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Volunteering in Vietnam 

By Tracey Keogh 

I spent 8 weeks of my summer volunteering in Vietnam and even now I find that I have to 
pinch myself.  Having never stepped outside my comfort zone in 38 years, I decided that this 
would be the year where I would challenge myself completely.  It was by far one of the best 
decisions that I ever made.   

Background 

I first heard about overseas volunteering from an email I received from the UL Mature 
Student Office in relation to EIL Intercultural Learning.  EIL is an Irish, not-for-profit 
organisation that provides people an opportunity to volunteer abroad and become 
immersed in another culture.  You simply learn at the level of living within the culture and 
can take so much more from an experience like this than a tourist would.   

Having lived in a volunteer house with 30+ international volunteers from various 
organisations, I cannot recommend EIL enough.  Many volunteers were left stranded by 
their sending organisations, but for the Irish volunteers, EIL always had our backs and kept 
in constant contact with us throughout our time there.   
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It was all a bit of a whirlwind, from applications to the interview process to finding out I was 
accepted.  Then suddenly the time came where I said goodbye to my family and my 
adventure began. 

My Experience 

I worked Monday to Friday, teaching English to children from disadvantaged backgrounds 
who ranged from the ages of 3 to 12 years.  I have never taken on a teaching role before 
and remember feeling nervous on my first day in class.  I honestly loved the experience and 
learned to accept and adapt to a different educational system which helped me acquire a 
great deal of transferable skills along the way.   

I faced numerous challenges during the 8 weeks but found that as soon as I let go of my own 
cultural expectations, I truly began to appreciate the Vietnamese culture.  If Carlsberg did 
nice people, then without a doubt the Vietnamese people would be the nicest people in the 
world!  I am still amazed by the random acts of kindness I experienced throughout my time 
in Vietnam.  The people there are so accommodating and friendly and added to the overall 
experience.   

I also began to notice cultural differences, such as how everybody there helped one another 
and never complained or argued.  But I also witnessed people burning rubbish outside their 
homes on a daily basis and after having several rats run directly across my path, I felt truly 
grateful for having a rubbish collection system at home!  

I have to admit that the biggest challenge I faced was saying goodbye to all of my 
Vietnamese friends.  It was really difficult and I genuinely felt like I was missing a major part 
of myself when I came home.  I have been in constant contact with the people I met and 
feel truly blessed to have met them.   

I cannot speak highly enough of overseas volunteering.  I learned a great deal about the 
Vietnamese culture and about myself along the way.  I have made friends from all around 
the world and now know that I have the skills to adapt outside of Ireland and to face new 
challenges.   

Please follow the links to find out more about overseas volunteering:  
https://traceyinhanoiblog.wordpress.com/ 
www.eilexplore.ie 
www.eilireland.org 
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