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What is a buildOn Community Team Trek? 
 

buildOn’s Trek program is a unique opportunity for groups to travel to a buildOn partner village 

and volunteer to help with the construction of a school. Trek teams commit to raising the money 

to build the school prior to their travel and then spend a week working on the project in-country.  

Far from a vacation, Trek can be as challenging as it is rewarding.  Volunteers stay with local 

host families and experience everyday village life.  When you’re not working in solidarity with the 

community to build the school, you will participate in Cultural Workshops arranged in 

partnership with the community to educate you about local culture and life.  The beauty of the 

Trek experiencing is profoundly moving, as is the incredible strength over adversity displayed 

every day by the local people. Volunteers have a direct and lasting impact on the education of 

the community and come home with a positively, unforgettable experience. 
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Trek Covenant 
 
The below Trek Covenant must be signed and agreed to as part of the Trek 
Paperwork Process. 
 
The purpose of a buildOn Trek is to allow individuals to: 

• Help break the cycle of poverty, illiteracy and low expectations by volunteering in the 

construction of a buildOn school 

• Be immersed in and learn about a new and different culture. 

• Bring buildOn and the Trek experience back to their communities. 

Volunteer commitments:  

● Raise the necessary funds to contribute to the construction of the school, cover the cost of 

the Trek, and airfare (costs depend on Trek location and dates). Funds are to be raised 

according to the timeline set by your Community Teams Manager. 

All funds donated to buildOn are tax deductible and non-refundable. Failure to meet the 

fundraising benchmarks may compromise your trek participation. buildOn is a 501(c)3 

organization. Our Federal Tax Identification number is 22-3128648.  

 

• Complete all necessary paperwork 60 days prior to travel, and communicate in advance any 

potential health concerns that may limit a volunteer’s participation 

• Participate in all buildOn scheduled Pre Trek Orientations  

• Live in a rural village and participate in the cultural exchange 

including:  

o Living and working alongside the villagers to build their 

school  

o Eating local foods  

o Sharing with the community and respecting the local culture 

and people  

o Respect buildOn’s Trek Methodology and abide by buildOn’s Guidelines for 

Responsible Trek Travel (See Trek Guide)  

• Obtain a valid passport, necessary immunizations, and visas prior to departure  

• Act as unofficial ambassadors for the US and buildOn while in the project country  
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buildOn commitments:  

• Provide a Wilderness First Responder certified and 

experienced Trek Leader to accompany your group  

• Arrange host families, supplies, and in-country staff for your 

group  

• Arrange accommodations and transportation to/from the 

village  

• Purchase International Medical & Evacuation Insurance for 

volunteers  

• Provide a vehicle for emergencies to stay in the village at all 

times  

• Coordinate travel dates with school groundbreaking and 

construction  

• Offer support throughout the fundraising process  

• Lead one Info Session and one Pre Trek Session prior to the 

Trek and provide assistance with paperwork, visas and all 

other logistics  

Flight policies:  

• Arrange & book international flights (High School groups only) with the following restrictions 

and limitations:  

• buildOn will arrange International Airfare for Trek Teams to travel as a group with an Adult 

Chaperone  

• Departure/return city will be determined by buildOn, except when a Community Team funds 

an entire school and does not combine with another Chapter  

• Participants will be responsible to arrange airfare/transportation to/from the departure/return 

city at their own expense  

• The group’s meeting time is 4 hours prior to your group flight’s departure time. Domestic 

flights should arrive no later than 5 hours prior to the group flight, and depart no earlier than 

3 hours from the return of the Group flight. buildOn is not responsible for delays or 

cancellations of transportation arranged by volunteers.  

• Participant’s flights will be reserved and confirmed when a $500 deposit is received  

• buildOn will designate adult supervised modest hotel accommodations near the airport for 

participants needing to arrive the night before departure and/or depart the day after 

returning. Costs will be the responsibility of the participant.  

• Participants will be responsible for the full cost of an international ticket if cancellation occurs 

less than 100 days before the scheduled departure day  

• All volunteers must depart and return from the hub city as a group. Deviations from the 

group ticket are not permitted.  
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Why We Trek – buildOn’s Trek Methodology 
 
buildOn’s Trek program was established in 1999, and thrives on a methodology that is 
intended to unite our diverse array of Trek volunteers.  It is critical that all Trek 
volunteers recognize and understand this tie that binds, as it is critical to getting the 
most out of the Trek experience, and the success and sustainability of our International 
Programs depends on it.  Please take the time to read and understand the following 
buildOn Trek Methodology. 
 
Trek is an experience facilitated by buildOn staff to engage Trek volunteers in the construction 
of a buildOn school and immerse in a different culture. Trek is not a vacation, a cultural tour of 
poverty, a necessary labor for school construction, or a charity. Trek is an act of solidarity to 
live, work and learn together with our International community.   
   
Trek is intended to challenge volunteers to step away from their daily routines and “walk in the 
shoes” of the host community. Volunteers live with host families, eat local foods and participate 
in all aspects of rural community life. Volunteers are expected to work hard on the construction 
site to demonstrate their compassion, commitment and belief in access to education for all.  
Volunteers should leave valuables at home and rely on human interaction to be driven primarily 
by local materials. 
    
buildOn adheres to Guidelines for Responsible Trek Travel, including the buildOn Gift Policy, to 
ensure that every action of the Trek team is sustainable and empowering. All buildOn staff & 
Trek volunteers are expected to behave in a culturally-sensitive manner. buildOn promotes 
the importance of gender-equality through the covenant by requiring both boys and girls to 
attend the new school in equal numbers. Trek volunteers celebrate the role and work of women, 
and model gender-balance. The buildOn Trek Leader is responsible to ensure Trek Team 
members are following buildOn’s Trek Methodology, in addition, to ensuring the health, safety 
and security of the Trek Team. All Trek volunteers should defer leadership to the Trek Leader.   
 
The success of the Trek depends on Trek volunteers’ openness and willingness to embrace 
and learn from the experience. buildOn staff encourage and push all Trek volunteers to immerse 
themselves fully in the experience in order to have the best Trek experience possible. 
Throughout Trek, the community and volunteers engage in a genuine cultural exchange; as 
volunteers seek to learn more about their host culture they also share aspects of their home 
culture. Reflections, discussions and cultural workshops conducted as a team are intended to 
enhance the exchange and help volunteers think critically while emphasizing the importance 
and impact of education. 
  
Trek volunteers return to their home countries empowered with an expanded sense of 
possibilities and a greater sense of civic and academic engagement. Trek volunteers 
develop both personally and socially and return with and understanding that they gained more 
from the experience than they gave. Trek volunteers have a sense of responsibility to share 
their experience with others to multiply their impact and spread the word about the 
importance of education.   
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Guidelines for Responsible Trek Travel 
 

Over the years buildOn has developed the following guidelines to protect both you and the 
community while on Trek. Of course, buildOn cannot predict every situation that may arise and 
create a guideline for every possible scenario. There is no substitute for sound judgment and an 
understanding of the heightened elevation of risk when faced with decisions on Trek. Listen to 
your Trek Leader, and let the following be a guide for how you will keep yourself and the 
community safe:  
 

Clothing 

Dress more conservatively than you 
might at home; you’ll feel more 
comfortable and attract less  
unwanted attention this way.  Skirts 
should be ankle length, and 
shoulders should be covered.  
Leggings, shorts and tight-fitting 
clothing are not appropriate. Please 
see the packing list for further details 
on appropriate attire for your Trek 
country. 
 

Swimming 

That river near your village may look 
like a great place to take a dip, but water often carries unpleasant diseases and pollutants that 
won’t be so pleasant when you get sick. Due also in part to hidden currents, the threat of 
submerged objects, and the fact that buildOn staff are not lifeguards, swimming is prohibited on 
Trek.  
 

