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Arham Qureshi - Kenyan Orphan Project 2013 (Kisumu, Kenya) 

Last summer I was working as a Healthcare Assistant (HCA) in my local hospital and whilst on my break I was 
flicking nonchalantly through the hospital's quarterly magazine. I had been in the process of planning my 
following summer and really wanted to expand my horizons, both medically and geographically. Just as I was 
about to finish my break my eyes caught an article in the magazine about one of the doctors working in the 
hospital. He had been awarded junior doctor of the year, thanks in no small part to a charity known as the 
Kenyan Orphan Project (KOP) which he had set up when he was a medical student at Nottingham University. 
So the seed was planted in my head, and over the next few weeks it grew and blossomed and after contacting 
the relevant people I got onto the student programme, and started to fundraise. 

Fast forward a year, and after having had a potentially turbulent stop-over en route to Kenya in the politically 
turbulent Cairo, I found myself in Nairobi along with several other Cambridge students. Having met up with the 
other 2 university students that were on our trip (Leeds and Manchester), we embarked on the 10 hour bus 
journey to Kisumu in western Kenya. Our first challenge was to forget everything we thought we knew about 
the fabric of a country and how it functions. A couple of hours into our seemingly endless bus trip, and we 
realised just how different the fabric of Kenya was. We were pulled over by police at frighteningly regular 
checkpoints along the main route out of Nairobi and before long were duly arrested for not having the correct 
permit to travel along the main carriageway out of Nairobi. Whilst coming to terms with the corrupt law 
enforcement authorities we had witnessed firsthand, the thought of our experience stopping before it ever 
really started dawned on all of us. After bribing the police to let us leave the 'police station' (which had a 
striking resemblance to a scrapheap yard) we were on our way again, and 8 hours later,  with painfully sore 
backsides and heads from our bumpy bus ride, we were in Kisumu. 

Our trip was based as the 
Ombeyi Primary school which 
itself was a 90 minute 'matatu' 
(minibus) ride away from 
Kisumu. We were informed 
that we were the first 
'mzungu' (white people) that 
they would have ever seen, 
and so were excited yet 
nervous in equal measure as 
we pulled up to the school on 
the first day (see picture 
below) seemingly in the 
middle of nowhere.  

 

Kenyan orphan project (KOP) 
students at Ombeyi Primary 
school, Kisumu 

As we got out of the school, we were all acutely aware of hundreds of pairs of eyes transfixed onto us from the 
classrooms as we walked through the deserted playground. All of a sudden these eyes revealed themselves in 
overwhelming numbers as all the students flooded out to greet us and explore their new visitors. We were 
paraded around the playground as the entire school comprised of just under 1000 students stared half in awe 
and half in bewilderment at us. So with our vocabulary sheets in hand decorated with a few simple swahili 
phrases we each bellowed out a greeting and told the children our names in Swahili. Whilst some of us 
received raucous laughter in no small part due to our accents, others received applause. 
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Visiting year 2 class at Ombeyi primary school on the first day 

Having spent the next few hours 
meeting all the teachers of the 
school, who seemed to be in awe 
and bewilderment in equal 
measure, we were taken around 
each of the classrooms to visit the 
children by year group and see the 
conditions they are taught in (see 
picture below). The most surprising 
feature about the younger classes 
was that, had I not known it was a 
school, the classrooms could easily 
have been mistaken for prison cells, 
with iron bars covering the windows 
and little to no furniture. Only a few 
tables were scattered carelessly 
across the classroom. The dark, 
musty condition of the classroom 
appeared a million miles away from 

anything I had ever been used to. Perhaps the most surprising part of this entire set up was how at ease the 
children looked as they sat huddled together due to space limitations on the floor and tables of the classroom.   

Having visited the classes, we reached the point of 
the day which was to prove to be my favourite 
everyday (and worth the 90 minute journey to the 
school ten times over)- playtime!! Having stuffed 
as many tennis balls, footballs, bubble guns, flying 
hoops , skipping ropes and anything else we could 
find into our suitcases, and having transported it 
to the school, we unleashed all of these objects 
among the children. What followed was a mass 
stampede as all the children flocked to these new 
objects and ran after them in confusion and 
wonder (see photo below). I found that simply by 
interacting with the children even in a non-verbal 
manner, as the younger children had not learned 
to speak English, there was such an optimism and 
sheer delight etched on all of their faces.           Playing catch the rugby ball with kids at Ombeyi primary school 
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Part of the funding of KOP is directed towards Ombeyi Primary school, and in particular towards its feeding 
programme which is unique in that it guarantees one 
nutritious, wholesome meal to each and every student of 
the school every day, and as I found out, it may be the only 
meal some of the children receive every day. Other than 
attracting children to the school to study, this programme 
ensures that children are well nourished and hence able to 
learn and concentrate, something which has proved to be a 
problem for several of the primary schools in Kisumu. In our 
attempt to get involved in all aspects of school life, we 
prepared food (see below) every day and helped to serve it 
to all the children within 1 hour, which I soon found was an 
organisational nightmare. Nevertheless each day all 15 
students helped to prepare and serve the food and slowly 
but surely we settled into our routines and hit our 1 hour 
target in a couple of days. Bearing in mind that normally, 
only 3 people are involved in cooking the food and another 
4-5 year 8 children in serving it, our accomplishments paled 
in comparison, nevertheless it is fascinating to see how 
efficient (and nutritious) the food really was!   

