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(The story of a French intern in El Shaddai Charitable Trust)

-Disclaimer- 

First of all, I want to say that everything I tell in this story is based on my personal feelings. It is only through my subjective vision that I wish to transmit my emotions and experiences during these four months of internship. I hope this blog finds you well. 


INTRODUCTION : Who I am [image: ]

My name is Ellen Delattre, and when I landed on Indian soil on August 31, 2024, I was 19 years old. I will be 20 when I leave, on December 22nd. 

Before starting this blog, I want to introduce myself. As if I was meeting someone for the first time. So delighted, my name is Ellen. I come from the south of France, from the city of Nice, which I consider to be the most beautiful city in the world. I am studying at a business school called EDHEC. I am in my third year of BBA (Bachelor in Business Administration). I was born in Paris but moved with my mother to Nice when I was twelve years old. I have a sister two years older than me. I chose to volunteer as an experience abroad, necessary to validate my degree. But I could also have done a classical academic exchange or an internship in a company. It’s important for me to say that I had a choice, nobody forced me to volunteer. And nobody forced me to go to India. This experience was of my own free will. I have one and a half years left before validating my diploma. Then I will be able to do a master’s degree in France or elsewhere. 

These are the typical elements I usually mention when introducing myself. But what do we really learn from them? Do they really define me? 

I’m not my education or age or skin color. What I bring with me is hopefully more important than those things. I am what I love and cherish. 
I like to laugh. I love nature and the smile of people when we understand each other. I am filled with simple things and I see my life as a gift. I like to focus on the details. I write poems sometimes. I sing when I’m alone at home. I love sports and the way it takes me to go beyond my limits. My friends are like family, I would have liked to take them with me to India. I prefer nature to big cities, which is also why I was delighted to go to Goa. I like reading at home as much as going out partying. I like meeting people and making new connections. I see it as personal enrichment. Putting myself in the place of others. Understand one’s life, why things work differently in one’s world. I like humility and politeness. I like honesty. Vulnerability. I am a feminist. I believe in women’s independence and power. Injustice revolts me in a world of inequality. I also like to write, that’s why this blog seemed a good idea to pass on my experience with El Shaddai. I started a diary when I arrived in India. This blog is an unveiled part of my diary, I guess.

Among all that I love is the laughter of children. Their authenticity, their lack of shame. They cry when they are sad, they smile when they are happy. Their innocence is pure and to be protected at all costs. They have so much love to give. Emotions to share. Children are the future grown-ups of tomorrow. My mother says that to be happy you have to remain a child all your life. I’m going to be 20 soon, and I think that not so long ago I was a child too. The adult world is catching up with me and I still feel like a stranger to it. 

Maybe when I come back from India, I will be an adult, for real. In any case, I will be a new me.

CHAPTER 1 : MY ARRIVAL IN EL SHADDAI

I arrived in Goa on the 8th of September, after a week of training in Mumbai, at SPJIMR.

My first day of internship, on Monday, September 9, I had an appointment at Shanti Niketan School in Assagao. This is where El Shaddai’s headquarters are. We went to meet Julia Kurian, the director of the NGO. I arrived with Léo-Paul, my mission partner for the 4 months of internship. I remember that the first person we spoke to when we arrived was an old lady from England. She told us about her life and devotion to El Shaddai. I was directly very touched by the interest she brought us, by her curiosity. Same for the staff who welcomed us to the office. I think one of the major cultural differences that I have experienced between France and India is people's attention and interest. I come from an individualistic country, where people talk less and less to each other. In India, especially in El Shaddai, everyone welcomed us with open arms. [image: ]

After signing administrative papers, we watched the NGO’s video presentation. I was super excited, very motivated to start my mission. What we saw on the video was very moving. This is the reason why I came. To help. Then, we were given a badge with our photo, name and status in the organization. It became official, I was part of El Shaddai. We took a taxi to go back to Calangute. I was very happy. The next day our mission began. 
[image: ]
We arrived at 10 AM on Tuesday, September 10th, downstairs from the Relino apartments. The Little Acorns Centre was upstairs. I had the contact of Amal, the centre’s incharge. I arrived motivated, with mixed feelings of haste and stress. I didn’t know what to expect, I wanted to make things right. We didn’t have much trouble finding the shelter, because of the children's noises. There were a lot of tiny shoes at the entrance. I thought it was very cute. We were welcomed by Heena, one of the teachers at the centre, as Amal wasn't there. I felt comfortable, Heena seemed very sweet and nice. We went into the main room and I was face to face with over 50 children. I was pretty intimidated at first. They were watching cartoons and I didn’t want to disturb them. But they were very welcoming. Very curious too, their big eyes were staring at me. I did a high fives tour, they seemed so happy to meet me. They called me out, shouting “Didi ! Didi ! Didi!”. My stress was gone. I knew why I was there. 