Alcohol and Illegal Drugs 

The possession or use of illegal drugs at any time during your Trek is considered unacceptable.  
The possession or consumption of alcohol by minors under the age of 21 is prohibited. Alcohol 
consumption is also strictly prohibited while in the community and during road travel for all Trek 
team members.  buildOn understands that adults age 21 and over may choose to consume 
alcohol while in town. Rather than prohibit this potentially dangerous activity, we strive to foster a 
culture of personal responsibility so that the consumption of alcohol by legal adults may be done 
in a responsible manner.  We strongly encourage that any alcohol consumption in town be done 
only at establishments recommended by buildOn staff. 
 

Food  

Food from home should only be brought to the community for special dietary needs and should 
be discussed with your Trek Leader beforehand. Keep in mind that part of your Trek is 
immersing yourself in the local culture and living like a member of the community. There will be 
plenty of fresh and healthy food prepared for you three times daily.  Replacing meals with 
snacks from your bag may offend community members, prevent your Trek Leader from keeping 
track of your health, and encourage insects. There may be a small store in the community 
where you can buy thinks like Coke and chips; it is fun to try the local junk food, but keep in 
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mind that community members likely can only afford an occasional treat. Please be mindful to 
consume all the food on your plate and not to waste food.  
 

Water 
Drinking plenty of water is critical to your health on Trek, but make sure you are only drinking  
filtered or bottled water. Your Trek 
Leader will carry a Katadyn Expedition 
Water Filter to purify drinking water, and 
you will get to know it well as water is 
pumped every day in the village. When 
you are in towns, it’s better to use 
bottled or filtered water to brush your 
teeth, and stay away from ice in your 
drinks.   
 

Trash 

On Trek, buildOn follows a leave-no-
trace policy. All trash brought into the 
community must be packed out and 
disposed of in town, as there is no rural trash collection in the areas where buildOn works. Only 
toilet paper and feminine products can be tossed in the latrine. 
 

Animals 

That little puppy in the village may be adorable, but please do not touch! Animals in buildOn 
communities are not cared for like pets in developed countries, and they generally do not 
receive vaccinations. Feeding them should be left up to the community and petting them is an 
easy way to contract fleas, parasites and other potentially fatal diseases such as Rabies.           
 

Transportation 

This is statistically the most dangerous part of any international trip, so it is important that you 
follow the instructions of your Trek Leader regarding vehicles in country.  Riding in the bed of 
pick-up trucks, though tempting, is not safe on Trek.  Also, please refrain from riding motorcycles, 
horses, donkey carts, bicycles, etc. It just isn’t worth the risk!  Please stick to buildOn-approved 
transportation. 
 

Worksite 

Closed toed shoes are required at all times on the worksite.  Work gloves may be required for 
some activities and are strongly recommended at all times.  Additionally, we ask that 
participants refrain from sitting on the worksite (excluding medical justification). buildOn hopes 
to exemplify a strong work ethic, and sitting down will simply make you tired and send 
unintended non-verbal  messages.   
 

Punctuality 

Being on time for Trek activities is a priority.  Punctuality on the part of Trek participants sets a 
good example for the community members and sets the tone for a productive day.  If you are 
late, it sends the message that something may be wrong, and you won’t have a cell phone to be 
able to communicate to your Trek Leader.       
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Trek Itinerary 
 
Depending on your departure city, additional travel time may be necessary (most US origins 
require a departure 1 day early)- the below schedule is a typical Trek Itinerary in Senegal. 
Community Team Trek Teams spend 6 nights in the community:
 
 
Day 1  

• Arrive in Dakar Airport 

• Travel/Overnight in Town 

Day 2   

• Orientation 

• Travel to Village 

• Welcome Ceremony and 

Covenant Signing 

• Spend first night with host 

families  

Day 3-7 
    

• Work on the construction of 

the school 

• Live with host families 

• Daily cultural workshops 

• Daily group reflection, journaling and 

reflection activities 

Day 8 

• Leave village 

• Travel/Overnight in Town 

Day 9   

• Depart from Dakar Airport 
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A Typical Day on a buildOn Trek   

On Trek, the day starts with the sunrise. By 5:30 am the compounds are bustling with activity, 
the women are carrying water and preparing food for breakfast, while the children are busy with 
morning chores. Depending on the season, they may be very busy with their work in the fields.  
The villagers are almost exclusively subsistence farmers. After the morning rituals and 
breakfast, half the group will head to the worksite to begin work on the school and the other half 
of the group will assemble for a Cultural Education Workshop.   

 
Worksite: The work consists of digging, 
picking, sifting, mixing concrete, making bricks, 
carrying water, and tying rebar.  It is physically 
hard work.  Everything is done by hand and 
you will surely have blisters and sore muscles.   
 
 
Cultural Workshops: The workshops will 
consist of conversations and/or activities with 
the village leaders, the midwife, a group of the 
women, the schoolteacher, a visit to the local 
market, a trip to the fields, listening to local 

music, or attending a local cultural event.  The workshops are different in each village based on 
the resources of the community and interest of the group. 
 
 
Free Time:  There is time spent enjoying your host community when you’re not at a scheduled 
activity. You will get a chance to prepare food, play games with the children, do laundry, carry 
water, and learn the local language.  After dinner, the favorite pastimes may include checkers or 
cards and everyone will crowd around to watch the fun.  No matter what the activity or the time 
of day, many hours will be spent repeating simple local words and teaching basic English. 
 
 
8:00 am   Breakfast (as a team) 
9:00 – 1:00 pm   Worksite (Group A) 

Cultural Workshop & 
Water Pumping (Group B) 

1:00 pm   Lunch (as a team) 
2:00 pm   Group Reflection 
3:00 – 6:00 pm  Worksite (Group A) 

Cultural Workshop &  
Water Pumping (Group B) 

7:00 pm   Dinner (as a team) 
8:00 pm   Return to host families 
9:30/10 pm   Go to bed 
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On the Worksite 

Each day we will spend about four hours contributing labor to the construction of the school. 
This is inevitably the most challenging aspect of the Trek for most participants. Physical labor is 
foreign to most of us so we need to prepare ourselves in advance for this challenge. Physical 
training between now and Trek is highly recommended. Any activity which builds strength or 
endurance will make your time on the worksite easier and more enjoyable. However, physical 
strength is not the only important quality to have on the worksite. Manual labor requires a lot of 
mental strength as well. A positive attitude and a commitment to the construction of the 
school are essential.  
 
Possible jobs may include: digging the foundation, digging piers, digging the latrine, mixing 
cement, making bricks, clearing land, sifting sand, carrying rocks, sorting rocks, carrying water, 
watering bricks, turning bricks, tying rebar, cutting rebar, transporting materials, painting beams, 
and leveling the interior floor of the school.  
 
Interacting with community 
members: The worksite is a 
meeting place, as many villagers 
will participate to help build the 
school and to interact with the 
team. We encourage you to 
work in partnership with 
members of the village. This is a 
great opportunity to practice 
your language skills and to 
connect through some non-
verbal communication. Take 
advantage of this opportunity!  
 
Safety on the worksite: The 
worksite can be a wonderful place to interact with the community, but it can also be the place 
with the greatest safety risks. It’s important to remain alert at all times. There will be many 
people working at the same time, so be aware of what’s going on around you. You don’t want to 
be surprised by a swinging tool. There will also be deep holes for the foundation and the latrine; 
watch your step. Lastly, be sure not to overestimate your abilities. The villagers on the worksite 
are used to physical work, so don’t try to match their strength. The villagers will be more 
impressed by your ability to work hard throughout the entire shift than they will if you exhaust or 
hurt yourself before the shift is out. Make sure to drink plenty of water! See the Trek Worksite 
Guidelines for a more detailed list of expectations.  
 
