Report about volunteering in Mulbekh August 1 – 20,  2011

Veronika Teryngerová

1. Introduction: 

I was supposed to volunteer in Mulbekh for 3 weeks and originally, my task was to lead so called Free classes during weekdays and a seminar on educational activities, methods and techniques for teachers on Saturdays. This has been changed somewhat when I came to Mulbekh according to actual needs of the Spring Dales Publlic School as follows:

Classes taught: 

5th, 6th, 7th - regular English classes in weekdays (in cooperation with local teachers)

10th – intensive English grammar course in weekdays (extracurricular)

7th – 10th  - activities on Saturday (chess workshop) – only once during my stay
Teachers - seminar on educational activities, methods and techniques on Saturdays

Teachers – English classes (grammar review for reassurance) twice a week

2. Students’ skills:

5th class: Very basic English, when prompted, they will utter isolated vocabulary, but somewhat lack the capability to put that vocabulary into context and make sentences. They are not unwilling to learn, but should be taught basic sentence structures and collocations to be able a) to say what they want b) to react on the material they are studying. Singulars and plurals having the same form is a common mistake as well as students not differentiating between he & she, chosing the pronoun quite arbitrarily. There is no harm in giving them proper training, maybe even a drill exercise to eradicate these mistakes.

6th class: wider vocabulary and higher ability in sentence creation, but only if asked to do so. Very active class, extra eager students with an immense energy drive which can be used to benefit the students as a group. Team activities are highly recommended, but one should never omit sentence creation exercises. Once the students grasp the meaning, they are quite creative and skillful in making their own sentences.

7th class: a little bit shy group, needs a dynamic teaching attitude and expressiveness while teaching, then they start to participate. There are a few excellent students, the others are a bit passive, but it does not mean they know less. Here a slightly more individual approach to students is recommended, asking them one by one, to prevent the active ones saying everything while the rest of the classroom is silent. Again, there is a need to make them use new vocabulary in a context and in sentences, so after explanation of a new term and example of its usage, they should be invited to use it themselves and patiently corrected if their understanding of the word turns up to be wrong.

10th class: Advanced in vocabulary as well as its usage, but a bit weak in grammar skills. Very good at understanding grammar explanations and more complicated formulations. Generally a very bright class. However, some basic patterns should be practised, especially positive statement, negative statement and a question in present tense with particular attention to verb form in 3rd person. Usage of auxiliary verbs (do/does and did) should be practised. A common mistake is mixing present simple tense with present continuous (“I working”). It must be made clear which sentence pattern belongs to which tense and it should be thoroughly practised. 

Teachers (English Course):
It is definitely beneficial to have a continuous long-term English course for teachers focused on grammar and conversation. As for their general English language skills, the level varies. However, what all the staff agreed upon was the feeling of insecurity as far as elementary grammar patterns are concerned. This very acknowledgement deserves quite an admiration and should be taken with utter respect and sensitivity. It is necessary (more for the creation of confidence in the teachers when it comes to English grammar) to review all the grammar from scratch, at best step by step without hurry and with plenty time for exercises. They are eager to work on themselves and seem to have very well in mind, even the best ones of them, that there is always room for improvement. I could sense a great relief whenever a certain grammar chapter was mastered. This course should, in my view, further on be a substantial and constant part of the volunteering programs.

Teachers (seminar on educational activities, methods and techniques):

When evaluating all the teaching activities I have done during my three-week stay, this one ranks very high on the scale. I value the seminar very beneficial, it generated a great response from the teachers and something of this kind should be repeated within volunteering in Mulbekh in the years to come. I will include a few jpg. files in the attachment for the idea of what we studied and tried ourselves in practical examples and activities. I framed the concept of this seminar to comply with both Western and Eastern systems and to illustrate those traits of human mind, which we all  have in common. My idea was to first show the potential of human brain, the most recent findings on how to make it work most effectively, and later on to go through examples of particular activities that take into account the findings and function in accord with them. It was alltogether a marvellous discovery journey to those layers of our mind that we have in common, those corners that we all want to use in the best possible way to develop ourselves, ideally also others and  thereby in a larger scheme our communities. I included couple of invaluable observations from long-term volunteers Alex and Martina to draw attention to certain sensitive topics such as optimal class discipline solution and the issue of teaching pace (problematic especially in 1st – 4th class). The seminar was to be continued by Martina after my stay in Mulbekh had been over.

