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Most common types of organisations

In 2019-20 the Australian Volunteers Program in Bhutan 
supported 12 volunteer assignments and 10 partner 
organisations, helping government organisations in Thimphu 
and Paro achieve their development goals.*

‘All volunteers that have volunteered at the Institute previously 
still nurture their relationship, and continue to provide their 
support to the Institute as a personal initiative’. 
– Wangsel Institute for the Deaf
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* The above data is drawn from reports completed by volunteers and partner organisations. Reponses were not received from all volunteers and partner organisations, and 
not all respondents provided a response to every question.
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In 2019-20 Australian volunteers in Bhutan contributed to  
the delivery of the Australian Government’s aid priorities  
in Bhutan, including enhancing the quality of education, 
supporting economic diversity and productivity, social 
inclusion and women’s empowerment.

The program supported 10 partner organisations, and for  
the first time was approved by the Government of Bhutan  
to form partnerships with non-government organisations.

During the year the program supported a monitoring visit 
from the Australian Embassy in New Delhi, which discussed 
support for volunteers, visas, and engagement with Australia 
Awards alumni. 

Volunteers promoted the value of international volunteering 
at events and by speaking with local media. Australian 
volunteer Carly Clutterbuck was particularly active in raising 
awareness about mental health issues and suicide 
prevention, with appearances on the National Television 
Channel, BBS, and the local radio station, YIGA.

Of the 12 assignments undertaken during 2019-20, nine 
commenced during this period. A family member of a 
volunteer was supported to accompany them in Bhutan.

Most assignments were planned to be between seven months 
and one year in duration, however, a number were cut short 
due to the impact of COVID-19. Four volunteers were 
repatriated as part of the program’s response to COVID-19. 

Spotlight on the Wangsel Institute for the Deaf 

The Wangsel Institute for the Deaf is Bhutan’s first and only 
school for deaf education, and their specialist instructors 
support over 100 students.

When the Institute was first established in 2003, deaf 
education and awareness were relatively new concepts  
in Bhutan. There were no certified local professionals and 
teacher trainers with experience in deaf education, and 
work was needed to develop Bhutanese Sign Language,  
as well as curriculum, assessment and advocacy.

Since 2013 four Australian volunteers have helped the 
Institute address these gaps. Elizabeth Grover, Rachel 
Brindal and Heather Black all volunteered between 2013 and 
2018, and in 2019 the organisation welcomed their first deaf 
Australian volunteer, Robyn Whitney. These four volunteers 
have each left an indelible mark on the Institute, and 
Bhutan’s deaf community, through their significant 
volunteer contributions.

In 2013 Elizabeth developed the Institute’s first teaching 
model, the foundation of the school’s teaching strategies 
that continue to the present day. During her 2016 
assignment, Rachel helped the Institute secure the grants 
needed to develop and release Bhutan’s first sign language 
DVD that was targeted towards the families of deaf children. 
Heather helped implement a play and place-based 
approach to teaching deaf children in 2017.

Perhaps the most prominent volunteer was Robyn. Dechen 
Tshering, Principal at the Wangsel Institute for the Deaf,  
said that as a deaf person Robyn was able to bring her  
own unique insights to the team, and was able to clearly 
articulate the needs of deaf people.

Australian volunteer Robyn Whitney with a student and his mother, 
Dechen Wangmo, at Wangsel Institute for the Deaf, Paro, Bhutan. 
Photo: Harjono Djoyobisono.