Leave a good impression: As a result of stereotypes, and the nature of being a guest, 
community members will not always expect our team to work continuously and do the grueling 
tasks. Defy expectations! Even if you are not as strong, or not as experienced, a positive attitude 
and a desire to assist will go a long way. We want to leave the village with the impression that our 
team is hard-working and committed to the school building process. Not only will this help inspire 
the community to complete the school when we depart, it will also leave a lasting impression on 
the work ethic necessary for the children who attend the completed school to succeed.  
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Living In the Host Community  
 

In the community, you will stay in basic but comfortable accommodations. Examples 

include staying in tents, unoccupied homes, empty or unused school classrooms, etc. 

Accommodations will likely be communal, but will have full privacy, safety, security and 

access to a private bathroom and shower. The buildings are typically small with dirt 

floors and earthen, brick, or wood walls. There will be a cot, hammock, mat, or bed to 

sleep on and we will have gone to great lengths to give you as much privacy as they 

can. buildOn will provide you with a mosquito net for your sleeping comfort and safety.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most likely your accommodations will be a small section or room inside the family’s home.  The 
homes are typically small with dirt floors and earthen, brick, or wood walls.  There may be a cot, 
hammock, mat, or bed to sleep on and the family will have gone to great lengths to give you as 
much privacy as they can.  You will probably have chickens, cats, and dogs walking freely in 
and out of the house.  buildOn will provide you with a mosquito net for your sleeping comfort 
and safety. 
 
The struggle to communicate with the community members will fill your days with endless 
laughter and yes, sometimes frustration. However, despite the language barrier, the connection 
will be profoundly rewarding and surprisingly intimate.  Be prepared to laugh, sing, act, and be 
silly in your attempts to communicate with the community.  Leave your self-consciousness at 
home and come with an open heart and open mind to experience the wonderful, fun-loving, and 
gentle local people.  
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buildOn Trek Staff 
 
There is a whole team of buildOn staff working to make your Trek experience a success!   
Here are some of the folks you will be working with:  
 
Senegal-based Trek Leader/Manager: A buildOn Trek Leader from the U.S. will be your group 
leader while in-country.  He/she is responsible to coordinate and lead the 
experience.  He/she is a trained Wilderness First Responder and will help 
ensure the health, safety and security of the team.  He/she will be in the 
country and community about a week in advance to prepare the host 
families, supplies and all the details for your arrival. He/she will meet you at 
the airport  
 
International Trek Coordinator: Each country has an in-country Trek 
Coordinator who works in conjunction with the Senegal Trek Staff to 
prepare the community for your arrival. He/she acts as a liaison between 
the team & the community. He/she is an excellent resource to learn more 
about the country, community and buildOn! 

 
Translators: Each Trek team will have 
1-2 translators to accompany them 
throughout the time in the community. 
Translators will be present at the 
worksite and cultural workshops and 
will also visit you in the evening when 
you are spending time with community 
members.  

 
 
 
Cook: Depending on the country, while you are in the village, you will 
have 2-3 meals daily prepared by a local cook. Your cook works hard to make sure you have 
local, healthy and SAFE food throughout the Trek. 

 
 
Emergency Driver: An emergency car and driver will be in the 
community at all times, available and ready for any urgent needs that 
arise while in the community! 
 
 
 

 
In-country Staff: Each country has a team of staff: Country Director, Finance Officer, Education 
Officer, Field Coordinators, Office Managers, etc. You may have an opportunity to meet and 
work with some of them while you are on Trek. Take some time to learn more about buildOn 
from them and about the work they do building schools every day! 
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Preparing for the Weather 
  

The weather in buildOn’s Trek countries varies greatly depending on the time of year you 
go on Trek.  Use the following as a general guide for what to expect and talk to your Trek 
Leader about more detailed weather expectations.  Please note the following statements 
are based on averages and may vary from the conditions on the ground.  Check out 
weather.com for current weather conditions.   
 

Senegal 
Daytime temperatures in Senegal generally average above 90°F throughout the year, 
but may fall as much as 20°-25°at night, particularly in the American winter months.   
The rainy season falls from June through November. Rain showers tend to come and 
go quickly. Please keep in mind when you are looking up weather for Senegal, we will 
be in the Kaolack or Fatick region (See graphs below) which tend to be much warmer 
than Dakar.  
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Trek Packing List 
 
Some things to keep in mind: 

• Leave ALL valuables at home; buildOn is not responsible for 
any lost or stolen items.  

• Clothes should be lightweight and fast drying.  

• You will be getting dirty every single day. 

• You will have the opportunity to hand-wash your clothes. 

• Read through the weather guide on the previous page to 

check the weather averages for the time you will be on Trek. 

• We strongly discourage purchasing new clothes and 
equipment for this trip! 

• LESS IS MORE, please limit your packing!   
 
On a Cultural Note 
Community members who live in the rural part of the country 
dress and act more conservatively in accordance with religious 
and cultural traditions.  We, as visitors, will respect the modest 
dress code. 

• No strappy tank tops.  

• No tight-fitting clothing. 

• No shorts or leggings. 

• All shirts must cover your stomach and undergarments at all times.   

• On a safety note, you must always wear something on your feet. 
 

Whatever you pack you should be able to carry (not wheel) for ½ mile! 
 

Carry-On Bag 
❑ One form of I.D. other than your passport 
❑ 1 empty 1-liter durable and wide-mouthed water bottles 
❑ Spending money (we will convert to local currency in country) 
❑ Malaria medication and any other prescription medications 
❑ Watch 
❑ Basic toiletries (toothbrush, feminine products, etc. Toiletries over 3 ounces should 

go in your checked bag!) 
❑ 1 set of clothes (in case your checked 

bag is lost) 
❑ 1 lightweight jacket or long sleeve t-

shirt  (airplanes can be chilly) 
❑ Sunglasses (make sure to have a pair 

with plastic lenses for safety on the 
worksite) 

❑ Reading material or a deck of cards 
for the plane or layover time in airport 

❑ Personal camera and replacement batteries 
❑ Flashlight w/ extra batteries (Headlamps or wind-up flashlights are best) 
❑ 2 small carabiners (optional – to hook water bottle or camera to belt buckle) 
 

All liquids, gels and aerosols must be in three-ounce or 
smaller containers. Larger containers that are half-full or 
toothpaste tubes rolled up are not allowed. Each container 
must be three ounces or smaller. 

All liquids, gels and aerosols must be placed in a single, zip-
top, clear plastic bag. Bags that are not zip-top such as fold-
over sandwich bags are not allowed. Each traveler can use 
only one, zip-top, clear plastic bag.  
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Checked Bag 
❑ 2 pairs of lightweight pants for work (these will get very dirty!) Please, no shorts. 
❑ 1 pair of lightweight pants for hanging out around the community. Please, no shorts. 
❑ 1 ankle length skirt for hanging out (optional) 
❑ 5 t-shirts (3 for getting dirty on the worksite, 2 for travel)  
❑ Outfit for final dinner in town (something you keep clean!) 
❑ 1 pair of sweatpants/pajama pants for sleeping  
❑ Sneakers (these will get dirty!) 
❑ Flip flops (for bathing) 
❑ 5 pairs of socks 
❑ 5 pairs of cotton underwear 
❑ 2-4 bras (including 1-2 sports bras) for girls 
❑ Work gloves 
❑ Hat, visor or bandana 
❑ Gift for your host community or school (see “Community Gifts”) 
❑ Small bath towel  
❑ 2 Sheets for sleeping or light sleeping bag/blanket and 1 sheet 
❑ Small sleeping pad (optional – buildOn will provide something to sleep on, but it may be 

a hard surface)  
❑ Toiletries over 3 oz. (toothbrush, toothpaste, soap, deodorant, shampoo, feminine 

products) 
❑ Sun block SPF 30 or higher 
❑ Insect repellent with at least 30% DEET (NO aerosol spray cans) 
❑ 1 roll of toilet paper 
❑ buildOn Trek Guide and Personal Journal 
❑ Small pillow (optional – you can always roll up a sweatshirt) 
❑ 1 additional durable and wide-mouthed water bottle (1 liter) 
❑ Light drawstring bag to carry items around village (could use carry-on bag) 
❑ Hand sanitizer or baby wipes (optional) 
❑ small zip lock of powdered laundry detergent or laundry soap tablets 
❑ 1-2 extra gallon zip lock bags for garbage 
❑ Extra plastic grocery bag for dirty laundry 
❑ Battery operated alarm clock (if your watch doesn’t have an alarm) 
❑ Powdered Gatorade or liquid water enhancers to flavor water 
❑ Small combination lock for bag- avoid key locks if possible due to lost keys 