3. Current teaching material:

The books used by the school currently for teaching English do not seem to me as a good choice of a study material. They are unnecessarily difficult in vocabulary and inconsistent in grammar explanation. What they are we could basically call them story books and while the topics are certainly interesting, the stories contain too many grammar phenomena that are not yet explained in the particular lesson by the authors. And most unfortunately, the lessons do not encourage active use of what they contain. I would certainly recommend the school to get more systematic material and one that will be more consistent in grammar introduction, will introduce it in reasonable doses appropriate for given age groups and will contain plenty of exercises, that are vital for understanding the structure of the language. With no intention to be over-critical to the books, yet, to be fair to the teachers who have to deal with such material, I have to say that even the best teacher, when compelled to work with this, cannot achieve the results he might love to achieve with the students even with his best effort, exactly for the reasons mentioned above.

4. Local teaching methods:

The teachers I worked with were extremely helpful and co-operative. They are originally from Himachal Pradesh, a state in India neighbouring with Jammu-Kashmir. I am mentioning this fact to highlight that they are fluent in Hindi and it somewhat shapes the form of English lessons. The way they handle lessons is reading each sentence, piece by piece, alound in English, making the students repeat it and immediately translating the sentence into Hindi and asking follow-up questions. This method is not bad at all, it makes the students practice another compulsory laguage they learn, i.e. Hindi, and it does convey the meaning while not consuming so much time of the lesson. Many times, when the English explanation is beyond the student’s capacity to understand, the teachers helped explaining a given thing in Hindi and the problem was solved, for which I was indeed very grateful. Anyhow, I believe the reading should be supplemented by further exercises and activities – with respect to the short duration of classes it should take  a form of oral exercises during the lesson and written ones as homework. What I find very different from our Western system is, that teachers usually correct homework at the lessons. I tend to believe that correcting homework should not devour time of the lesson as such and would suggest therefore that this is done after the school is finished. Similarly surprising for me turned out that in many subjects teachers do not seem to prepare their lessons. I must say that lesson preparation is crucial for the quality of lesson performed. In their defense I should say that (at least with English study books) the book was simply not present in the staff/computer room, so when I wanted to prepare for teaching in 7th class, I had to borrow the book from a student, prepare (during time which regular teacher does not have), and return it to the student before the afternoon assembly. In such conditions it is rather difficult to prepare classes. Another important part of class preparation is a supply of material. I believe an uninterrupted supply of paper and the possibility of copying/printing would enable the teachers to preare ready-made exercises for students, which would again save lesson time which is othewise spent with writing lengthy lines on the blackboard. I am aware that this may be difficult to achieve, but I believe that if teachers have material, access to xerox/print and venture into using the teaching props left there by the volunteers, they will prepare perfectly and do so with pleasure.

5. Conditions for studying:

My rather general observation was that children in Mulbekh value education much more than children in any Western school. They often walk long distance from home, in a certain part of Summer they even work in the fields before going to school, and I believe that due to these factors and also the stress their parents put to education, they cherish the chance given. This, of course, is much more evident in higher grades, where students are more mature and more aware of the above mentioned conditions. 

The school itself is a very modestly furnished place, only the absolutely necessary things are present and to a European eye, some classrooms might seem “crowded”. During my stay, getting a whiteboard was an issue, so I got back to wipe-off-blackboard-disappear-in-a-cloud-of-chalk modus operandi for three weeks. Volunteers should not count on electricity available during school time. For teaching languages, if listening skills are to be practised, the only way is to have one’s own elecronic device with rechargeable batteries.

6. Discipline

As I mentioned above, the older the children are, the more they are aware of the uniquenes of access to good education and the more well-behaved and respectful they are. Of course, when it comes to lower grades, it seems to be rather the palyfulness of children than lack of respect, which makes it difficult to stay in control. Yet, there are still issues to be addressed in 1st to 4th class, more on that can definitely be found in the report written by Alex, who has taught the aforementioned grades.

