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Introduction
In the months September up until December 2006, we've continued the longitudinal 'Quality of
Life' study, that was started a year ago. For the purpose of this study, we have visited several
sites, such as HIV-clinics, orphanages and schools, to collect the data for the target and the
control group. We have seen that all of these sites have a different approach to all the good work
they are aiming to get done on a daily basis. Because we have experienced so many differences,
and we have seen that some sites are struggling with their personal approach, we have decided to
share our experiences from our three months of data collection. In this article we will briefly
discuss each site in terms of what they do, how they do it and what we have experienced there.
Because of the site-specific information and to make sure the information we've got from the
sites remains confidential, we won't reveal the names of the sites. The article will be concluded
with a short list of recommendations, which, in our opinion, gives some information about what
is important when it comes to the normal development of children. Note that everything in this
article is based on our personal experiences and therefore contains subjective information. We
don't pretend that we have all the knowledge in the world, but we simply hope to contribute a
little with our knowledge of the development of children, and combine this with what we have
seen at the different sites.



Site one

Site one houses an adult section (including an HIV-clinic), a primary school, church and
orphanage. And although our research only dealt with children who live in the orphanage, it was
very nice to see that this site also pays attention to other important aspects of the community.
What we’ve noticed at this site was the amount of attention paid to hygiene. The staff members
of the orphanage really tried to make sure that the life environment of the children was as clean
as possible, which of course is very important.
Another positive finding was that there was educative and entertaining playing material available.
For example the children had access to (foot)balls and building blocks.
What we also found striking, was the nice atmosphere between the caregivers. They really
seemed to get along with each other and it looked like they were enjoying what they were doing.
However, this positive also has a negative, because we’ve noticed that this sometimes can lead to
the caregivers having a bit too much fun and forgetting to ‘really’ look after the children (and to
do activities with them).
The fact that, compared to other sites we’ve visited, there were many staff present, also stood out.
Despite this however, it happened several times that children were left unattended. Related to
this, we believe that some of the caregivers didn’t work efficiently and that the children would
really benefit if there would be more attention to this aspect. For example, since the orphanage
houses mainly small children who need to be fed, it could be more efficient to feed more children
at one time, instead of fully concentrating on one child until he/she has finished. Another
alternative could be to feed children in smaller groups (and keep the food of the others heated in
the meantime), so that everybody gets their hot meal.

Site two

Site two is part of a large care-village with several units, which reaches out to different target
groups. For the research, we were involved with the HIV/AIDS clinic, which provides ARV's to
HIV-infected adults and children from the surrounding townships. They also provide community
based care with the help of home-based caregivers. These caregivers are involved in the
distribution of food parcels, and visit vulnerable families within the communities. The caregivers
are based at the clinic, but also have a small centre in the different townships for food storage,
cooking and feeding. For the data collection, the caregivers took us into the townships to visit the
children.
What we have noticed is that the caregivers are really involved in the communities they work
with. They are a 'familiar face' in the townships, and know how to handle the work they do and
how to sort out problems. This makes the help they can offer to the community easily accessible.
We have seen that helping the community in a home-based way, really pays off. Since helping on
this level results in valuable information about the community, and about how to help out the
most needy people. It was also clear that in many cases, people just need  good advice and a
helping hand. Besides this advisory role, the caregiver also provides information about all the
important issues that are related to the community at that moment.
Important things we've noticed at the different townships regarding children are not directly
related to the work the caregivers are doing in the community (since their work isn't really
focused on children), but is more related to the way the people are used to live. For example, we
have noticed that the children have a lack of supervision from adults. Children are mostly running



around outside, without attending school. Striking was that there were even quite older children
who didn't attend school. It seems to us that this is caused by the lack of financial resources of the
families on one hand, and the lack of knowledge that school is of great importance for children
on the other hand. It was clear to us that children who didn't attend school performed less well on
the computer task they had to do for the research, than children who did attend school. This
sometimes meant that children who didn't attend school weren't at the developmental stage they
should be considering their calendar-age. This wasn't helped by the fact that there wasn't any
developmental material present for the children to play with. A suggestion for the caregivers to
help with the development of the children could be to underline the importance for the children of
attending school to their families, and providing them with developmental material and a kind of
assignment, for example making a drawing that has to be completed at the next visit. Site two
was already planning to set up a day-care centre, from which, we believe, the smaller the children
of the community could really benefit.