(recommended)  
❑ Rainy Season: poncho or rain jacket! (see weather)

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Remember, if you are buying new items to take on Trek (such as disposable 
cameras, toothpaste, or baby wipes), unwrap them before packing.  The items 
will take up less space and, more importantly, you will have less trash to pack 

out of the village.  Anything we bring in, comes out with us! 
 

The exceptions to this rule are used toilet paper and feminine products. 
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Community/School Gifts 
 
It is appropriate to give to the community or school a small token of appreciation for their 
hospitality. Remember, the key is to keep it simple, NOT EXTRAVAGANT, and enjoyable by all 
community members. The greatest gift you will be leaving behind is the school! The best gifts 
are often things you can do with the community members Total value of all gifts should not 
exceed $20. It’s important to respect this policy so no one host community has significantly 
more than another. Before you decide on what to bring, please read “The Art of Giving” on the 
following page. 
 
Here are some ideas for gifts: 
  
● A photo (or small album) of you and your group  
● A picture book from home  
● A game that you brought to play with 

the community  
● (Jenga, UNO, deck of cards, soccer 

ball, or other games that can be 
played without English)   

● Pencils, pens, erasers, notebooks, or 
paper for school 

● Coloring books/crayons/colored 
pencils  
 

 
PLEASE DO NOT BRING 
● Money 

● Candy/food 

● Alcohol 
● Packaged items (remove packaging of items in the US to respect our ‘Leave No Trace’ 

policy.) 
● Technology or battery-operated items – video games, electronic gadgets, battery-powered 

flashlights 

● Items that will quickly become or create trash  
● Violent or war-related gifts – toy guns, handcuffs, water pistols, etc. 
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The Art of Giving 

On Trek, it is natural to want to give many 
of your possessions away.  However, it is 
important to remember that you will have 
already given something to every person in 
the community: the brand new buildOn 
school! The school and the commitment to 
education are a much larger and more 
valuable gift than anything else that you 
could bring from home or give from your 
bags. buildOn strives to keep the focus on 
the school that will last for many 
generations. Although you may be tempted 
to leave everything behind, we ask that you 
help keep the focus on education too. 
   
As a reminder, under NO CIRCUMSTANCES, can you leave money for anyone in your 
community. buildOn takes great pride in our method of working with the community and asking 
them to provide the unskilled labor necessary for the construction of a school.  If any money is 
left for anyone, it may be confusing to other community members or even to other communities 
throughout the country.  Not only can this cause controversy and conflict within the community, 
it can also create more work for our international staff when past and future communities ask for 
money too.  So please, be very careful in what you leave behind.   
 
It is very important that we continue to focus on the school as the greatest gift we can give even 
after our Trek experience is over.  Remember that you are traveling as a representative of 
buildOn, and buildOn is working to empower communities to develop a greater sense of self-
reliance.  By promising to send money, or even supplies and materials after your Trek 
experience, you could be unintentionally promoting a sense of dependency that will damage 
buildOn’s work abroad.  If you are motivated by your experience to continue supporting your 
host community, please speak with your Trek Coordinator about more sustainable ways to give.  
buildOn appreciates your help to support our mission, which focuses on the importance of 
education to increase independence in the communities where we work. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Paperwork and Medical Concerns 
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Passports and Travel Documents – Senegal 
 
To Apply for a Passport 

US Citizens can apply for a passport at most post offices, a passport agency, or the county clerk's office.  

The most up-to-date information about applying for a passport can be 

found by visiting http://travel.state.gov. Passport applications can take up 

to 8 weeks; please apply ASAP, or consider expediting the process if you 

have less time. 

 
Non-US Citizens check with your government or local embassy to ensure 

your passport is valid for travel to your Trek destination. 

 

If You Already Have a Passport  

1. Is it valid for at least 6 months from your dates of travel?   

a. If the answer is “no”, then you will have to renew your 

passport. 

2. Do you have 2 blank Visa pages? 

a. If the answer is “no”, then you will have to submit your passport to receive additional pages. 

 

Visas & Entry Requirements 

1. All Travelers - According to the US State Department Website: http://travel.state.gov, “travelers 

arriving from yellow-fever endemic countries, evidence of yellow-fever vaccination is 

required…Travelers arriving from yellow-fever endemic countries who are unable to provide proof 

of vaccinations may be required to pay for and receive vaccinations at the Dakar airport.”    

2. US Citizens – Visas are not necessary. See the most up-to-date information about traveling to 

Senegal for US Citizens on the US State Department website: http://travel.state.gov or on the 

Senegalese Embassy in the US website: http://www.ambasenegal-us.org/.  

3. Non-US Citizens – Please visit the official website for obtaining a visa, 

http://www.visasenegal.sn/?lang=en, or check out the Senegalese Embassy in Washington, D.C. 

at http://www.ambasenegal-us.org/, or the Senegalese Consulate in New York City.  

NOTE: The Visa entry form will require an address of where you are staying. Your Trek Leader or Trek 
Manager will send you this information before you depart. Make sure to include this in your carry-on bag 
for easy access.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  

For assistance with Passport or Visa issues, please contact a buildOn Trek 
Staff member ASAP.  Failure to secure necessary travel documents may 
impact a volunteer’s ability to participate on Trek.  It is the volunteer’s 
responsibility to secure all necessary documentation. 
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buildOn Enrollment Form and Legal & Medical Paperwork 
 

All volunteers will be required to complete buildOn’s online Trek Enrollment Form and 
buildOn’s Legal & Medical Paperwork in order to participate on a Trek.  Everything is 
required to be turned in at least 60 days before travel.  Failure to meet this 
deadline may result in the removal of a volunteer from a Trek Team.   
 
Online Enrollment Form – Each Trek Team will receive a unique link to an online 
Enrollment Form prior to, or during, your scheduled Information Session.  We ask that 
this form be completed 48 hours after the Information Session as this form 
enrolls each volunteer into our system.  
 Without this form completed, we have no record of your participation on the team.  A 
unique form must be completed for each family member.  This form should take 
approximately 30 minutes to complete.   
Have the following documents ready when completing: personal Health Insurance card, 
Passport (if you do not yet have a passport, you can still complete the form without a 
passport, but you will have to go back later to submit your passport information). 
 
Legal & Medical Paperwork – Upon completing the Enrollment Form, you will receive 
an automated email, which will include our most up-to-date Legal & Medical Paperwork.  
You must print this paperwork and some of the forms must be brought to a physician to 
complete.  Here is an overview of the forms (this list is subject to change): 

 
Submitting Forms - The automated email received after completing the Enrollment 
form will also include an individualized link that you must use to upload your paperwork 
once completed. You should also submit a copy of your flight itinerary using this link. 
Please label the uploaded forms with your first and last names.  