7. Children’s understanding of instructions

As was explained before, the classes were taught in cooperation with local teachers. That enabled an interesting dynamics of the lessons. In my case, the cooperation helped a great deal in explaining rules of games and instructions for performing certain activities. Indeed, sometimes the best explanation in English simply was not enough and a translation was needed. I must also say that children are extremely cooperative and also help each other in comprehension of what is being said. If one understands and the other do not, the person often translates it to the others, that being the case also in teamwork or a competition. This is a phenomenon quite unheard of in Western society.

8. Activities and games that worked

Majority of grammar related activities turned out to be quite difficult, especially in 5th and 6th class. It is definitely advisable to train grammar through a kind of drill exercise. Give a clear pattern, create a few similar sentences in a similar pattern and let the students continue in the same way. A total freedom in creation turned out to be a burden. Good thing is to make them move, find and bring e.g. a correct form of  verb written on a piece of paper placed somewhere on the floor in the classroom. Or to throw a ball to students and practise or vocabulary or vocabulary explanation or some sentence pattern. For getting to know each other, the game of clapping the hands and lap saying Veru-Veru-Dawa-Dawa worked miracles, just be aware of two names of each student and of high concentration of Stanzins per class. That complicates the game somewhat but makes it more fun at the same time. A great game for vocabulary/or names is that students stand in a circle and represent e.g. animals or just their own names, or any other vocabulary group. One person is in the middle and holds a rolled newspaper or any paper available. Teacher begins and says someone’s name or an animal represented. The middle “runner” has to go and hit the particular person with the paper. The person can save himself by saying another name/animal represented. If he does so before the runner hits him, the runner must run after the mentioned name/animal. If he is not fast enough in mentioning someone else and the runner hits him, he must go in the middle and become a runner. This game is perfecr way to review vocabulary or learn new words. As it involves the self-preservation instinct, quick learning process is ensured. 

Just be aware that if you make teams, girls will insist in being in one team with girls and boys with boys. Do not try to change it, but if the game involves some interaction of the teams, definitely encourage cooperation of both genders. It happened a few times that in a circle of one class playing frisbee, boys kept throwing the frisbee only to boys and girls to girls. When told they must take turns, a boy must throw the frisbee to a girl a vice versa, there was a hint of grudge, but they did so and in a while the game flowed in natural way of boys and girls taking turns.

8. Cooperation with local teacher

My experience in this respect has been excellent. I had the pleasure of working with two English teachers, Ms. Asha Devi and Ms. Sarita Devi. They were both co-operative and they helped me during the classes, especially with translating and encouraging students to actively participate.  It was very good that we had an initial session before I started to teach classes with them to outline how we will cooperate. So I would recommend this to every volunteer that before taking the joint classes, there should be a meeting with local teacher to agree upon the strategy and class segmentation. 

9. What teaching materials to take with

I would recommend to do major shopping for materials in Leh before going to Mulbekh. The stationery shops are very well supplied in Leh and it is better to buy things there than rely on supplies in Kargil. Some things were not found in Kargil, for instance large size poster-like paper that can serve you for drawing larger schemes if you intend to keep them. I would defintely suggest to language teachers to keep at least one exercise book for lesson preparation and for keeping a track of what you have taught duing each particular lesson. Plenty coloured chalks and some whiteboard markers may come in handy. And for the rest I would look at a list of things present in Spring Dales Public School staff room. The list is being made, so it should be available for future volunteers. Take a few transparent tapes, that was a thing we were missing. It is also good to take some small gifts, pictures of your hometown or simplu of various places in Czech Republic for the instance of cultural exchange while living in a host family.

10. Notes for the organizers

I was very satisfied when it comes to organization. Though, what I did not know at the stage of preparations in Czech Republic, was that I would be an English teacher in Mulbekh. Yet, it was a change that I welcomed and was happy about -it was all I wanted at the very beginning.  It is also a bit of a pitty that we had the food payment issue, but it has been solved masterly and to everyone’s contentment, I believe.

11. What was expected and what was carried off 

I expected to be taken aback by the place - and I was.

I expected to see a different way of life – and I did.

I expected to leave a piece of my soul there – and it happened.

I expected to find out what real beauty is – I did when I saw old grandmas dancing

I expected I would be teaching – but I was mainly learning.
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