Preparing lunch (goat meat, beans, Kenyan plant 
"skoomowickee") 

 

One of the main purposes of our time at Ombeyi primary 
school was to teach classes to the children about different 
topics regarding basic health and sanitation. One of the 
things that became apparent to me throughout this is how 
many of the children appeared to know what the best 
practice was in terms of washing their hands before eating 
food and after going to the toilet for example, but very few 
knew why this was the case and what benefit this had. 
Therefore the majority of my teaching was focussed on 
explaining what the purpose was of these activities and 
through playing educational games, I saw that the children 
were starting to implement such practices. This perhaps was 
the most rewarding aspect of the experience because 
although my visit was temporary, I hope that the habits that 
the children developed will be maintained and propagated.  

Whilst most of our time was spent at Ombeyi Primary 
school, we did spend a few hours at some of the other 
projects supported by KOP, such as the Omen feeding centre 
for partial and full orphans. This feeding centre provides two 
meals a day for up to 80 orphaned children as well as basic 
education and supports these children as they progress 
through primary and secondary school. Above all, what pleased me the most was that this place, and others 
like it, just give children the chance to be children, which I have seen firsthand may be difficult at times due to 
the situation that these children find themselves in. Before being taken in by places such as the Omen feeding 
centre, many of the children told me that they spent most of their day looking for scraps of food and 
occupying themselves by trying to survive.  

Orphaned children at Omen feeding shelter, 
 another project supported by KOP 
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On the weekends and in the evening after school, we also got a chance to experience some of the delights and 
wonders of Kenya, which included going to the equator (see below). Although the equator was represented 
solely by the sphere seen in the photo, it was pretty amazing to entertain the idea that I was momentarily in 
both hemispheres simultaneously. Other expeditions  included visits to the Impala park to look at the free 
roaming (and caged) wildlife with some of the children and teachers at the school, as part of a field trip so that 
we could better get to know the children on a more personal level. We even climbed some historical rocks 
(known to be like those seen in "The lion king" eg Pride rock). The most enjoyable parts of these expeditions 
was to observe how much natural beauty there is in Kenya, whether it be the awe-inspiring landscapes, 
mountains, wildlife and unfortunately how unexposed these features are to the people of Kenya. For example 
our visit to Impala park was more striking for the children as they had never seen Impala, leopards, lions and 
did not know of their existence.  

Visiting the equator 

So what have I learnt from the whole experience? To try 
and sum it up would do injustice to the amount of learning 
I have undergone but I will try and encapsulate some of my 
thoughts and feelings. The constant fight for survival 
against hardship in our lives and habits by the teachers and 
pupils alike demonstrated to me that not only are the 
people here resilient but above all they are willing to 
constantly adapt and learn. This has inspired me to do the 
same and although it is easy to find a plethora of 
differences between the people of Ombeyi Primary school 
and myself, it is easier to see our similarities. These people 
have taught me that a little bit of determination and a 
positive outlook with regards to their situation goes a long 
way. Not only this but in an environment such as that in 
Kisumu it would be easy to have an individualistic 
mentality, however this was not seen in this school. For 
example the feeding programme ensured that each and 
every child was guaranteed a nutritious meal with the 
elder children helping the younger children before eating 
themselves. Although Kenya suffers from areas immersed 
in poverty, a situation all too familiar in the wider 
continent of Africa, the focus on health, education and 

nutrition which is slowly being implemented in a few pockets of rural Kenya is starting to reap its benefits in 
terms of the quality of life of children living there. With regards to the healthcare, the small community centre 
we visited and its impact on the surrounding community was immeasurable in terms of providing acute care to 
patients. I believe such centres provide the way forward, and although many cultural factors persist, eg 
women having to seek permission from their husband before taking sick children to these centres which can 
delay treatment of acutely sick children, there is still much potential in these centres. 

I believe Ombeyi Primary school (and the other projects that we briefly visited) gained more from having us 
over there than they did from the financial injection given to them by KOP. Whilst the financial gain of the 
school helps to support factors such as the school's feeding programme and hence attracts children to attend 
school who otherwise wouldn't, the interaction of the children with us produced differences in their attitudes 
which I believe to be just as important. Perhaps the best example of this is with regard to their attitude about 
mental handicap. During our visit, we met a young boy at the school who was mildly mentally handicapped, 
and would frequently wonder out of classes and walk around the school. The teachers has classes of up to 60 
children and so didn't have the time or energy to chase after this one boy. At lunch time and play time, his 
peers would ostracise him and make fun of him, and he would retreat further and further away from human 
contact. During our visit, however he was unusually forward in meeting us due to having no fear of socially 
unknown situations, and happily shook our hands and played with us. At first the other children encouraged us 
to join in and poke fun at him, however they soon realised that this was never going to happen, and rather 
than ignore him, the attention he gave us was mirrored by us back to him. This led him to become more and 
more popular around school because he had befriended us and produced somewhat of  flip in his popularity, 
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with his peers coming to him to help them engage and socialise with us! Developments like this are without 
doubt the highlight of my trip because I would like to believe that although this experience has greatly helped 
this boy, it can have wider implications at the school with how mentally handicapped children are treated. I 
hope if nothing else, then our legacy can be the beginning of such attitude shifts as well as mutual enrichment 
through interaction.             

 
All KOP students with Ombeyi primary school teachers standing in  

front of a mural of the world painted by us 
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