Site three

Site three is an HIV/AIDS prevention group situated in the middle of a township, which provides
information and counselling about HIV/AIDS to the people of the community, and takes care of
ARV and TB-medication roll-out (clinic). The prevention group works with many healthcare
workers, who all have their own tasks and responsibilities. One of the positive things about this is
that the healthcare workers have time to go into the community to visit the HIV-infected and
affected. This makes the care they give very personal, and helps to maintain the good reputation
of the prevention group in the neighbourhood. We were told that there isn't much stigmatisation
about being HIV-infected among the people from around the area, and believe that this probably
correlates with this good reputation.
Site three tries to be a place where people can come to for questions and help. And it must be said
that they do this by creating a very friendly and welcoming ambiance, which probably contributes
to the fact that people are reaching out for help themselves now.
Another positive fact is that the healthcare workers go on home-visits to reach the people who
can't come to the clinic, and the people who are new on ARV's and aren't used to taking
medicines on a daily basis. These visits continue until people are well adjusted to how and when
they have to take their medicines and really understand the importance of taking them. It was also
positive that site three really had their files up to date, and everybody was well registered.
Because of the many healthcare workers who were present at site three it was noticeable that,
even though they all had their daily tasks, they didn't have a day-filling working schedule. In our
vision therefore it would be manageable for site three to attract more work for the healthcare
workers. For example paying more attention to the children who are waiting for their relatives on
the property.

Site four

This site houses an HIV clinic and an orphanage. Since our research only dealt with the
orphanage, we will only discuss this aspect of the site. Some of the children who live in the
orphanage are orphans, others have parents who can’t look after them, so these children will
probably go back to their community when they’ve finished school. The staff consists of people
from around the area and of foreign volunteers.



What really stood out concerning this aspect was that the site has a big property and plenty of
facilities to provide enough living and playing space for the children.
During our stay we were told that one of the difficulties the site was experiencing was that most
of the foreign volunteers were only willing to stay for a few weeks, which doesn’t help creating a
stable life environment for the children. With this obstacle in mind, we believe that it could pay
to tighten the selection criteria and only accept people who are willing to stay for a longer period.
We, off course, aren’t fully aware of the selection options, but judging from what we’ve seen at
other places, we do think that it is possible to find such volunteers.
One of the things we found remarkable was the communication at the site. First of all, the site
was currently run by foreign coordinators, who aren’t able to communicate in English very well.
This not only complicates daily communication, but it could also be an obstacle in case of an
emergency. A second point regarding communication was a language misfit between the foreign
volunteers and the children. Despite the fact that these volunteers try their absolute best to
contribute to the children’s lives by being there for them and giving them the attention they need,
the fact that most of the children don’t speak English, doesn’t help building a trustful and loving
relationship.
Another point, which perhaps is related to the communication problems, was the lack of
structure. The children didn’t really seemed to have a fixed daily routine and were for example
left to decide themselves when they had to go to bed and what they had to do after school or
crèche. Although we realise that working with volunteers, who come and go, can create a
challenge when it comes to daily structure, we do believe that it would pay  to, for example, use a
protocol which could contain a time schedule for planned activities from day to day.
A final point, which we believe to be important, is hygiene. We, off course, can imagine how
hard it can be to create a hygienic environment, when you’re dealing with so many children
living together, but because off the great influence hygiene has on our general health, this is
exactly why it is so important.

Site five

This site is a special one in that it actually is a real village which houses a crèche, a playingfield
and small houses, etc. Here, the orphaned or abandoned children live in ‘families’ of five with
one housemother. So it is the next best thing to a ‘real’ family.
The staff is a combination of people from around the area, who mostly fulfil the role of
housemother, and foreign volunteers, who do whatever they can do to contribute, for example
driving the children to school, renovating buildings, helping out with homework classes, etc. The
volunteers usually stay for longer periods, which results in as stable as possible an environment
for the children.
The thing that we believe really stood out the most was the construction. From the moment we
walked into the village, we felt like we were invited into one big family. We think it is great,
when a site tries to resemble a family situation as much as possible. Such a construction not only
contributes to the children’s sense of belonging, it also pays attention to the structure and
stability, which children so desperately need.
Related to this, the site also provided (educative) after-school activities for the children, such as
homework classes and sports afternoons. We believe that this really is an important point since,
besides contributing to a daily routine and structure, it keeps the children active and gives them
an extra opportunity to develop their (social) skills. However, at the same time, we believe that



this great initiative of having homework classes could be improved even more, by simply
creating a protocol which contains how the classes have to be done. In this way, every (new)
volunteer will know exactly what the children have to do each day, which will give the volunteers
a sense of security. This in its turn, will give them a chance to improve the discipline children
need.