Paperwork Important Things to Note 

 

buildOn Medical Form 

 

This form captures all of the required medical information including your 

prescribed anti-malaria medication name and any other prescription 

information. 

 

buildOn Trek Travel and Release Form 

 

This form must be signed in the presence of a notary.  
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Vaccinations 
 

To ensure safe travel, buildOn advises Trek participants to obtain vaccinations as 
recommended for international travel by the Center for Disease Control (CDC) @ www.cdc.gov. 
Please visit your family doctor (if they are familiar with travel medicine) and/or a travel medicine 
specialist to answer your questions and make specific recommendations for you. 
Recommendations for vaccines and medicines depend on many factors that are specific to each 
person. 
 
Your physician must complete the buildOn Medical Clearance Form, Vaccination and 
Medication Form, Medications Checklist and the Asthma Action Plan (if applicable). Some 
travelers may receive an International Certificate of Vaccination otherwise known as the 
World Health Organizations WHO Yellow Booklet (photo below), but it’s not required. buildOn 
provides general recommendations below, but cannot give you specific advice. The Center for 
Disease Control (CDC) recommends the following for international travel: 
 
* Please note that some vaccinations may not be required for your specific country. 
 
• Hepatitis A (all travelers) 
• Hepatitis B (all travelers) 
• Typhoid (all travelers) 
• Rabies (travelers who may have direct contact with animals) 
• Meningococcal  (varies, please check; recommended for some travelers to Burkina Faso, 

Mali & Senegal from December - June) 
• Yellow Fever (varies, please check; required for all travelers to Burkina Faso & Mali & 

recommended for Senegal) 
• Japanese Encephalitis (recommended for some travelers to Nepal during certain seasons) 
•  Anti-malaria medication (required for all travelers) 

 
In addition, ROUTINE immunizations for the following should be 
current: 
 
• Measles-Mumps-Rubella (MMR) 
• Diphtheria-Tetanus and Petussis  (DTAP) 
• Influenza (Flu) 
• Polio 
• Varicella (Chickenpox) 
• Rotavirus 
• Hib 
• Pneumococcal 
• HPV 
• Shingles (adult) 
 
*Per the CDC, routine vaccines are recommended even if you do not travel. Although childhood diseases, such as 
measles, rarely occur in the United States, they are still common in many parts of the world and are highly contagious. 
A traveler who is not vaccinated would be at risk for infection. 

 
Please see your physician and visit the CDC website @ www.cdc.gov for country specific 
information. 

 

http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/
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IMPORTANT: PLEASE SEE YOUR PHYSICIAN AT LEAST 4-6 WEEKS BEFORE 
YOUR TRIP TO ALLOW FOR VACCINATIONS TO TAKE EFFECT. 

 

 

 

VACCINE-PREVENTABLE DISEASES 
Information below is from the Center for Disease Control @ www.cdc.gov   

* Vaccine recommendations are based on the best available risk information. Please note that the level of risk for vaccine-preventable diseases can change 

at any time. 

 

 

Vaccine or Disease 
 

Recommendations or Requirements for Vaccine-Preventable Diseases 
 

Country 
All Travelers:  You should be up to date on routine vaccinations while traveling to any destination. Some vaccines may also be 

required for travel. 
Routine Vaccinations: Make sure you are up-to-date on routine vaccines before every trip. These vaccines 

include measles-mumps-rubella (MMR) vaccine, diphtheria-tetanus-pertussis vaccine, 
varicella (chickenpox) vaccine, polio vaccine, and your yearly flu shot.   
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/diseases/routine 

Burkina Faso, Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, Nicaragua, Senegal, 
Mali 

Malaria You will need to take prescription medicine before, during, and after your trip to prevent 
malaria. Your doctor can help you decide which medicine is right for you, and also talk 
to you about other steps you can take to prevent malaria. Ways to prevent malaria 
include the following: taking a prescription antimalarial drug & using insect repellent and 
wearing long pants and sleeves to prevent mosquito bites 

Burkina Faso, Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, Nicaragua, Senegal, 
Mali 

Most Travelers: Get travel vaccines and medicines because there is a risk of these diseases in the country you are visiting. 
Hepatitis A or immune 
globulin (IG) 

CDC recommends this vaccine because you can get hepatitis A through contaminated 
food or water, regardless of where you are eating or staying. 

Burkina Faso, Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, Nicaragua, Senegal, 
Mali 

Typhoid You can get typhoid through contaminated food or water . CDC recommends this 
vaccine for most travelers, especially if you are staying with friends or relatives, visiting 
smaller cities or rural areas, or if you are an adventurous eater. 

Burkina Faso, Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, Nicaragua, Senegal, 
Mali 

Some travelers: Ask your doctor what vaccines and medicines you need based on where you are going, how long you are staying, what 
you will be doing, and if you are traveling from a country other than the US. 
Rabies Recommended for travelers spending a lot of time outdoors, especially in rural areas, 

involved in activities such as bicycling, camping, or hiking. Also recommended for 
travelers with significant occupational risks (such as veterinarians), for long-term 
travelers and expatriates living in areas with a significant risk of exposure, and for 
travelers involved in any activities that might bring them into direct contact with bats, 
carnivores, and other mammals. Children are considered at higher risk because they 
tend to play with animals, may receive more severe bites, or may not report bites.  

Burkina Faso, Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, Nicaragua, Senegal, 
Mali 

Hepatitis B Recommended for all persons traveling to or working in countries with intermediate to 
high levels of endemic HBV transmission, especially those who might be exposed to 
blood or body fluids, have sexual contact with the local population, or be exposed 
through medical treatment (e.g., for an accident). 

Burkina Faso, Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, Nicaragua, Senegal, 
Mali 

Yellow Fever Recommended for all travelers ≥9 months of age. Vaccination should be given 10 days 
before travel and at 10-year intervals if there is on-going risk.  * Some countries REQUIRE 
this vaccination for entry into the country. Confirm with your doctor. 

Burkina Faso& Mali 
(required), Senegal 
(recommended)  

Japanese Encephalitis  You may need this vaccine if your trip will last more than a month, depending on where 
you are going in Nepal and what time of year you are traveling. You should also consider 
this vaccine if you plan to visit rural areas in Nepal or will be spending a lot of time 
outdoors, even for trips shorter than a month.  

Nepal (seasonal) 

Meningococcal (meningitis)  Recommended if you plan to visit countries that experience epidemics of meningococcal 
disease during December through June.  

Burkina Faso, Senegal, Mali 

http://www.cdc.gov/
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/diseases/routine
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Medical Concerns 

 
Traveling in a developing country means that there will be an increase in the chance of 
contracting mild sicknesses. Most of these sicknesses are due to changes in diet and climate. 
Travel health is all about prevention and common sense: being aware of health issues that may 
arise and taking appropriate measures to prevent illnesses and injuries when you are travelling. 
 
In order to ensure that volunteers remain healthy and safe, buildOn will do the following: 

• Discuss in detail all necessary health and safety precautions with Trek volunteers to prevent 
illnesses (e.g. what foods to avoid, how to purify water) 

• Eat in safe restaurants and in safe homes 

• Carry an extensive medical/first aid kit; buildOn Trek Leaders are Wilderness First 
Responders and have undergone a 72-80 hour curriculum of the essential principles and 
skills required to assess and manage medical problems in remote environments 

• Keep copies of all participant medical forms and insurance plans on file in the U.S. 

• Require volunteers to carry original documents and turn in to Trek Leader in-country 

• Establish regular contact between buildOn Staff in the U.S. and abroad throughout the trip 

• Have access to an Emergency Vehicle in the village 

• Have the ability to access our medical and evacuation provider 24 hours a day 
 
SOME ADVICE FOR WOMEN 

 

• Air travel, time changes, stress and heavy manual labor can bring on your menstrual cycle 
unexpectedly. 