That morning we went to the Khobra Vaddo, a slum 15 minutes from Little Acorns. I went with Léo-Paul and two outreach workers: Bigya and Dadu. On site, we placed a mat on the ground in the shadow of a tree. The children came in one after another and sat on the mat in a circle. I remember getting lots of smiles. Full of good mornings. First we started singing songs, the children knew them by heart. And then Bigya handed us a picture book, to teach the children. I was a bit intimidated at first. The children did not know me, we do not speak the same language and I had never taught English before. In this book there are the letters from A to Z, numbers from 1 to 10. But also names of fruits, vegetables, animals and means of transport. It wasn't that difficult to teach, I was able to do it. So I took the book in my hands and I started to say the fruit's name out loud, pointing at them one by one. I instantly relaxed. I was very touched by the children’s attention and their respect. They repeated everything I said carefully. Despite the language barrier I felt really connected to them. We don’t understand each other but communicate with the heart. So finally we understand each other. It was an emotionally powerful moment for me. 

After we finished the class with games, we went back to the centre. It was time to feed the children. There was rice and a dal in two huge pans. There were also vegetables on the side. Each child receives a portion in a small plate. They all eat together on floor mats. In the afternoon, Léo-Paul and I stayed at the centre. The children didn't have class because it was a holiday, due to the Ganesh Chaturthi festival. We played with them with legos, did some coloring and watched cartoons. It’s amazing how much they ask for affection. They are constantly asking for hugs, clinging to us. I really received an avalanche of love on this first day. I walked back home at 5 PM with Léo-Paul. Even though I was tired, I was fulfilled. 


CHAPTER 2 : CONDUCTING THE SLUM SCHOOL
[image: ]
Since day one, my favorite part of this internship was the slum school. I love going outside, see the way people are living in the slums. Talking to them, getting to know their life path is very enriching. The children are always happy to see me. Also because they come as a choice. In the center, kids consider class as a burden. In the slum they always ask for more and more exercises. I also like how the atmosphere there is peaceful sometimes. During these past 3 months, I feel like I’ve created a special bond with the slum children. When we have class they always want to sit next to me. When it’s time to leave they don’t want me to go. I was sad sometimes to wave them goodbye before week-end. They would insist on carrying the bag until the exit of the slum. Insist on holding my hand. In particular, Pooja and Sooja, two twins from Karnataka. They don’t listen much, they talk during class, they come and go. But they love me very much. Discipline is not always easy in Khobra Vaddo. Because the children know us well now, they are more comfortable. It has happened several times that some of them categorically refuse the exercises I gave them. Or they just leave the class. It’s a challenge for me to try and grab their attention and keep it. But everyday day they come back to follow the class anyway.
One morning, instead of going to the slum school I went to visit hotels with Amal, the incharge of the shelter. The goal was to ask these hotels for donations. After visiting the hotels, we passed by Khobra Vaddo to see how the class was going. When the kids saw me, they all stopped playing games and ran towards me, yelling “teacher teacher teacher !!!”. They hugged me all together. They were so happy to see me. I had not realized before how much I mattered to them. It is one of my “wow” moments with El Shaddai. 
But overall what I remember the most from my first times in the slums is how welcoming people are. Even though I am so different from them and I’m coming from far away. They give me big smiles and try to talk to me, even though they don’t know any word of english. They want to give me food, fruits, water, etc. They always bring a chair in case we need to sit. Their generosity is heartwarming. I also love to follow the progress of every child. One little boy in Prabh Vado had difficulties writing the letter C. After days of practice he finally succeeded. I was so proud of him. I am happy to teach them such important basics. I feel useful. Prabh Vado is a new slum, where we have been going for about a month now for the slum school. At first, the children were very quiet, very shy. It was touching to see them so applied, so attentive. Now they are more comfortable, they really trust me so they talk more. There is Rehman who always greets me with a big smile. She is a little girl of about 4 years. For the moment I can’t get her to write vertical or horizontal lines. So for now she takes a notebook and she makes circles. And she’s proud so she shows them to me. And she sharpens her pencil. I feel grateful to share these moments with the children. Although it is very simple, they always leave with a smile at the end of the class. [image: ]
There is also Nagoa slum, where I have been some afternoons. In this slum, most of the kids are going to school in the morning. They know some words of English, therefore it is easier for me to communicate with them. I can also give them more difficult exercises. Although I have noticed that they tend to want to stay in their comfort zone. As if they don’t feel capable. I have to push them sometimes to try so that they realize they can succeed. And it always warms my heart to see them do so. There have been countless times when a child hands me his notebook and tells me he can’t do it. And when I look at the exercise, it is very well done. Other children come to me with their notebooks as soon as they write a letter, so I can validate it. I would like them to become more confident. They are brave and strong, but they are not aware of it.
In the slums, I see the daily lives of children. Families arguing, smoke from burning garbage, dogs barking to protect their territory. I see the little girls carrying large water cans that they got from the well. Most children have stained clothes, the same as the day before. They often have black and dirty teeth. Dusty hair too, with lice. Hands soaked in dirt and sand. I also notice the eating problems, for example children who eat chips at breakfast. Their parents work in hotels, on construction sites or on beaches. They are absent all day and the children are left on their own. They educate themselves. That’s also why I’m trying to always put things into perspective. Sometimes I get angry because the kids don’t listen to me, because they touch me without asking. Because they fight too. But that’s where I need to get out of my bubble, understand where they come from and why they have this kind of behavior. Especially in Khobra Vaddo, where many of them have no birth certificates and therefore cannot go to school. It is in this context that I am very proud to be part of El Shaddai. Even though I sometimes despair to get them to write ABCD, I know that at the end of the day our presence has an impact. My presence has an impact. And now that my internship is coming to an end, I realize that in 4 months they have all grown up. I love them as if they were my children. I am grateful to have been able to witness part of their childhood, and that they were a part of my life. My life is a blessing because of them too.[image: ]

