It would be along eleven months. Or so | thought.

| ended up working for aGhanaian government poverty reduction initiative,
called ICCES (Integrated Community Centresfor Employable Skills), which had
the aim of empowering the rural youth with employable skills to make them
small-scale entrepreneursin their own communities.

Yet | soon found there to be some sort of gross miscommunication, as| found
myself being introduced as a ‘rural micro-project development co-ordinator’,
with the whole community having great expectations about my presence. So it
wasthat | started to take onthisrole, spending thefirst week visiting surrounding
communities, meeting the chiefs, elders and fetish priests of these settlements.
Atfirstit wasall abit daunting, until | wasintroduced to the custom of taking
one ‘tot’ of neat moonshine spirit, akperteshie, with each village chief.

It was such avaluable project, | knew | had to do everything | could to live
up to their expectations. About half the youth attending the training centre had
previously dropped out of junior secondary school (before the age of sixteen)
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and many were e

totally illiterate. =
Without this centre
they would have no
chance to gain
skillswithwhichto
construct a better
life for themselves.
During the time |
was there we man-
aged to build up the
trainee number
from just seven in
January to eighty- i s

five by the time | Villagein Ghana
left in November,

raising over £11,000 in funding from Ghana and the UK.

My job essentially involved managing the centre — accounts, planning, some
teaching, fundraising, marketing and selling products that we made (such as
coffins), raising awareness of the scheme, visiting local NGOs, government
officials and traditional leaders. You have to be willing to turn your hand to
anything, but really anything is possible aslong asyou believeit is. One day |
found myself teaching fifty girls dressmaking theory, another | wastalking to
one of the Cabinet Ministers about the project’s potential for Ghana.

At first there was a big problem with attendance of the trainees, as many
either had to help their family to farm or were not used to attending every day,
not having been in education for many years. | found a cunning way to make
surethe students attended all the classes. Thevillagersbelievethat theforest is
inhabited by the‘little people’ (the mmoatia), who are apparently likered, hairy
dwarfs. All thevillagersare afraid of them. So, perhapsunethically or unkindly,
| realised | could use thislocal belief to my advantage. | told my students that
the mmoatia had told me they would take away any students not in class.
Attendance rates increased after that time.

However, you really do have to make allowancesfor the studentsbeing late
or absent. The difference between English kids and Ghanaian kidsisimmense.
When | wastheir age | came homefrom school, put my feet up and watched The
Three Muskahounds while eating Sunpat peanut butter sandwichesbeforel ate
alargedinner. They end school, go back to their mud-stick hut, weed the farms,
fetch water, wash clothes, pound fufu, collect firewood and do any household
chores. Some will go out hawking to earn some small money. Many work as
shoe-shiners for 30p a day and can be heard coming from afar by the tap-tap
they make with a stick on their wooden shoebox. They often try to shine your
shoes not understanding why you don’t want black shoe polish on your trainers.
Others start to pick bits off your shoes, then look hopefully up at you and say,
‘| haveglue.’
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Becoming a‘ResponsibleAdult’
Heidi Fitch (Canada)

| knew that | wanted to do something constructive and beneficial during my
transitional year. | didn’t let my severe deafness affect the things| wanted to do.
| wanted to explore and discover a new country at the same time, and |
accomplished that by volunteering in Canada.

I went on a six-month caring placement and didn’t really have any
expectations. Upon my arrival at the small university town of Antigonish, Nova
Scotia, | was overwhelmed by the prospect of being away from home for so
long. It wasabonusthat everyoneat I’ Arche community project made effortsto
make mefeel welcome, although it was hard knowing that everyone | knew was
continuing their lives on the other side of the pond. | knew | would be taking
care of six mentally-disabled adultsand | told myself that | would bewilling to
take what would bethrown at me.

Before long, | got pretty accustomed to the routines. There's me thinking,
‘Whoah, I’ve never had to feel so responsible before!’

My role as an assistant involved preparing and serving meals, helping with
morning and evening routines, refilling medications, and cleaning. | thought,
‘learning the basi cs of managing ahome surewill be useful’

But most important of all was spending time with the core members of the
community. They have Down’'s Syndrometo different extents, so all havedifferent
needs. They are not capable of getting along by themsel ves, so need assistance
intheir daily activities, aswell ashelp learning to be alittleindependent —it was
quite challenging at times. Some of the core membershave psychologica problems
and that tended to be quite draining.

We always seemed to be celebrating something — anniversaries, birthdays,
going aways — you hame it. L’ Arche encouraged me to learn about different
things, about the people and myself through them, and it helped me feel
comfortable with my identity. Looking back, it's pretty amazing to think how
thingslike that can change your perspective on lifetotally. Despite my hearing
loss, | coped really well and had afantastictime. | feel that | came back to Britain
with more self-confidence and ‘ different eyes'.

