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Introduction 
We commenced sending young people on the HOPE You Can Paint programme in 2014 and 

have had five groups travel to Kolkata to work with HOPE since that time. When we began this  

partnership it was new departure for us but has since developed into a pivotal part of our school 

year and the programmes and opportunities we deliver to young people.  

At the very core of what we do is a focus not just on the academic but the social and personal  

development of young people and indeed the staff that work with them. Another key part of our 

ethos is the idea that we all have something to learn, that students can and often do become  

teachers and that the key to learning is working together. For this reason, the work of HOPE and the 

programme they provide is a unique fit for us as an organisation.  

While it is difficult to convey in writing the impact of travelling to Kolkata to work with HOPE 

we will attempt to do so under a number of headings below which sum up the results and  

consequences we have had the pleasure to witness in our young people.  This has been made  

possible by the work of HOPE and the exemplary programme they provide to young people. Neither 

would the extraordinary journeys been possible without the financial support of Tomar Trust who 

have offered us the opportunity to take part in the programme.  



Trust and Confidence 
Many if not most of the young people we work with have little experience of praise, of  

achieving, of being recognised prior to attending with us. We take every opportunity possible to 

encourage and celebrate the success and achievements of our young people little and large.  

The programme provided by HOPE however has provided a very specific and unique  

opportunity to demonstrate to our young people that they are trusted, that they matter, that they 

are worthy of opportunities. We select the young people to travel on the basis not of being ‘perfect 

students’ but of being willing to push and stretch themselves outside their comfort zone and of the 

contribution they make in different ways to the community at the Cork Life Centre.   

The impact of being chosen to travel to Kolkata has had on young people is quite extraordinary 

and has given all the confidence to realise they have a lot to contribute not just in our small  

community but beyond.  The example set by these young people prior to, during and following their 

experience also has a hugely positive peer influence on other students of the centre.  



Facing Fears 
Some of the young people we have sent to Kolkata had not been on a plane or travelled any  

significant distance from home prior to taking part in the HOPE You Can Paint programme. Others 

would have originally been referred to the centre owing to crippling social anxiety or other  

psychological issues which have meant that for part of their lives they were either hospitalised or 

confined to their own homes. The safety provided by the organisation of the programme has  

allowed these young people to do things they never dreamed possible.  Key to this safety and  

security is the fact that young people and staff leaders are travelling to an organisation like HOPE 

who are not working with but among and together with the people of India and have made it their 

home.  

Not only are young people supported seamlessly by the HOPE Foundation but being able to 

send our own staff has really allowed young people to face challenges and get the maximum benefits 

from the programme. We have seen a clear growth in confidence, in social skills, in ability to handle 

new and stressful situations following the experience. Young people learn through the experience 

that there is little they can’t tackle together from the group visit to receive vaccinations (often one of 

the biggest terrors), to the long journey, to the culture shock of witnessing dire poverty.   

The experience cements already positive relationships and allows young people an  

opportunity to grow as a team and to realise they can work as part of a group. When young people 

have been isolated as described above due to illness and at other times due to their own challenging 

behaviour they have not had opportunities to develop these skills. 

Young people have also had the opportunity to practice their public speaking and presentation 

skills as they meet with students as well as our management committee on their return in relation 

to their experiences in Kolkata. One of our students has also spoken on local radio in relation to her 

passion for Kolkata and the work of HOPE.  

Strengthening Links 
The Life Centre is a community, not a school. 

Any work that we do that links young people to this 

community also keeps them linked in with their  

education.  Being chosen to travel with the Centre to 

Kolkata has for the young people involved further 

strengthened their relationships with us and  

therefore with their education.  

We have seen how young people returning 

have a stronger sense of the importance of  

community and of linking in and contributing at 

home and abroad.  



Promoting Positive Messages 
 A vital part of our work is promoting positive messages about young people and what they 

have to offer. This aligns perfectly with the ethos and outlook of HOPE. In all our activities we are 

seeking to lift the stigma surrounding ‘early school leavers’ who are often portrayed as a  

problematic group of young people who lack motivation and are problematic in their communities 

and for society.  HOPE’s refrain that “Education is Key” matches up perfectly with our own ethos. 

 The opportunities young people have had to travel to Kolkata and act as ambassadors for their 

own communities and for the Cork Life Centre has been a key part of challenging these assumptions 

and stereotypes around young people who leave the mainstream system. When travelling with 

HOPE our young people are being given the same opportunities and taking on the same  

responsibilities as students in secondary schools across Cork and have proven themselves more 

than capable of doing so. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Becoming Helpers/Role Models 

 The young people we work with can be seen as a marginalised or ‘looked after’ group.  This 

can often be disempowering and limiting for young people.  Being involved in the HOPE You Can 

Paint programme turns the table and allows young people to see their own potential to help and 

support others, to recognise that while their situations might be difficult, they are not  

insurmountable as they witness those in the most dire poverty and diversity communicate their 

positivity around life and education.  

 Time and time again young people have communicated their wonder at the resilience of the 

children they meet in India, their positivity in the face of desperate situations and their passion 

around being educated.  The work the young people take part in demonstrates to them that  

adversity need not decide your future and often makes them appreciate the opportunities they have 

been afforded themselves. We have been impressed by how eloquently young people can  

communicate the similarities and differences they identify between poverty and disadvantage at 

home and abroad.  

 A knock-on effect we have seen is the development of a social conscience in young people. We 

have noted the majority of the young people who have taken part in the HOPE You Can Paint  

experience have gone on to volunteer in their own communities, of particular note virtually all of 

the participants have taken part in a summer camp held in conjunction with the Cork Life Centre 

where they take on the role of mentoring younger children who are struggling in school, at home 

and in their communities. The programme has also motivated and inspired young people to do very 

meaningful work in relation to the SDG’s (Social Development Goals) In doing so they are privileged 

in that they are not talking about what they have seen on the internet or on television but what they 

have experienced first-hand. 



