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With the support of a Pembroke travel 
grant, it was possible for me to spend five 
weeks of my summer holiday in Nepal, 
teaching English at a small school in the 
rural area of Helambu. This is a 
mountainous area in the foothills of the 
Himalaya, hidden away from main roads 
and anything that could be classified as a 
‘city’, where the majority of schools exist 
on the basis of government funds which 
cannot adequately support them. I travelled 
there as a volunteer for the NGO HELP 
(Helambu Education and Livelihood 
Project) in order to teach English at Nurbuling school, a boarding school of about a 100 children, 
located in the depths of the Nepali hillside forests.  

The experience of teaching at a severely underprivileged school, poorly connected to the principal 
infrastructure of the area and left behind by the government which was supposed to be supporting it, 
was filled with great challenges, positive as well as negative. Being so far removed from any real 
town or city, and therefore anything that fits the occidental concept of ‘civilisation’, meant that I 
was given the opportunity to fully immerse myself in a culture I had never before experienced. 
Living with a local family, being a part of their day to day rituals and everyday tasks, meant that I 
came so much closer to the country in which I was living, and so much closer to the students I was 
teaching as well. I was not caught up in my own world, the same thoughts and practices that I 
engage in when at home in England, but instead became fully immersed in the reality which my 
Nepali friends experienced and lived as well. This made it so easy to relate to the students and the 
teachers at the school, to find common ground and to have a bit of role-reversal as well; usually I 
would be the one teaching, but when it came to songs sung at festivals, or cultural practices such as 
what and how to eat, we were all novices, and our students became the patient teachers. 

Some experiences, however, were also difficult. I am passionate about gender equality and femi-
nism, and few things are as important to me as the equal right to education for all genders. As such, 
coming to a country where girls are often valued less than boys and where the majority of the chil-
dren in the older classes at the school were male, was something I struggled with. One thing I found 
especially challenging was the fact that the few girls who, luckily, still went to school in their older 
years had an incredible lack of self-confidence within the classroom. Outside of school, they were 
bold and strong, standing up for themselves and not accepting any boy teasing them, but in class, 
they were quiet, would squirm and whisper if I asked them a question and would never offer to 
speak, even when I could see they knew what the answer to a question was. As such, a huge 

disparity between boys and girls was obvious in 
their language skills, as the boys would always 
participate, thus learning so much more, but the 
girls never would. As a volunteer, I found that 
one of my most important jobs became to show 
the girls that they could be confident, that they 
could say what they knew and didn’t have to wait 
for the boys to speak first. The teaching was hard 
and rewarding in so many different ways, but one 
of the things that meant the most to me was every 
time I could see a female student had grown a 
little bit in confidence.  