CHAPTER 3 : LIFE IN THE SHELTER
At the Little Acorns centre, I quickly found my place as an intern. I was involved in all tasks. For example, in September I helped to create the donation boxes, which were then placed in hotels and supermarkets. I also participated in the making of cardboard-based trees for the joy of giving week in October. And then on a daily basis, serve breakfast and lunch, make the children sit before eating, clean the plates after eating. I enjoyed helping as much as I could. Also, I have made connections with my colleagues. So every day I was happy to come work with them. Whether it’s the classes in the centre with Rachaele and Heena, or the slums schools with Sejal and Bigya, or helping Nagamma to distribute food. They also made my internship a lot of fun. I was very well received by the team. It was also nice to have Amal as incharge, because he is an empathetic and listening person. I could also freely express my needs and views. I felt understood.
When I started my internship, the kids were on vacation. It was the Ganesh Chaturthi festival. There were no classes in the centre, so we played games. It was a time when I got to know the children. When class resumed, I was helping Rachaele give the children exercises. [image: ]
The last week was just before Christmas. We did Christmas decorations with the kids. They painted water paint on bells, trees and Santa’s. It was a quiet and relaxing time.
My favorite moments at the centre were when I arrived in the morning. The children were always so happy to see me. They held me in their arms and wouldn't let go. Kaushal, for example. He’s a 3-year-old who always has curly hair on his forehead. Sometimes he wears a little hat or an astronaut cap. His evolution since September makes me very proud. When I arrived at the centre, he came every morning crying. He didn’t talk to the other kids, he stayed in a corner. He didn’t want to talk, eat or play. He was just waiting for his dad to come and get him. Now he’s integrated. He stopped crying and is eating with the other kids now. That’s what touches me the most. In 4 months I was able to see the children of the center grow up. They speak better English, they write better too. Some of them have grown wiser. I realize that even the negative sides will be missed. Children crying, shouting, sometimes fighting. Because even if it was tiring, they were beautiful moments of life. These children have only known me for a few months, we don’t speak the same language, but they love me unconditionally. And this since day one. I lived in a whirlwind of love. 