• You will not be able to purchase supplies in-country. Please bring everything you need for 
your monthly cycle with you. If you run out of supplies, there is usually enough to share 
within the group.   

• In the community, it will be okay to drop used supplies into the latrine – some communities 
don’t dig their latrines very deep so they don’t like them loaded up with paper; be conscious 
about what waste goes in the latrine. Keep in mind that women in the community use cloth 
that they wash out and reuse so they have no waste. 

• Wet wipes, not alcohol or anti-bacterial wipes, are recommended for the bathroom. These 
can be tossed down the latrine as can toilet paper.  



27 

 

Health Risks and Diseases for International Travel  
 
MALARIA is a serious disease that is transmitted to humans by the bite 
of an infected female Anopheles mosquito. Malaria symptoms will occur 
at least 7 to 9 days after being bitten by an infected mosquito. Symptoms 
may include fever and flu-like illness, including chills, headache, muscle 
aches, and fatigue. Individuals who have traveled to malaria infected 
regions and have these symptoms should seek immediate medical 
attention. 
 
CHOOSING A DRUG TO PREVENT MALARIA 
For many destinations, there are multiple anti-malarial medication options available. Factors to 
consider are the patient’s other medical conditions, medications being taken (to assess potential 
drug-drug interactions), the cost of the medicines, and the potential side effects. For your 
convenience below is a list of possible medications. Please speak with your physician at least 4-
6 weeks before Trek to determine which one is appropriate for you. Take anti-malarial 
medication on schedule without missing a dose before, during and after international travel. 
 

 

Anti-Malaria Medications *information from CDC @ www.cdc.gov 
 

Below is some general information on anti-malaria medications.  Side effects vary from person to person based on your medical history.  It is important 
that you and your physician discuss these options to determine the most appropriate medication for you. 

Medication 
*brand 
name 

Dosage Reasons to Consider 
Use 

Reasons to Consider Avoiding/Some Possible Side 
Effects 

Country 

Atovaquone/
Proguanil 
*Malarone 

Begin 1-2 days before travel.  
Take daily at the same time 
each day while in malarious 
area and for 7 days after 
leaving area. 
 

Begin only 1-2 days before 
travel, some people prefer to 
take a daily pill, you only take 
medicine for 7 days after 
traveling, well tolerated-side 
effects uncommon/rare.  

Tends to be more expensive than others, some prefer not to take 
daily pill. The most common adverse effects, though rare, are 
abdominal pain, nausea, vomiting, and headache. 

Burkina Faso, 
Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, 
Nicaragua, 
Senegal, Mali 

Doxycycline Begin 1-2 days before travel.  
Take daily while in malarious 
area and for 4 weeks after 
leaving area.  

Begin only 1-2 days before, 
inexpensive, some prefer 
antibiotic to prevent other 
illnesses.   

Must take 4 weeks after travel. Possible sun sensitivity, upset 
stomach & yeast infections. 

Burkina Faso, 
Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, 
Nicaragua, 
Senegal, Mali 

Mefloquine 
*Lariam 

Begin at least 2 weeks before 
travel. Take weekly on the 
same day of the week while in 
the malarious area and for 4 
weeks after leaving areas. 

Inexpensive, weekly pill Must take 2 weeks before travel and 4 weeks after travel.  Has been 
associated with rare but serious reactions (such as psychoses or 
seizures) gastrointestinal disturbance, headache, insomnia, 
abnormal dreams, visual disturbances, depression, anxiety disorder, 
dizziness, mood changes, panic attacks, forgetfulness, confusion, 
hallucinations, aggression, paranoia. Cannot be used by those with 
certain psychiatric conditions or seizure disorder.  Use with caution in 
persons with history of depression, psychosis, or anxiety.  Not 
recommended for persons with cardiac conduction abnormalities, or 
seizures.   

Burkina Faso, 
Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, 
Nicaragua, 
Senegal, Mali 

Chloroquine  Begin 1–2 weeks before 
travel. Take weekly on the 
same day of the week while in 
the malarious area and for 4 
weeks after leaving area. 

Weekly pill 
Must take 1-2 weeks before travel and 4 weeks after travel. May 
exacerbate psoriasis. Reported side effects include gastrointestinal 
disturbance, headache, dizziness, blurred vision, insomnia, and 
pruritus, but generally these effects do not require that the drug be 
discontinued.  

Haiti, 
Nicaragua 

Primaquine Begin 1-2 days before 
travel.  Take daily while in 
malaria area and for 7 days 
after leaving area. 

Begin only 1-2 days before 
travel, and continue for 
only 7 days after travel  

Cannot be used in patients with glucose-6-phosphatase 
dehydrogenase (G6PD) deficiency. Cannot be used in patients who 
have not been tested for G6PD deficiency. There are costs and 
delays associated with getting a G6PD test. There are Some 
concerns about potential of an upset stomach. 

Nicaragua 

 

http://www.cdc.gov/
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DENGUE is a virus that is transmitted to humans by the bite of an infected mosquito. Dengue 
hemorrhagic fever is a more severe form of the dengue infection (DHF). It can be fatal if 
unrecognized and not properly treated. DHF is caused by infection with the same viruses that 
cause dengue fever. The general symptoms are high fever, severe headache, severe pain behind 
the eyes, joint pain, muscle and bone pain, rash, and mild bleeding. DHF is characterized by a 
fever that lasts from 2 to 7 days, with general signs and symptoms consistent with dengue fever.  
When the fever declines, symptoms may include persistent vomiting, severe abdominal pain, and 
difficulty breathing.  There is no specific medication for treatment of a dengue infection. Persons 
who think they have dengue should use pain relievers with acetaminophen and avoid those 
containing aspirin. They should also rest, drink plenty of fluids, and consult a physician.  
 
To Prevent Dengue: Travelers should avoid getting bit by mosquitoes; both during the day and 
at night.  See Preventing Mosquito Bites below.  For more information, visit: 
http://www.cdc.gov/Dengue/ 
 
CHICKUNGUNYA: Chickungunya is a viral disease that is transmitted to humans by infected 
mosquitos of the Aedes species. Symptoms usually begin 3‒7 days after being bitten by an 
infected mosquito, with the most common symptoms being fever and severe joint pain, often in 
the hands and feet. Other symptoms may include headache, muscle pain, joint swelling, or rash. 
Most people infected by Chikungunya feel better within a week, but long-term joint pain can 
remain well after infection. People with medical conditions such as high blood pressure, 
diabetes, or heart disease are at increased risk of severe symptoms. There are currently no 
antiviral medicines to treat Chikungunya, but pain relievers with acetaminophen can be used to 
reduce fever and pain. 
   
To Prevent Chickungunya: There is no medicine or vaccine available to prevent 
Chickungunya virus infection. Travelers should take precautions to avoid being bitten by 
mosquitos; both during the day and at night. See ‘Preventing Mosquito Bites’ on the following 
page. For more information, visit: http://www.cdc.gov/chikungunya/ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

http://www.cdc.gov/Dengue/
http://www.cdc.gov/chikungunya/
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Preventing Mosquito Bites 
 
Mosquitoes carry a range of diseases. Generally we protect ourselves against mosquitoes at 
night because that is the time they are most bothersome; however, it is just as important to keep 
yourself protected in the day as well as the night. Remember to take extra care all the time, but 
especially during early morning and early evening. Here are some simple and easy things that 
you can do to help prevent mosquito bites while on Trek:  
 

• Wear light-colored clothing, long sleeve shirts, pants and a hat.   

• Use an insect repellant containing DEET. Adults and children over the age of two 
months can safely use repellents containing up to 35% DEET. The higher the 
concentration, the longer it repels.  Reapply after excessive sweating.  
 