VIPTreatment
Evaand Bernard Batchelor (Camer oon)

Our flight to the Far North Province was the most bizarre farce you could ever
imagine. Two football teams from the south were playing two teams from the
north in Ngaoundere and Garuoa. Thefootball teamswere allowed to get on the
planefirst, leaving forty-two people (half the capacity of the Boeing 737) unable
to get a seat. This caused a mini riot at the airport — people were shouting,
pushing and climbing over barriers and along the conveyor belts. The packed
plane was on the runway and all the airport officials had disappeared.
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After awhilethe CamAir staff reappeared with a solution —the planewould
fly north to Ngaoundere and Garuoa and then return to Yaoundé to pick up the
travellers to Chad and Maruoa (where we were going) and fly north again.
However, there were passengers sitting on the plane from Douala who were
expecting to go to Chad and Maruoa. They weretold to get off and wait in the
departure lounge and the peopl e without seats going to Garuoa and Ngaoundere
were told to get on the plane. This left seventy very disgruntled passengers,
including us, to wait three hoursfor the planeto return. When it did eventually
return all the passengers who boarded at Ngaoundere and were expecting to
travel to Doualain the south had to get off and wait in the departure loungein
Yaoundé while the planetook all the rest of us north.

Therewas no food or drink on theflight asthe first group of passengers had
consumed it al, and the three-hour internal flight turned into an eleven-hour
journey at atemperature of nearly 100°F.

Once we arrived in Maruoa we settled down to enjoy the purpose of our
visit, towork with the peoplein the villages. The Paramount Chief of one of
the villages had arranged for his Fantasia of Horses for us (a horse
spectacular). He had arranged this once before for us on one of our visits
but due to the death of one of the government officialsit had to be cancelled.
Thistime we had the full display.

Wewere seated inthe VIPareain front of the Chief’s Palace with two rows of
local chiefs and dignitaries seated in front of us on mats and the Paramount
Chief’smany wives behind us. A small group of musiciansand drummersset a
noisy atmosphere. In the distance at the far end of the village square came a
phalanx of fifteen charging horsemen, their Arab clothing billowing behind.
Their eight-foot spears were lowered for the charge and they only stopped
about two feet from the front row of chiefs. The noise and dust from the horses,
the crowds shouting and ulul ating wives made the whole atmosphere el ectric.

Thewholevillage population came out to watch — even the children had run
out of school to cometo watch aswell. There followed avariety of displays—
individual charges, horses dancing to the music, in fact anything we asked for.
By the end the horses were very hot and lathered up. This was yet another
wonderful experiencefor usto remember, especially the opening charge, which
was so emotional and dramatic as the horses appeared out of a cloud of dust.

Werevisited asmall, very destitute village which had no clean water and spent
some time there with our Plan International colleagues. We took a sample of
water from their calabash and there were worms swimming around in it. They
took usinto their house and they were delighted that we weretaking an interest
intheir acute problems. None of the children in the village go to school and the
adults areilliterate. Asthiswas our second visit we took the camera and were
abletotake picturesof theinside of the housesand general viewsof thevillage.

It was clean but unbelievably basic — no water, one straw hut for the whole
family and animals, no medical services, no personal hygienefacilities, astaple
diet of milletand minimal clothing. Lifeat thislevel isadaily strugglefor survival.
To have been able to share for ashort time these people’slives highlighted for
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us the greed and selfishness of our western culture — poverty is an insidious
trap from which there sometimes seems there is no escape.

While we were there we were guests of honour at an inter-village football
match organised by the trainers of our project. Cameroonians take their sport
seriously and unfortunately the referee was misguided enough to award a
penalty in the second half. At this point ariot broke out, fists were flying and
knivesappeared. Thelocal pastor kept apol ogising to us, our driver and vehicle
quickly disappeared to collect up thevisiting team to take them to safety in their
own village. When it came back we had to take one of the players with aknife
wound to the local hospital. We never knew whether the penalty was awarded
to the home or away team. The return match iswhen we go back at Christmas.

Learningto Teach
Holly Twiname (China)

Thework isgoing well, as| feel more and more like ateacher. My studentsare
still not coming out with any profound questions, and it gets a little tedious
when a student turns around and asks me whether | like Chinese food for the
174th time.

The other day | bought a tape entitled English Excellent Songs (which |
hoped | could use to teach my students some easy to sing along to songs).
Aside from the spelling, the contents of the tape are a far cry from what the
cover says. According to the cover, thereis supposed to be a sel ection of songs
by various artists — Bryan Adams, Lionel Richie, Stevie Wonder, Whitney
Houston, etc. Instead, there are two people—aman for all the male artists, and
awoman for all thefemaleartists, the accompanying instruments being reduced
to asynthesiser. Obviously two karaoke-happy peopletaking it abit too far. (I
should have known that something was amisswhen | saw thewordsto Yesterday
Once More under thetitle Sealed with a Kiss.)