CHAPTER 4 : A DAY IN PANJIM FOR THE PREVENTION OF CHILD ABUSE (POCA)
The POCA (prevention of child abuse) is a prevention campaign created by El Shaddai, which took place for 19 days in November. There were two days of gathering, one in Margao and one in Panjim. The day had started at the Little Acorns. There was a joyful atmosphere. We knew the schedule would be intense. Only the children who were going to Panjim stayed after lunch. Around 1:00 pm the bus arrived. Then we got the children on the bus. There was enough room for everyone, but I preferred to stand. I liked having a view of all the children and being able to observe the landscape. They all sang songs, accompanied by Nagamma and Sejal. It was very touching. There were also dancers on the bus who would perform for the event. Among them, Suman, a Nepali who previously grew up at the Little Acorns Center. Now he has become a professional dancer. He made his passion his profession. The troupe was very friendly. The children of Little Acorns would also dance. They had been training at the centre for several weeks. I was too excited to see the children on stage. 
We arrived in Panjim early, so we all waited for the beginning at 2 pm. The place was huge, it was a large plain with dozens of rows of chairs, in front of a big stage. On the other side of the plain, there were stalls that would then welcome the children to play games. The buses arrived one after another, with children from other centres and homes. There were so many people, it seemed like all of El Shaddai had moved for the event. I was too happy to be there, knowing that the week before I had missed the event in Margao because I was sick. The introduction of the ceremony began, with a few people speaking on stage for 10 minutes. Then my favorite part started, the one of the choreographies. It was first of all the little ones who danced. Then the kids from Little Acorns came. I was so proud to see them on stage, after having seen them train for weeks. They were in rhythm, it was harmonious, it was beautiful. Then it was time for Suman and his friend Arjun to dance. I got up to get closer to the stage and film their performance. Their energy was crazy, you could see they were professionals. They were joined after by two teenage girls from El Shaddai: Ganga and Sujata. They all have great dancing.
Then it was time for the children to have fun at the stalls. For example, there was a football stand, a stand of ball shots on cups. But there were also quieter stalls like the makeup or henna. There was movement everywhere, the children looked so happy. I went from stand to stand, to see what the children were doing and talk with my colleagues. I tried to shoot the football ball into the goal, until it became clear that I was not good at this sport. I also met teenage girls who stayed in the houses, like Krupa and Laxmi. They were very friendly and welcoming. I loved talking to everyone, meeting new people. El Shaddai is like a big family, and I find it important to organize events like the POCA to bring the family together. 
In the late afternoon, we all sat down on the chairs. There was a closing speech, and a food distribution for all the children and parents present. They all had a box each, with cakes, sweets and juice. After the distribution, I helped clean up the chairs and garbage. Then it was time to go home. We gathered all the children of Little Acorns together and then we put them in a line, two by two. After counting and calling, we all got back on the bus. The return trip was much quieter than the one way. I was sitting next to Kavita, with Shruti on my lap. It was hot so I opened the window. I didn’t want Shruti to get sick on the way. It happened the week before that many children were vomiting on the bus to Margao. But in the end everything went well. We were all tired from this big day, so we were drowsy. I was very happy with everything we had done, I had a smile on my face. When we arrived at Little Acorns, it was night. Many parents were waiting for their children. It was touching to see them so happy to be back together. We waited a little more for the parents of the children remaining. Bigya was driving some children home on a bike. Then there was only me, so Amal dropped me off at my house so I wouldn’t go home alone at night. It was a wonderful day, I went to bed thinking that I was proud to be part of the El Shaddai family.

CHAPTER 4 : MY LAST DAY AS AN INTERN IN EL SHADDAI
My last official day was December 20, my birthday, my 20th birthday. I arrived with a cake for the staff, and cakes for the children. I was moved, also because Bigya had left the day before to go home to Urisa. It was like a void in the center. Two days before, it was Isha, another trainee, who had left. This week was emotional, it was departure week. I was a little stressed that morning, also because we had an appointment with Julia Kurian at 1:00. We both had a presentation to make on what we had done in the last 3 months, then also to present our project for the NGO. The presentation went very well. It was also touching to say goodbye to Julia. She seemed really grateful for what we did for El Shaddai. She gave us a hug and then told me to enjoy my birthday. I was moved. Then I hurried back to Little Acorns because I wanted to go ask for donations with other staff members. But I arrived too late, they had already left. I was really sad not to have been able to go, but also to have had no time to say goodbye to all my colleagues. So Leo-Paul and I went back to the centre on Saturday morning, my last day in India. It was too important for me to see everyone again one last time. [image: ]
Saturday was a hard day. I was extremely sad to leave and could not hide my grief. I arrived at the centre at 10 a.m. as usual, and immediately started crying. I couldn’t accept that it was the last day I saw my colleagues, the last day I saw the children. Every moment had a final taste. It was the last coffee, the last breakfast, the last jokes, the last smiles. I was overwhelmed with my emotions. I was hugging everyone, and I couldn’t stop crying. The children did not understand. Happy came to me and said, “Kya Hua?” with his tiny voice. And I didn’t have the words to explain it. So we all gathered in the great hall. And Nagamma explained to the children that it was our last day, to Léo-Paul and me, and then they would not see us again. We were going back to France. And then the children started crying. I was surprised that so many of them were affected by our departure. Even tough kids like Mustafa or Pratik are actually very sensitive. I think that by comforting them, I was comforting myself. All these children, I can’t even find the words to express how much I love them. I wish them success, happiness in this life. It was also on that last day that I knew I would come back. I need to know what they become. Leo-Paul and I were put on a chair. Najmul came to read a speech in English on behalf of the children. This speech was about how grateful they were for what we had done for them. Then the children danced for us. And we went dancing with them. It was funny because I didn’t know the choreography at all, so I copied Nagamma. And maybe that’s when I stopped crying. I felt my pain change over the course of this morning. I was no longer sad, I was happy. Happy and so grateful to have been able to live through moments like this. To have met such nice people, as well. I knew that I was leaving in the right way, and that I would not be forgotten. Amal also gave us a speech to thank us. He was tearful. I was proud of having made him proud. [image: ][image: ]
My birthday was also celebrated. The cake was cut, Nagamma put a piece in my mouth and two drops of cream on my cheeks. Then Sejal did the same, Amal did the same. Then Leo-Paul took a piece of cake and wiped it all over my cheeks. My face literally turned chocolate. With my eyes red and swollen from crying too much, it was very funny. 
Then we all had lunch together, it was my last meal at Little Acorns. I was much better, I felt reassured. I went to withdraw money to make a donation. It was important for me to leave a mark, to help them one last time. I went back to the shelter, said goodbye to all the children one last time. It was 2 pm, we were leaving at the same time as the staff members who were going to ask for donations. I got on the bus with Léo-Paul, and said goodbye to Sejal from the window. Then Rachaele showed up with a bag full of Wai-Wai, instant noodles that I love so much. She used to cook them in the centre. These noodles will always remind me of Rachaele. And then the bus started, and we went back to Sophie’s restaurant to pack our bags. I had a smile on my face, I was not crying, I was at peace. I was happy to have been able to say goodbye to everyone with dignity. I was leaving with a heart full of good memories and love. [image: ]
[image: ][image: ]




