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Women’s Aid Organization (WAO) in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia is a pioneer NGO for its nation and works on protecting and promoting women’s rights, specifically dealing with domestic violence.  It is comprised of three parts: the Admin Center, Refuge, and Child Care Center.  The Admin Center is the main office where most of the paperwork, media monitoring, and advocacy work is done.  The Refuge is a secure house in a confidential location where women and their children can go in an emergency situation.  Some women stay only a few days while others spend months there, deciding where to go or what to do next in their lives.  WAO helps women find jobs, places to stay or provides other resources depending on the woman’s needs.  The Child Care Center (CCC) is a home for the children of women who are starting their lives over after leaving the abusive situation and cannot afford to take care of their children.  The kids can stay there for up to two years while the mother gets things in order, such as finding a job and a place to live.  The mother is required to call and visit her children as well as provide money for clothes, etc.

Interns with WAO are encouraged to specify which center they would like to work in (all three for different amounts of time is also possible, though difficult) but are also placed in the center with the most need at the time.  My first few weeks with WAO were spent at the Refuge where I organized and played games with the kids that were there during their school holiday.  I also helped with paperwork and finances and tried to participate in the activities with the women.  However, once the children went back to school, there was less of a place for me at the Refuge.  Because I could not speak Bahasa, it was difficult for me to help plan and lead activities with the women.  In addition, there is not much paperwork that needs to be done at the Refuge and when there is, it does not take long.  In any case, I was asked to start helping out more often at the CCC and I ended up spending most of my remaining time there.
The fact that I couldn’t speak the main language of the city I was living in and the people I was working with was probably the biggest issue I had during my three-month stay in Malaysia.  I was very lucky that most of the people I came in contact with spoke English.  While working at CCC, the children and I had to try very hard to figure out the best way to communicate, something that became particularly difficult when dealing with conflict.  Even though most of them spoke basic English, it was not always easy for us to find the right words to describe what we meant but I was so proud of the children for trying so hard and not giving up on me.  I believe that through this struggle to communicate we were able to form the bond that made it so hard for me to leave them when it was time for me to return to the United States.

“Akak!  Akak!” (meaning “sister) was my greeting every morning from the children at the CCC.  For most of my time interning at CCC there were 17 bright and beautiful children ranging in ages from 2-13 that were living there full-time.  My responsibilities as an intern there from 9am-5pm five days a week revolved around the education and entertainment of these 17 children.  We played games, did puzzles, went to the park, read, and exchanged stories.  We looked at maps and asked each other questions.  We danced to Michael Jackson.  As an English-speaking American, I was also expected to help with the children’s English homework and did language exercises with the kids who did not go to school.  We laughed together a lot. 
I feel incredibly lucky to have been able to share my time with the children of CCC.  My experiences with them were invaluable; I learned so much from them about optimism, dealing with conflict, growing up in Malaysia and in a children’s home and much more.  They taught me about loving each other even when they were angry, about dealing with strong and confusing emotions at such a young age and about forgiveness.  Just by being around them, it was clear that these kids are so full of love, despite all odds and everything they’ve been through; they just want to run and jump and play and trust.  The hardest part about leaving is knowing that I probably won’t see these amazing children again or know what they will end up doing with their lives.  All I can hope for is that they will remember me as I will remember them; as someone who loved them and was so grateful to spend, however short, the time with them that I did.   

While I was there, I comprised a list of things I wish I had known about before beginning to work with WAO.  The hard part of being an intern there for a limited amount of time is that I felt like I needed to know right away what I wanted to do in order to maximize my time.  This turned out to not be necessary.  However, WAO is a need-based NGO, and I often felt like I was finding out about interesting things (meetings, conferences, forums, etc.) after they’d already happened just because no one thought to tell me because they are not quite organized enough.  The main question that I was asked upon arrival was what I wanted to do, I just wasn’t really given options to choose from.  I always seemed to find out later about things I could have been doing and would have wanted to, if anyone had told me.  For example, while I was at the Refuge, it took me three or four weeks of working there before I found out that the women have beading classes once a week that I could have participated in.  I thought I had expressed my interest in participating in activities to my coworkers but it wasn’t until one of the women who spoke English approached me and asked why I never came to the class did I find out that it was even being held.  In addition, even when there were things that I knew I wanted to do (such as sit-in on a court case), I asked at every opportunity I could and still was not invited or forgotten about (the CCC is often out of the loop from the going-ons at the other centers).
Here are some activities/opportunities that I think interns should be aware of to begin with so they know what to ask for:


-reading emails sent to social workers by women



-participate in activities with the women at the Refuge


-go to court with a client/social worker



-go to police station with a client/social worker



-do evening activities with clients (as opposed to just 9-5)



-participate in weekend activities with the children at CCC



-sit in on staff meetings



-sit in on counseling sessions/assessments (in English)


Before I left Kuala Lumpur, I set up a pen-pal program between the children of CCC and of Womenspace, a similar NGO based in Eugene, Oregon.  At this point, each group has sent one set of letters to the other.  The idea is that the children will be able to write about their homes, interests, lives, etc. and learn about another area of the world by reading the letters of their pen pals from across the globe.  If all goes to plan, the children from each NGO will continue to send letters, hopefully once a month, indefinitely.  In this way, I hope to create an understanding among these children who come from broken homes that they are not the only ones who have experienced the things they have and that there are children all over the world that are just like them and want to learn and grow and love just like they do.  

I feel very lucky that I was able to work with WAO.  I learned a lot about Malaysia and working for human rights in a country very different from my own.  I felt very supported by the WAO staff, as well as trusted and appreciated.  I think that whatever frustrations I experienced were all a part of my learning experience and that many of them will be ones that I encounter in the working world, regardless of the job I have or the country I am in.  I would definitely recommend WAO and KL to another intern, especially if they are looking for a unique culture experience in addition to a challenging (but in no way unmanageable) internship. 