Site six

Site five has a big property, which is well taken care of and houses a home for the elderly,an
HIV-clinic and an orphanage. Again, we only dealt with the orphanage, so we can only share our
experiences about this aspect. The orphanage is divided into two sections; one section for very
young children (babies and toddlers) and another section for the older children. This not only
makes the daily care of the children easier for the caregivers, it is also good for the children
themselves, because they’re surrounded by others who are at developmental stages closest to
their own and from who they can learn the most.
The site clearly had given the interior of the orphanage some thought as well, since it was a real
child friendly place, including lots of colours, drawings, (educative) toys and very hygienic
circumstances. The inside, however, doesn’t outdo the outside, since the outside houses a nice
playground, which offers the older children the possibility to play around.
However, we did got the impression that some of the caregivers didn’t seem to be really
enthusiastic about their work, which sometimes affected the children in a negative way in that the
caregivers didn’t always take the time and effort to really communicate with them. But besides
this point, which we understand is a hard one to solve, our overall experience at this site was a
very good one and it was nice to see the children having a safe and loving environment to grow
up in.

Recommendations

A short list of recommendations will follow to underline what has already been said above in the
discussion of our experiences per site. But here we will focus even more on what we know is best
for children to enhance their normal development.

- One of children’s basic needs is off course staying healthy, and since hygiene has a great
influence on general health, it is important to aim to be as hygienic as possible. Therefore,
besides having a clean and healthy environment for the children to live in, the personal hygiene
of the children also deserves special attention.
- Another important aspect in staying healthy is getting the nutrition you need. This means eating
healthy food at regular times and cutting back on the bad snacks. Since children use a lot of
energy during the day, it is probably wise to replace these bad snacks with healthy ones, like
vegetables and fruits.
Eating with each other at a fixed place deserves some attention too, since it not only promotes
social engagement, but also creates structure and a moment of peace and quiet for the children.
- Daily routine and structure are one of the most crucial factors, that play a role in the normal
development of children. Since these factors cause children to know what is going to happen, it
gives them a sense of safety and security, which in its turn provides them an opportunity to
develop. Because the previously discussed sites all deal with vulnerable children, it is of an even



greater importance to pay attention to this.
Although creating daily routine and structure can contribute a lot to the development of a child, it
can be achieved relatively easily. Besides having fixed meals three times a day, it is important to
have daily programmes with fixed activities for each day, for example, having fixed bed- and
wake up times, after-school homework classes, playing time, sports, and watching television at
fixed times.
- Children need to be stimulated to get the most out of their development. This also includes
having access to playing material, which can increase their knowledge and skills. For example,
puzzles, making drawings, building blocks, playing with balls, reading material, etc.
- For a child to become an independent and self secure adult, it is important that the child gets
enough opportunity to prove to himself and others that he is capable of doing things on his own.
Besides this, it is the task of the adult to boost the confidence of the child by praising him,
whenever he does something right and only giving criticism which isn’t hurtful and from which
the child can learn.
- For children to develop normally, it is very important that children have loving and trustful
relationships with the adults in their environment. Especially for orphans and abandoned children
it is of great importance to have a sense of belonging, which can be established by having such a
relationship. However, this doesn’t happen overnight. A relationship like this takes a long time to
grow in which the adult has to show the child that he/she can be trusted.
There is only one way of achieving this and that is by giving the child the attention he needs,
doing activities together, sharing experiences and giving him warmth and affection.
- Children are very sensitive in that they have the capability to feel what is going on, even when it
comes to things that are unsaid. And just like adults, children worry about things when they feel
that something’s wrong. To avoid that children start making up their own stories and
explanations, it therefore is important to inform them appropriately about things. Since
HIV/AIDS has an enormous influence on the (daily) lives of infected and affected children, they
have a right to know the truth about the disease. However, it differs per child and developmental
stage, what a child can handle, so it is important to make sure you try to provide the child suitable
information.

Words of thanks

Last but certainly not least, we would like to thank all the sites, and everybody we worked with,
for welcoming us and introducing us into your world. We are really thankful for all the effort
you’ve put into our research and we’re amazed by your willingness to share your stories with us.

We hope you can appreciate us sharing our experiences with you and we wish you all the best
with all the good work you’re doing.