Note : Although there are repellents available with more than 35% DEET, the duration of 
protection does not increase proportionately to the DEET concentration.  

o 10% DEET: 1-3 hours,  23% DEET:  4-6 hours, 35% DEET:  6-8 hours 

• It is possible to protect yourself from insects and the sun at the same time.  Apply 

sunscreen first, and follow with insect repellent. Note that combined use of repellent and 

sun block appears to reduce the effectiveness of the sun block by 33%.  Reapply sun 

block more often and/or use a higher SPF when using in conjunction with insect 

repellent. There are also sunscreens that contain mosquito repellents. 

• Pre-treat your clothes with the insecticide permethrin. *Do not apply permethrin directly 

to the skin.   

• Use a mosquito net while you sleep.  buildOn will provide you with a mosquito net while 

in-country. 
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Traveler’s Diarrhea 
 
Traveler’s Diarrhea is the most common cause 
of illness during travel. People get traveler's 
diarrhea because their stomachs are adjusting 
to a new diet or to eating food or drinking water 
that contains microbes (germs). Traveler's 
diarrhea is rarely life-threatening for adults. It is 
more serious in children as it can frequently 
lead to dehydration.  
 
Good personal hygiene practices (including 
frequent and thorough hand washing), proper 
food handling, and water purification are the 
most effective methods to prevent infection.  
 

Your doctor may prescribe an antibiotic medication for the treatment of diarrhea. If you 
are prescribed a medication, please notify your Trek Leader before taking it.   
 
The following recommendations can help prevent traveler's diarrhea: 

 
Water: 

▪ Drink water only that is filtered by buildOn. 
▪ Do not use tap water for brushing teeth. 
▪ Do not use ice made from tap water. 

 
Other beverages: 

▪ Do not drink milk or eat dairy 
products, unless they are 
pasteurized.  Most milk and dairy 
is NOT pasteurized in buildOn 
villages.   

▪ Drink bottled drinks only if the seal 
on the bottle hasn't been broken. 

▪ Hot/boiled drinks are generally 
safe (tea, coffee). 

Food: 
▪ Do not eat raw fruits and 

vegetables unless they can be peeled,  
cooked or washed thoroughly in treated water. 

▪ Do not buy food from street vendors. 
▪ Eat hot, well-cooked foods.  

Sanitation: 
▪ Wash hands often with soap and water, including before every meal.  
▪ Do not bite fingernails or put your hands in your mouth.   
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Rabies 
 
Rabies is a viral infection transmitted through the saliva of infected animal bites and scratches 
which affects the brain and the spinal cord, and may be fatal. An animal bite is a serious 
incident and may require evacuation from the community and possibly from the country. 

 
Key Facts from the World Health Organization:  

• Rabies occurs in more than 150 countries and territories. 

• Worldwide, more than 55,000 people die of rabies every year. 

• 40% of people who are bitten by suspect rabid animals are children under 15 years of age. 

• Dogs are the source of 99% of human rabies deaths. 

• Wound cleansing and immunization within a few hours after contact with a suspect rabid 
animal can prevent the onset of rabies and death. 

 

Transmission: People are infected through the skin following a bite or scratch by an infected 

animal. Dogs are the main host and transmitter of rabies.  Bats, foxes, raccoons, skunks and 

other wild carnivore species are rare.  

 

Symptoms:  

• Incubation period for rabies is typically 1-3 months, but may vary from <1 week to > 1 
year. 

• Initial symptoms are fever and often pain or an unusual or unexplained tingling, pricking 
or burning sensation at the wound site. 

• As virus spread through the central nervous system, progressive, fatal inflammation of 
the brain and spinal cord develops. 

• After a few days, death occurs by cardio-respiratory arrest. 
 
Treatment: Any animal bite or scratch must be washed repeatedly with copious amounts of 
soap and water. Seek medical attention immediately. Effective treatment soon (within a few 
days, but as soon as possible) after exposure can prevent the onset of symptoms and death.    
Persons who have not received the pre-exposure shots need five (5) injections in addition to 
rabies immune globulin (RIG). RIG is in short supply around the world and may not be 
available in remote areas. If a traveler has had the three pre-exposure shots, they will only 
need additional two shots; they do not need RIG. 
 
* Access to these shots vary from country to country and may require an evacuation from the 
country.

Awareness:  Animal safety is different abroad than at home, even a small bite can 
be cause for evacuation and disruption of the trek.   
 
Prevention:  DO NOT TOUCH, FEED or APPROACH ANY ANIMALS.  Even 
animals that look like healthy pets can have rabies or other diseases. 
 
Response:  Participants should notify Trek Leaders IMMEDIATELY if bitten.  
Rabies can be life-threatening and even with the rabies pre-vaccinations (which are 
expensive), additional treatment will be required.   
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Food on Trek 

You need to eat!  We will be doing a lot of hard labor on the work site. Your body needs the 
nutrients and energy that comes from the food you eat.  Even if you are not working on the 
worksite until after lunch, you need to eat a good breakfast and lunch. Your body depends on 
this to maintain good health. If you are not accustomed to eating three good-sized meals a day, 
you may want to start getting used to this now. Food is also a critical part of staying hydrated.  
You will learn about hydration on the next page, but remember, water alone cannot keep you 
hydrated and healthy! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The food will consist of 2 or 3 basic dishes – typically a carbohydrate such as rice or pasta with 
either a protein or a vegetable stew. We will be served a variation of these options at each meal.  
This food will be prepared by an in-country staff member or someone in the community.   
Depending on which Trek country you are traveling to, 1-3 meals will be taken together as a 
team each day.   
 
It may be difficult for you to adjust to these new foods and eating habits, however it is very 
important that you make every effort to do so.  Not only is it important for your health, but food 
can become a very sensitive issue with the host families and community members:  1) It is 
disrespectful not to eat the food that is prepared for you; 2) Community members will become 
extremely worried if you are not eating and 3) Many of the people around you will be suffering 
from malnutrition and do not have the option or luxury of eating all the foods you will be given.  

 
 
PLEASE DO NOT BRING SNACKS ON TREK!   
buildOn Staff will occasionally provide snacks for the Trek team.  By not 
bringing snacks we are also solving the problems of: 1) bringing more 
waste into the community, 2) flaunting inequity towards the community 
members and 3) monitoring exactly what team members eat.  
NOTE: If you have dietary restrictions that require you bringing snacks, 
please inform your Trek Leader or Trek Manager prior to your departure so 
that they can accommodate you.  

 

 

 
MALAWI 

 

 
HAITI 

 

 
NICARAGUA 

 

 
SENEGAL 

 

 
BURKINA FASO 

 

 
NEPAL 
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Water on Trek 
 

Drinking enough water to keep your body healthy and hydrated is sometimes the greatest 
challenge on Trek.  It is challenging both physically and mentally.  Often the weather is hot, the 
water is warm, you might feel full, you might feel sick, etc.  However, dehydration can quickly 
lead to life threatening situations, so drinking water becomes an absolutely critical part of the 
Trek experience.   
 
Each Trek participant will drink approximately 5-8 liters of water a day!* 
*Note- this amount may be adjusted by buildOn staff to reflect the environment 
 
“The water in your body, the fluid that keeps you alive and active, leaves you at an alarming 
rate. It is estimated that an average person at rest on a normal day loses between 2 and 3 liters 
of water. However, the fluid lost in perspiration during periods of strenuous activity can be as 
high as 2 liters per hour.” – The Wilderness First Responder 
 
Signs and Symptoms of Dehydration: 

▪ Headache                            
▪ Nausea  
▪ Dizziness 
▪ Thirst 
▪ Infrequent urination 
▪ Disorientation 
▪ Irritability 
▪ Combativeness 
▪ Lethargy 

 
To ensure that you remain healthy, water on Trek is not a joke!  You will be expected to drink 
approximately one liter/hour while on the worksite.  At home dehydration is rarely life 
threatening, but because of extreme heat, physical exertion, the remote location and lack of 
medical facilities, dehydration is absolutely life threatening on the Trek! buildOn Staff will work 
closely with each of you to monitor your health and hydration throughout the Trek.  
It is extremely important that you remain proactive and drink your water.   
 