CHAPTER 5 : POST-EXPERIENCE FEELING - CONCLUSION
When I returned to France, I felt strange, almost alien to the world around me. It was hard to accept the indifference and individualism of people, just by arriving at the airport in Paris. I’ve gone from a country where everyone is staring at me and taking an interest in me to a country where nobody talks to me. Even being with my family was disturbing. I felt that they did not understand what I had experienced. Nothing had changed, but I had changed. I left a part of me in Goa. Those 4 months in India were a wonderful part of my life. I hope to return soon. Despite the many challenges and adapting to a completely different world, I loved this experience. I am able to adapt more easily to new environments. I am more patient. I want to discover the world even more. I have understood that the image of India in France is false. In reality, the only way to know how a country works is to get there. I’ve let go of a lot of prejudices and stereotypes, the made-up ideas that are based on rumours. I’ve changed my worldview. To see poverty up close, to understand its impacts. I understood that what seemed normal to me is actually a chance. I also realized the importance of education. There is a huge gap between those who go to school and those who can’t. 
The Global Impact Project has been a great opening to the world and a great openness of mind for me. To learn how to build relationships with people who don’t speak the same language as me. Who have a very different culture, a life completely opposite to mine. We can understand each other differently. Especially with children. Most of them did not speak English, yet we managed to create strong ties. Chandrika Parmar, my SPJIMR tutor, told us: “If you have the emotional intelligence, you will be able to communicate.” And it turned out to be very true. I think I have rarely been as happy as in India, even though I missed my whole life in France. I have become more attentive to the simple things, and my colleagues told me that I smile all the time. I am proud of myself, for having managed to feel good despite the challenges. What makes me the proudest is that I have built deep relationships with people who don’t have my culture, background or language. I come out more confident and with a better self esteem.[image: ]
I keep in mind the faces of children, their smiles and their hugs. I keep in mind the moments with my colleagues, the joy and laughter shared. I keep in mind the songs that I sang in the slums. Children running towards me, calling me teacher. I keep in mind the parents smiling at me. The High fives every morning when I arrived at the centre. The chai prepared by Heena, or the hyper spicy food by Rachaele. I loved the Little Acorns team. I will always keep them in my heart. I am extremely grateful.
As a gift at the end of my blog, here is a poem I wrote on my last day: 
Leaving[image: ]
Going down the stairs one last time
Thinking of everything I leave behind
Hoping they’ll remember me
Hoping they’ll remain happy

Somewhere between then and now
I’ve changed
Turning 20 I’m an adult somehow
I tell

Going back to France with a heavy heart
India has left on me a forever mark
These kids will become wonderful people 
Their love with me forever I’ll hold.


Thank you for reading me
❤️
With love,[image: ]
Ellen
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Loving ~ Caring ~ Sharing