After months of trying to set up areading room/self-access centre at college
(where students can come and read, work and chat in English), today | was
finally given the key to aroom. Success! Or so | thought. | went and saw the
room, and it was just great — exactly what | wanted. The Dean of the English
Department took meto have alook, and then dropped into the conversation that
they were going to tear down the building. So, within thefirst minute of seeing
this room, | was already having to deal with the fact that soon it wasn't even
going to bethere. But, having been in Chinafor sometimenow, | have devel oped
abit of adie-hard spirit, and ten minutes|ater, the Dean and | wereintheVice-
President’s officetrying to dissuade him of thisludicrousidea, based mostly on
the premise that it obstructs the view of agrander building.

Lifecontinuesat aslightly slower pace, following theridiculous amounts of
teaching | was doing up until last week for various reasons. The other foreign
teacher had to leave suddenly about three weeks ago due to her father falling
very seriously ill. Sonow it'sjust my littleforeign face in these parts.
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The teaching continues, in a
somewhat hectic manner, with
seventy students on averagein a
class. It's not too bad, especialy
after | found a small classroom
which the students can squeeze
into with no desks. Thisis better
in terms of classroom dynamics
(and much easier on my voice).
Now that my hours have been so
dramatically reduced, | am being
invited by high schools around
Zhoukou (in the countryside) to
give lectures to their students. Holly teaching
This started following a visit |
made to a high school last term where | gave a so-called ‘lecture’ — to all
2,000 students in one go. It seems other schools now want me to visit them
too.

On Friday | went to another school, (about thirty minutesfrom Zhoukou) and
gave asimilar lectureto the entire school —which, much to my surpriseturned
out to be over 4,000. (Thelast school was only half that.) | was given amicro-
phone and my voice was projected over loudspeakers. | stood in the middle of
this crowd of students and talked about why English was important and how
they could improveit. It was so much fun asking them a question and hearing
theroar produced by the chorus of their response. Then, to finish off wesang a
song. The most significant thing about the whole experience, for most of them,
will have been seeing aforeigner for thefirst time. Apparently, even some passers-
by had also joined the crowd to have alook, and | even had to sign autographs
at theend —my only claimto fame being that | am aforeigner.

Birthin Bangladesh
Nancy M acK eith (Bangladesh)

| worked in Bangladesh for two yearsasavolunteer in the Jahural I1slam Medical
College Hospital (JIMCH) three hours north-east from Dhaka. | chose the
placement out of the selection offered me because | read that when my future
boss set up the nursing school at JJIMCH she arranged that the female nursing
studentswore shalwar kameez (loosetop and trousers) instead of sarisasuniform.
| thought that indicated a progressive frame of mind. This was a good guess,
shewas humorous and supportive about cultural differencesand she helped me
definearolefor myself. | have never met avolunteer who actually did the job
they came out to do and | was no exception.

| prepared myself as much as possible for my new working situation by
reading about maternal health in Bangladesh but it still was very shocking when
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| got there. Bangladesh has one
of the highest maternal mortal- e
ity rates in the world — 4.4 per Tl
thousand live births. Women are T
disadvantaged from childhood in p _
their share of household food ! g
and access to medical care. An p
additional hazard when they el
b_ecome pregnant Is the|r_ h'gh Clinicin Bangladesh

risk of suicide or homicide,

particularly if they are young and unmarried. | found Therese Blanchet’s
anthropol ogical writings on childbearing in Bangladesh very relevant.

Soon after | arrived some medical students and their lecturer in community
medicine wanted to do a community survey on maternal health, and | thought
thiswould be abetter setting for midwifery teaching. The system that eventually
became the routine was that there were clinicsin people’s houses arranged by
field workers. | would go out in one rickshaw and the safe motherhood project
doctor in another, each of uswith astudent. We did the samejob of examination
adviceand referral if called for and had amidwifery student each. On oneday a
week we would have a safe motherhood meeting where we would discuss any
problemsand | would teach thefield workers about antenatal care. We began to
say at the clinics that we would come out to people in labour and this slowly
began to happen. We found we were usually called when there was a problem
but this might become less likely. On a couple of occasions the mother just
needed to be catheterised. If she needed more than we could provide we could
negotiate on behalf of the women for permission from her husband and the
‘guardian’ (decision-maker of the community) and get her to hospital.

It was a real privilege to go into people’s houses, observe their ways of
having ababy and to be of some use, and the students could experience decision-
makinginreality.

* % %

Six yearsafter | first flew out to Bangladesh and four yearsafter | l€ft, | returned
aspart of my current work on breast-feeding. There wasthe sameworrying descent
inthe aeroplane astherainy season wasat itsheight. Thewhole country seemed to
beflooded and | could not imaginewhere wewere going to land.

Although my work visit was short, | managed to get in avisit to IMCH for
twenty-four hours. | found my boss and the other staff very well. They in turn
were delighted with my appearance. * Nancy, you are so fat!’

The studentsfrom my time had jobsin the hospital, and others had got work
in other good NGO hospitals or gone on to do nursing BSc degrees.

My boss showed me the record that has been kept since | started the scheme of
visiting people a homein labour. They haveinformation onwho went to thehouse,
what they found and the decisions made, aswell as outcomesfor mother and baby.

It was amazing to see that things | had had a part in were still going on, and
| felt very privileged to have had such a good experience.
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