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I had been living in Miri for 6 months when | realised that
my exposure to the local community was limited and |
wanted to do something about it. | had heard about a lady
who was involved with a local school and was looking for
volunteers to help with English tuition. | went to a meeting
where we discussed each other’s expectations and started

my volunteer activities as an English teacher that same
week.

Christine Cleuziou

I recall that my first day was particularly interesting. | had
planned to do a personal introduction round, some reading,
writing and a game. My plan was to change. The children
entered the room very politely with a collective: “Good
afternoon, teacher” and sat down. | introduced myself, wrote
my name on a name card and placed it in front of me. | asked
them to do the same, which they did - enthusiastically! But
when | asked them to introduce themselves verbally there was
only silence. It took me a moment to understand how foolish

| had been. Where was my cultural awareness, the knowledge
I had gained during our travels throughout Asia? The average
school class in Malaysia consists of 40 or more students,

the teaching style is to lecture, and to read and speak aloud
together. More emphasis is put on the group as a whole rather
than on the individual, and | did not take into consideration
how frightening the idea of speaking individually, in a different

language, in front of a group, and observed by a total
stranger, must have been for them!

Nevertheless, throughout the school year, the children
got used to different assignments and practical exercises
during each class. It is amazing to see the progress the
children are making. They just love the interactive part of
the lesson now- so much so that | am sometimes facing
disciplinary challenges because they are getting all excited
about it!

My volunteer work gives me the chance to learn a lot.
Through the interaction with the teachers and the children |
am able to broaden my view on Malaysian society, culture and
values and to participate in some aspects of my neighbours
every day life. | have learnt that the children of my group are
crazy about football and racing cars, and that their favourite
fruits are mangosteen and rambutan. And, at a deeper level,

I have seen how they deal with sickness and the death of a
parent.

The experience is very rewarding. | hope that my students are
continuing to improve their English and continuing to discover
how useful and fun it is to be able to speak a different
language.



Embarking on ex-pat life four years ago, Ros left behind
a career as a research nurse in Scotland (where she
also worked with charities in both a professional

and voluntary capacity). Wanting to help people

with physical and emotional problems Ros had also
completed a short counseling skills course in Scotland

and has built on these skills in the Netherlands.

Ros Cutts

The Hague is my first expatriate location, a new and exciting
experience, but also a shock when | realised just how difficult
the transition can be. | decided to fill the excess time | now
had by improving my counselling skills. Counsellingeurope,
an organisation in The Hague, runs a Community Counseling
Service (CECS), and courses in counselling skills and theory
leading to an advanced diploma. Hurray, I'd found my new
career! | have now been studying for three years and hope to
complete my advanced diploma this year, with the help of my
SVA (spouse vocational allowance).

Wanting to help others who had experienced difficulties
with transition to this new country, | offered my services as a
voluntary counsellor to CECS. The service offers counselling
on a donation only basis to anyone regardless of income.
The director is also the main tutor in the school. He is a very
experienced therapist, so his support is invaluable.

As professionalism and safety are two main concerns, all
volunteers are required to work under the ethical framework
of The British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy.
The service is audited for efficacy through the standard British
Counselling Audit system called CORE.
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Volunteers consist of a mixture of fully qualified and student
counsellors who work in a variety of different ways from
different training orientations. This allows the director to
refer clients to the most appropriate counsellor. As we are
working at different times | don’t necessarily know all the
other counsellors. This is different to the volunteering work
| have done in the past where part of the enjoyment was
meeting with other volunteers. However, this does enhance
confidentiality, which, in a small expat community is taken
very seriously. Regular supervision meetings with more
qualified counselors ensure | work appropriately.

I was surprised to find that my feelings of despair a few
months after | arrived are quite common for us nomadic
expatriates and that many people experience difficulties
adjusting to all the changes. A lot of people come to the
service to talk about this. They might simply be looking for
help to find their feet and deal with the culture shock or

may be having more serious problems with depression and
anxiety. Other people are trying to come to terms with the
loss of a loved one either at home or here. Taking decisions on
schooling or whether to move again can also be hard and we
offer unbiased help.

Clients come from all walks of life with a wide range of
experiences. They might be senior executives or unemployed,
18 years old or 80. Some people come to speak about
struggling with physical illness, others have difficulties with
alcohol, anxiety and low self-esteem.

I love the work | am doing and hope to continue. | am also
looking at other areas of volunteering such as the Buddy
System in Amsterdam where volunteers can befriend
terminally ill patients in the community and provide friendship
and support for them. And perhaps one day counselling will
be made available through Outposts around the world for all
those nomads who need a little extra help with adjusting to
their new home.
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