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I’d been looking for a route into development work for a few years already. Every half-glance at global 

news was enough to remind me that while there were lots of people hard at work, there seemed to be 

ever more work that needed doing. But how to start? Now with COVID-19 driving up inequality the world 

over it was even harder not to see suffering and feel powerless to help. The job hunt did not improve this 

feeling – type ‘charity volunteer’ into any search engine and you’ll find many a package deal offering the 

‘dream experience’ for you, with little mention of the people you’re trying to help.  

But after several weeks of searching, I came across: M&E Volunteer, Child’s Dream. The role painted a 

picture of helpful and practical office work rather than just holiday photo ops, and the website even had 

educational material on the issues of ‘voluntourism’ – I finally felt confident an extra pair of hands would 

be put to good use. Even better, I had been learning more of the world of M&E – Monitoring and 

Evaluation – and was keen to gain experience on how charity programs can be monitored, to make sure 

all is going to plan, and evaluated, to make sure the plan is actually helping people.  

Travelling during a pandemic meant plenty of paperwork, but there was plenty more support from the 

team both before and after arriving, and I was especially grateful for the advice and support when almost 

all flights from Bangkok (where I had been quarantining) had been abruptly cancelled…one long taxi ride 

and a photocopy of every possible document later and I was in Chiang Mai ready to get to work. 

I couldn’t have asked for a more welcoming, friendly office to work in, and while it naturally took a little 

time to get familiar with the work, it took no time at all to feel like part of the team. I was able to sit down 

and chat with the founders, and learn more about where the charity had started and how it had grown. 

Next I was invited to sit in on a meeting to see how new projects were scouted, researched, proposed and 

(if all checked out) approved. Already I had a better sense of how the tasks I was helping with would fit in 

with the projects managed by all the friendly faces I’d been introduced to so far. 

And these tasks were themselves were super interesting. My (amazing) supervisor Sahara introduced me 

to the M&E workflow and mindset, and I was set to work on analyzing and writing a report on alumni of 

the high school and vocational school scholarship program – how did they find their experience, what was 

their situation at the moment, and could we draw any lessons from their experience that would help 

improve the scholarship and post-graduation opportunities for the next generation. While it might sound 

daunting at first, having super helpful support and advice from Sahara and lots of useful examples of 

previous reports to draw on meant I was soon getting to grips with all the steps involved. 

Step 1: data cleanup. The data was the survey responses of the alumni, but any patterns and lessons could 

only be trusted as much as the data underneath them. I checked for duplicate answers and made sure 

responses were consistent, and soon I felt not only more confident in the data but also more familiar with 

it. Similar jobs and comment themes were already starting to appear, and I also got the wholesome boost 

of seeing all the gratitude and appreciation for Child’s Dream left by alumni in the comments. 

It was time for a lunch break, with no short supply of options – all manner of Thai food, Shan food, salad 

bars, local takeaway, local restaurants, airport markets – I was spoilt for choice and doing my best to try 

everything, occasionally stopping to get weekend recommendations or practice some basic Thai between 

mouthfuls. A specific shout-out should go to Lahpet Thoke, or Burmese Tea Leaf Salad, where by the end 
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of my time volunteering I was helping chop cabbage and mix the 

leaves with colleagues in in the office, and sourcing a dozen or more packets of ingredients to squeeze 

into my suitcase to take home.  

Back to the report – once I got to steps 2 and 3 – making graphs and writing up the report – the picture 

was already becoming clearer. Tableau (the graph software used) was a great help – while every software 

has its strengths and weaknesses, being able as a beginner to just drag and drop “Job industry” and 

“Income” labels onto an empty graph and immediately see if any sectors look more vulnerable is a pretty 

powerful tool to have access to, and with a couple more Tableau tips and tricks and super helpful M&E 

nudges in the right direction (thank you Sahara!) I felt more and more able to present the story the data 

was telling me. With step 3 I was reading a few key summary reports to see if the alumni were facing 

similar issues to the country at large, then next thing I knew my report was being discussed in a meeting 

with the program managers, and patterns that had appeared in the data were complimented by insights 

and suggestions from the team. I could see how well Child’s Dream utilized its local knowledge and 

connections to tailor programs to the real situation facing beneficiaries, and felt grateful I had begun to 

learn some of the key skills required. 

As time went on I got to see and be involved in many other aspects of Child’s Dream’s work as well, 

whether getting involved in the design side of evaluations – what should you measure to see if computer 

labs are effectively improving computer literacy in schools in Laos? – to learning from colleagues about 

their work managing project lifecycles and reporting to donors. While trips to the field were restricted 

due to the pandemic, I was even able to join a few trips around Chiang Mai to help deliver an in-kind 

donation of food and emergency supplies to Shan migrant worker camps through work with a partner 

organization, seeing the situation some of the scholarship students would have grown up in. I had come 

for experience and learning, and I had got it in spades. 

For the incredible learning opportunity, for the amazing people, for the inspiring passion and drive of 

everyone who works here, and for being able to feel like I was not so powerless to help – I will be forever 

grateful. I wish everyone all the best, and hope to find myself in Chiang Mai again before too long! 

 


