
Dear the Worshipful Company of Cutlers, 

 

I am writing to you to again express my gratitude for your financial support and 
to update you on what I have been up to. In August 2019, I started my year 
volunteering in the Dominican Republic with Project Trust as an Art teacher in 
COPA Bombita Primary school. I have learnt so much from being here and I 
know that I will never forget it. My students are incredible, and it has been a 
privilege to be a part of their lives.  

A Typical Day 

The school day starts with the children lining up in year groups for ‘Fila’ –an 
assembly where prayers and notices are given before the flag is raised whilst the 
National Anthem is sung. All the children are then given a snack and juice box 
before the first lessons begin. There are seven lessons every day and each one is 
45 minutes long. There are two classes per year, except for 3rd and 5th grade 
which have 3 each; there are around 400 children in total. There are also pre-
school and nursery classes, but we do not teach them.  

Culture Differences in Education 

It was immediately obvious to me that the school in Bombita was entirely 
different to schools I attended and volunteered in at home.  This is especially 
true for the relationships between teachers and students. Here in the DR, they 
are generally less formal, and interactions are more physical. I think this may be 
partly a cultural difference and because Bombita is a village and many of the 
children are related to the teachers. As a result, the behavioural expectations 
for the children are very different and it took some trial and error on my part to 
work out which behaviour-management techniques would work best. Our 
supervisor, Anna Rogers, an American volunteer working as the Education 
advisor, suggested that we picked a few, basic behaviours such as staying in 
seats and raising a hand for help that we wanted to focus on and ensure the 
children adhered to. Dominican-timing (where 5 minutes can mean anything 
from 10 minutes to an hour) means that things rarely start on time which, 
paired with a general lack of communication, has meant that I’ve learnt to be 
flexible, to go with the flow and be ready for anything.  On occasions school has 
been cancelled halfway through a lesson; lunch has run so late that there wasn’t 
time for afternoon lessons; two classes have turned up rather than the one 
scheduled due to a teacher being ill and I’ve taught them together; and 
sometimes children bring their much younger siblings with them to my class 
when they are too young to be at school at all.  

Teaching Art 

There isn’t a curriculum so Morgan (my volunteer partner) and I have the 
freedom to choose our own themes and to plan our own lessons. At the start of 
the year, we would write out and then translate what we wanted to say. Now 
our Spanish has improved enough so that we no longer need to do this. We 
have found that we need very different content for lessons for the younger 
students (1st to 3rd grade) than that for the older children (4th to 6th). We also 
need to plan extension tasks for faster working students. The younger children 
particularly enjoy cutting and gluing projects whilst the older children prefer 
painting; glitter and stickers is much loved by all! 

 

 



 

Initially the children needed a lot of encouragement to simply be creative.  I think this is because as 
in all their other lessons they are expected to simply copy word-for-word from the blackboard. We 
have found through trial and error that the best technique is to produce multiple, half-completed 
examples showing different stages (Blue Peter-like!) which has resulted in the children producing 
their own, more original work. We were very proud to see this happening and encouraged them 
strongly. Incorporating games such as Pictionary and versions of ones I used to play in netball club 
has helped a lot with improving children’s behaviour in the classroom. It seems to help if we let 
them burn off some of their energy before we want them to be able to focus on the class art 
activities. 

Our themes so far: 

• August – Getting to know you! We made name labels, paper aeroplanes, a list of things the 
children would like to do, and fortune tellers. 

• September – Colour and emotion (focusing on primary and secondary colours).  
• October – Tainos (the indigenous people of the island). We teamed up with the Library 

teacher to talk about the island’s history and then together with the children, we made a 
large paper-mache model of the island with Taino people to stick on. We also made 
headdresses and painted Taino symbols.  

• November – Nature. We made masks, did finger painting and collages with the younger 
children and made stain-glass trees with the older ones using tissue paper.  

• December – Christmas.  We made bunting and Father Christmas decorations using  paper 
plates. We also played some games – I was reluctantly impressed by the ingenious methods 
the children used to cheat in pin the star on the tree’!  

• January –Whales and Dolphins. We focused on the humpback whales which migrate to the 
DR at this time of the year, making origami whales and posters on habitats. We also made 
flags for everyone one week for the school’s celebration of Independence Day. 

• February – Carnival. There are many across the country and neighbouring islands during this 
month, so we are going to design headdresses and make carnival masks.  

• March – African art.  
• We haven’t yet decided our themes for April, May and June but we would like to do 

something about all the different landscapes on the island as well as incorporate some 
Music at some point.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

Special events 

In November, we had Sport’s Day at school. The focus was mainly on 
dancing but there was a relatively organised baseball game for the 
older children and a sack race for the younger ones, which they loved. 
On the last day of school in December, the children all received a 
Christmas box which were sent from a Church in the US. We were 
involved in all the steps of this - we helped collect the boxes from the 
aeroplane, sorted the contents to make sure they were fair, labelled 
them and then handed them out. Somehow, I ended up in charge, so I 
had a very full on day! Being there when the aeroplane arrived was 
particularly interesting, as we met other missionaries in the area and 
learnt about their work. A couple, John and Tracy, invited us to help at an 
event called Night to Shine which is a prom night for people with special needs 
and is sponsored by the Tim Tebow Foundation. It was a very special night and 
one that I am so happy to have the opportunity to be a part of.  

The last day of school before the Christmas holiday also involved an assembly 
where we were asked to come up to the front and then told to dance for the 
whole school! Our students found this hilarious and I was proud to have joined 
in as I would have been too embarrassed to do something like this a year 
earlier. 

