Hayley Lee

My story with C.A.S.T. starts in late 2005 when I initially applied to be a volunteer. I had heard Sarah Parry give a talk about the project in Slatina months earlier, and had decided that it was something I definitely had to do! But then I somehow managed to forget until a couple of days before the application deadline! Thankfully, I managed to get my application all together and handed it in personally on the final day! Please do not use my story as an example to go by…

So I went for an interview in December 2005 and then was placed on a trip the following February. Along with absolute excitement came the overwhelming feeling of worry…what was I letting myself in for? Would I be good enough to deal with the children I would be working with? These niggling worries were so minute in comparison to my excitement that it wasn’t long before I was packing and on the plane! I met my team at the airport and immediately felt a connection with everyone. Not only did I have friendly and confident team leaders, but everyone on the team seemed to be really lovely and chatty. After an evening of getting to know each other, realising how like minded everyone was, and how much fun the trip was going to be, the hard work started…

My first day with the children was really something; for reasons good and bad. It struck me that all of the children, regardless of their personal psychological and physical difficulties, were all desperate for the same things from each of us; love, attention, care and our smiles. I found it overwhelming when I first walked into the room, so many children desperate for such basic and fundamental requirements, ultimately, it was clear that simply a hug and a smile from one of us, made their week. Once the more confident and more able children had settled down with their paired volunteer, the less confident children became apparent. Children who are so used to being ignored simply don’t search for that attention anymore, as they have learnt that their world is much more rewarding, interesting and controllable when they remain at the sides of the room, rocking back and forth. Looking at all of the children around the room, so different in their behaviours and yet so similar in their backgrounds, I saw what good was to come from such teams of volunteers. Children get to receive one to one love and care from someone, allowing them to develop socially, behaviourally and emotionally. It was apparent even in the first session with the children that both the children and the volunteers thrived from this interaction. This is where the reasons good begin…the feeling that I got from that first session working with the children is simply life changing, and that for me was enough for me to want to return time and time again!

Luckily for me, when I returned to England, Sarah Parry was looking for another person to help her with the work load and I was offered the job, a position that I held onto until August 2007. I was appointed as the vice chair of the C.A.S.T. committee in February 2007 and then as chair in September 2007. Through my close involvement within the C.A.S.T. infrastructure I have been able to see the growth and development of C.A.S.T. from March 2006; working solely at a specialist treatment and adjustment centre in Slatina, Southern Romania, to now, in 2008, where C.A.S.T. is an organisation consisting of a database of around 360 volunteers, around 20 specialist volunteers, a 14 person strong committee based in Manchester which manages projects in the UK, Romania, Bulgaria, Belarus, and India. C.A.S.T. is now the Youth Division of the Social Enterprise Life Improvement For Everyone (L.I.F.E.), which has three directors; Sarah Parry, Vaneeta Sadhnani and myself, Hayley Lee. 
I cannot imagine what my life would be like now had I failed to get my application form in on time back in 2005! I definitely think it would be a lot less fulfilling, I would have a lot less close friendships, I would have been able to take part in training in modern day therapeutic interventions and I wouldn’t have experienced forming relationships with a large number of deprived institutionalised children in Romania giving me once in a lifetime experiences! I am looking forward to the summer when I will be returning to Romania to see the children again and to meet all the new people we are now supporting. I will also be making a trip to India to take part in what looks like a truly fantastic and worthwhile project. I look forward to meeting our new volunteers and of course, all past volunteers to catch up! Good luck to anyone applying!
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