Legacy 

Now that so many years have passed since our first group visited Kolkata with HOPE, we have 

seen the long-term positive effects that this experience has had on our young people and our staff. 

One former participant gained so much from the experience that she raised funds for herself to 

make two further visits with HOPE U Can Paint in the years after her initial visit, in the process  

raising awareness of the programme and the work carried out by HOPE. 

The experience proved beneficial to students in terms of giving them an understanding of the 

difference an individual can make in creating positive change. These young people have brought 

this understanding and their experiences to their subsequent lives in further education and  

employment. 

Two former participants are this year preparing to undertake a trip to Denmark as part of a 

project to study alternative education in an international context. Both of these young people cite 

their experience in Kolkata as being a major influencing factor in their decision to volunteer for this 

project. 

One former participant has gone on to launch a Cork branch of Fridays for Future, the  

environmental activist movement started in April 2018 by Swedish student Greta Thunberg. Since 

launching the Cork branch in January 2019, Darragh Cotter has attended a series of discussions on 

climate action in the European Parliament in Strasbourg, and has appeared on local and national 

media in Ireland raising awareness of the difficulties caused by climate change and the need for 

governmental action to limit the damage caused. 

Given these examples it would be an understatement to say that the HOPE U Can Paint  

programme can provide immense benefits to the young people who take part. The development of 

social consciousness, the realisation of skills, the building of confidence and the inspiration to take 

part in other causes and projects are each a natural consequence of partaking in HOPE U Can Paint,



Conclusion 

We hope this report has communicated the huge and diverse benefits taking part in the HOPE 

You Can Paint programme has provided to our young people.  It is something we would highly  

recommend to anyone working with young people particularly those who are seeking to discover 

not just about the world but about themselves and their potential to make a positive impact in their 

world. We will close with testimonials by staff and young people who have travelled to Kolkata.  

Testimonial 1 - Students 

We were very excited to be chosen to be part of the group going from the Life Centre to Kolkata 

on the HOPE You Can Paint programme. Neither of us had ever travelled far before, and part of the 

appeal of going was that India was so far away and different from the norm that we had been used 

to. We were really interested in seeing the culture in India, which was a major factor for us. We 

knew a small bit about India from History and Geography classes - we knew that it has a huge  

population of about a billion people, and that there is rampant poverty in Indian society. We hoped 

that by going we would get a better understanding of what life is like there, and of the work that the 

HOPE Foundation do in Kolkata, and the difference they are making. 

Our first impression of Kolkata was being overwhelmed by its sheer size. From the Life  

Centre’s windows you can pretty much see all of Cork City. Kolkata is so vast that it’s easy to believe 

you could live there your whole life and still never see all of it. We were always welcomed warmly 

everywhere we went, especially by our hosts in the guesthouse. We were put on a very tight  

schedule, but we liked this because it meant we got a lot done every day. It was quite energising. We 

visited boys homes and girls homes, and it was wonderful to see the work being done there.  

Everywhere we went the message that Education is Key was repeated. It was great to see this  

because education is so important for all of the children and young people we met, it can help  

improve the situations they are in. It was very saddening to see the poverty, especially the slums 

where people are living in crowded, dirty conditions and having to live with the constant smell of 

smoke and intense heat from the sun. It is good to know that HOPE are there, always ready to do 

more work to help people there.  

The trip gave us a good insight into things about our own life that we take for granted, such as 

having clean running water. We would definitely recommend this trip to people. It’s so worth it to 

go and experience the culture and society there, and to see and take part in the amazing work that 

the HOPE Foundation do. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Testimonial 2 - Staff 

 Time has not made the experience of being in Kolkata any easier to find the right words for. I 

have found that the week I spent there with my colleague and students has had a profound effect on 

me, and that the nature of this effect is layered much as the experience itself was. The first layer was 

manifested upon arrival in Kolkata. The bombardment of the senses with vibrant sounds, smells, 

colours and tastes is intense and exciting. The uniqueness of Indian culture and the diverse  

expressions of culture and religion to which we were witness provided an experience like none I 

have ever had before.  

 The mind quickly adjusts to this, and that is when the second layer comes to the fore. As won-

derfully blinding as the sights and sounds can be, the widespread poverty - literally on our doorstep 

- had a similarly strong effect, albeit far more sobering. Statistics and photographs can bring this 

poverty to anybody’s screen but to see it all in person forces one to be fully aware that these people 

- who live and sleep on streets, who are dependent on others for so much that we take for granted, 

and who all too often suffer unconscionable discrimination simply for who they are - are neither 

statistics nor photographic subjects but people, like you, reading this, and me,  

writing this safely in my home thousands of miles away. To say that the experience brought into 

stark view all that I take for granted is a vast understatement. 

 That is where the third, and final layer comes in. It was experiencing those other layers which 

prompted Maureen Forrest to establish HOPE twenty years ago and it is inspiring to witness the 

commitment, dedication and engagement of the Foundation, its workers, and its volunteers in  

carrying out the incredible work that they do. As a teacher, I found that the Foundation’s core  

message - that Education is Key - strongly resonated with me. It was a privilege to work with HOPE 

and to play even a very small part in helping them carry out their aims. I would strongly encourage 

others to - at the very least - find out more about Kolkata and the work done by HOPE, and if it is 

something they feel they would find would align with them, to get involved - and I write that as 

somebody who spent the weeks building up to the trip feeling nervous and uncertain about how I 

would find the experience. Witnessing the work done by HOPE will no doubt be as permanent a 

source of inspiration for you as it has become for me. 

  