Outside school, we have been lucky enough to be invited to our Dominican 
friend, Diego’s graduation and to a wedding. These were both very joyous and 
it was fascinating to see how they differed to ceremonies in the UK. Another 
memorable moment was at Christmas when we went carol-singing at 4am in 
the dark with youngsters from the local youth club. There had been a storm 
earlier so the streets were all flooded which made it even more interesting. 
We were very happy to be given bread and hot chocolate afterwards by Sylvia, 
another Dominican friend who owns the Pica Pollo (fried chicken) shop in La 
Hoya.  

Bombita Community and Culture 

The heat and noise were some of the first things that I had to get used to at 
first. There are also lots of noisy animals everywhere and  music is constantly 
playing at top volume and so sleeping without earplugs an impossible feat. I 
was also surprised by how many people are always out and about socialising 
with each other, especially at Colmados (little corner shops), and I have come 
to love how easy it is to chat and get to know people. There is always a game of 
Dominoes going on and women out cooking, and always children out playing. 

After 6 months in the Dominican Republic, I am very proud of the skills that I 
have developed and the things that I have achieved. Teaching has taught me a 
lot, about responsibility and organisation but also how to stay calm and 
improvise when things go wrong or not according to plan. At the time, it can be 
stressful but afterwards I feel a little bit more confident in my abilities. This 
applies to both inside the classroom and outside.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

We have an unreliable water, power and gas supply 
and so even the simplest task is often a lot more 
complicated than it should be, however, after being 
caught out a few times, Morgan and I have found 
ways to be prepare so that now these things are not 
so disruptive. It was a funny moment when we 
realised how used to the conditions we were – our 
lights went out whilst we were cooking and we 
didn’t skip a beat, just got out a head-torch and 
carried on! The lack of mod-cons has been easier to 
adjust to than I imagined it would be. The ever-
present mosquitoes, cockroaches, ants, lizards and termites are also 
things I have got very used to.  

I am also proud of the improvements I have made with my Spanish. 
When I arrived, I had GCSE Spanish, but I quickly discovered that 
Dominican Spanish is almost a whole other language with its own 
pronunciations and words. To add this, everyone in Bombita also speaks 
Creole, the language of Haiti, and switches between the two. Luckily, our 
supervisors are fluent in both English and Spanish and so they were able 
to help us a lot during the first few weeks. Over time I felt more confident 
and started to try to get by on my own. I can now comfortably teach and 
hold conversations in Spanish, and I hope to keep working on this for the 
rest of the year – especially on my grammar! 

Living in Bombita has made me reconsider my understanding of poverty 
and life in developing countries. I now am very aware that part of the 
privilege of living with my family in the UK are the opportunities and 
freedom that I have. For example, here in the DR, the lack of facilities and 
well-structured local transport means that it is challenging to travel and 
get about even locally. Also, there are simply not many things for young 
people and children to do can do for leisure. In addition, it is challenging 
to get a job even if you have a university degree - which can take up to 8 
years to get at the public university - due to nepotism being common. 
With elections scheduled in May this year, people have also talked to us a 
lot about the corruption in the country and within the school 
environment people are frustrated by the difficulties they encounter 
trying to  deal with government matters such as salaries and hiring. 
Through our students we have learnt about the problems they have to 
cope with due to lack of health care available to them. It has been difficult 
to see how the school is unable to fully support children who need extra 
attention and are instead falling further behind in their education. 
Although it’s a primary school,  so many of the children are held back to 
repeat years, that our oldest year group has children who are 16 years old 
and should have moved on. 

The strained relations between Haiti and the Dominican Republic have 
been an underlying tension that has affected many different experiences. 
Many of our friends and nearly all of the children are of Haitian descent. 
We have witnessed many instances of racism ranging from excessive army 
checks where only people with darker skin were questioned to more 
passive-aggressive hostility.  



 

 

We were surprised to discover that Bombita itself has a reputation for being dangerous and that 
when we raised this, many people attributed this to it being a Haitian Bateye – a village formed by 
Haitian immigrants who came to work in the sugar cane fields. Morgan’s family is from Jamaica and 
so it has been very interesting discuss these experiences with her and to also talk about her 
experiences as a black girl growing up in the UK. Furthermore, the constant attention that I attract 
due to my blonde hair and very pale skin has given me more awareness for how this can feel, even 
without the additional factors such as the history and danger that can sometimes apply. 

My time living in Bombita and the people who I have met has also shown me that even with these 
issues, it is important to recognise and celebrate the positives and the good things such as the 
progress and the resilience of those who are succeeding in spite of these challenges, as well as to 
question the reasons behind the issues. For example, I know many young people locally who are 
studying to become nurses and teachers and many who have applied to programmes that help 
students go to the US for 3 months to improve their English. Their aspirations and desire to help fix 
the problems they see around them is inspiring, as are the students I teach. Most of their parents did 
not go to school themselves and so aren’t able to help with schoolwork. Many of the children have 
difficult home situations and are also expected to help with chores and work, especially the girls.   

The Future 

For the remaining time I have in the DR, now that my Spanish is better, I plan to set up an 
afterschool club and start volunteering with supervision at break time. I also am determined to keep 
improving my Spanish and learning from the community, especially my students.  

In addition to my responsibilities at the school, this year I have applied to Oxford University for a 
course called Human Sciences and I have been offered a place to start in October this year. I have a 
particular interest in studying global health issues which has been inspired by what I have seen in 
Bombita and from talking to Jocelyne, the student Doctor who oversees Bombita and a number of 
other nearby villages. 

Thank you for your time and support, I am excited for the rest of the year and the opportunities that 
I have. 

Best wishes, 

Poppy Wood 