Helpful Tips: 

1. You MUST bring 2 sturdy one-liter wide mouth water bottles.   
* Nalgene is a very reputable brand.  Their water bottles are virtually indestructible.     

               They can be purchased at many major sport stores or online (REI, EMS, Target, etc.)  

2. START PRACTICING NOW! Start drinking more water. Save the 
environment too by purchasing your reusable water bottle and filling it up with water 
instead of drinking sugary soft drinks and juice. Try to drink 1 liter of water in a one-hour 
period. It will be difficult; you might have to build up to it. 

3. Monitor how much water you drink on an average day. This will help you realize how 
much more you need to drink during Trek.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
  Pre Trek Preparation 
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Pre Trek Preparation 
 
How will you get ready for your Trek? 
buildOn will help prepare your team for your Trek as follows: 
 

1) Hosting a Parent Information Night (for High School Community Teams) or Trek Info 

Session at least 6-7 months before the Trek to discuss paperwork, safety, logistics, 

expectations, etc. 

2) Providing a Trek Guide (this is it!) 

3) Hosting a Pre Trek Workshop (for High School Community Teams) or Pre Trek Meeting 

at least 1 month prior to the Trek to discuss what to pack, country specifics, etc. 

4) Answering any questions you may have throughout the process 

 
Where and when? 
Your Trek meetings may be held at school, on the phone, or in another location depending on 
the needs of your group.  Stay in touch with buildOn Staff to make sure you don’t miss any 
important meetings!  
 
What else can I do to get myself & my team ready for Trek? 

1. READ this Trek Guide!  

You’re half way there, keep reading! This Trek guide is an invaluable resource filled with 

information and answers to all your questions. 

2. Take time to set goals for yourself & your team! What are your expectations of your Trek 

experience?  

3. Be physically active and start drinking water regularly- these are skills you will need on 

Trek! 

4. Go beyond the “Articles of Interest” in this Trek Guide and seek out books, films and web 

resources to learn as much as you can about the country you will be in! 

5. Get to know your team! You will be journeying through this experience together;  it’s 

great to establish a strong support system amongst each other! 
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Circle of Trust 
Use this circle to brainstorm guidelines for how your team plans to treat one another! Do’s go 

inside the circle, don’t outside.  How can you support each other throughout this journey? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Coming together is a 
beginning. 

Keeping together is 
progress.  

 Working together is 
success.” 

 

Henry Ford 
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Personal Goals 
Set some goals for what you hope to accomplish throughout the Trek experience! 
 
Pre Trek Goals-  How will you prepare? How will you fundraise? 
              
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
              
             
             
              
 
Trek Goals- How will you make the most of your Trek experience? 
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
              
 
Post Trek Goals- How will you use and share your Trek experience? 
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Learning Service: 
A Volunteer’s Charter 
Copyright: PEPY Tours 2012 – granted to YOU today. Print it, copy it, give it away, write on it, paste it on 
walls, give it to friends…use it as you see fit and help us improve the way we all give our time in the world 

 
First there was “volunteering”. Then there was a movement called 
“Service Learning”, which identified the need to learn while we serve. To “serve” effectively we 
have to learn first so we're advocating for volunteer experiences with a “learning first” approach. 
We call this “Learning Service” (see what we’ve done?). 
Volunteering at home is less complicated. You know the culture and the community and you are 
more likely to have transferable skills. Find a group that is well respected amongst your peers, 
give your time, and see the results! If the group is dishonest or the projects fail, you will be there 
to witness the results. You can change your actions and let other people know about your 
experience. Even though international volunteer travel is rooted in the same good intentions, 
when we go abroad to volunteer, a lot of those self-checking mechanisms fall apart. We don’t 
usually understand the culture as well, we rarely stay long enough to see the long term impacts, 
and are less likely to realize if our efforts are being ineffective or actually causing harm. Plus, it 
costs a lot of money to go abroad! So when we do go, it is even more disappointing to find our 
efforts were wasted than if we had been committing our time to a project around the corner from 
our home. 
 
Unfortunately the trend of encouraging SERVICE abroad before we encourage LEARNING 
abroad has led to many misguided actions and damaging results. It’s time for a change! But wait... 
I came to help OTHERS, not ME, you say. We understand! We felt the same way, but then we 
realized that only by learning and improving ourselves can we successfully help others. If we 
commit to learning first we’ll be more likely to harness our good intentions for great impact, and 
this charter designed to help you do just that! 
 
Learning Service 
No matter if it is ten kilometers from our home or ten 
thousand, to be of service in a meaningful way we need to 
learn about the place we are in, the current issues and 
resources in the area, the culture, the players working to 
make change, what support they are looking for, and the 
history of what initiatives have already taken place. More 
importantly, we need to do this BEFORE we dive in to 
‘serve’. Once we understand the ecosystem of change 
around us, we can try to match our skills and experience 
to the solutions already in motion and the problems we 
now better understand. 
 
Six Steps to Learning Service 
Rather than entering a new situation with fixed ideas of what you are going to do and how you 
are going to help, try to extract a lesson from all aspects of the experience; especially the difficult 
parts! Being a sponge for new insights often means realizing that your original plan or attitude 
needs to be completely revamped. Though that can be frustrating, acknowledging your own 
limitations, dealing with the unexpected, and overcoming disappointment are lessons we can all 
use throughout our lives. 
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1. Adopt a ‘learning attitude’. 
Once your skills have been matched with the needs of the organization, agree on your ‘job 
description’ and get to know the office culture, hours, dress code etc. Setting expectations to 
ensure that both parties understand the limitations of the placement will allow you to be more 
realistic, both about what you can 
learn and how you can add value. 
Remember that sustainable change 
usually takes a long time. Aligning 
your actions to help support long-
term changes, which might not all be 
visible before the completion of your 
work, will usually produce better 
overall results than aiming for the 
satisfaction of short-term projects.  
 
2. Ensure that both you and the 
organization’s management have 
the same expectations  
As you find ways to add value to the 
organizations or movements you 
are a part of, try to remember that you are not the only one investing time in these relationships. 
Your host organization is investing in you by supporting your learning, so take the time to 
acknowledge that. The best placements are ones where a culture of sharing and exchange is 
nurtured by all. 
 
3. Foster a culture of sharing and highlight the two-way exchange. 
Do the work that helps most, not just the work that is most interesting For your contribution to an 
organization to be most valuable, ensure that what you are doing helps support its vision in the 
best way you are able to contribute. Though direct delivery work “in the field” sounds exciting, 
consider that your skills might not be best matched to that work. You may add the most value by 
simply editing documents in your native language or performing other administrative tasks. When 
analyzing your impact, consider the costs incurred for you to fulfill your role, eg. translation or 
transportation costs. Also consider the impression having a short-term volunteer in a higher level 
position might give to beneficiaries or co-workers. 

 
Be flexible: remember that the needs and 
conditions may change and that you cannot be the 
central concern of the organization’s management, 
or else they will not be focusing on their mission. 
 
4 .Your attitude is contagious: bring a positive 
one! 
The energy a person brings with them is 
contagious. It spreads through a family, an 
organization, and a community. Sometimes the 
best thing you can bring into an organization (or 
even a room!) is your positivity, your willingness to 

work hard, and your care for those around you. The impact of your attitude can spread further 
and faster than those infectious diseases your family is worried you might catch on your travels, 
so do not cause the spread of the whining disease! When comparing other work to Learning 



40 

 

Service opportunities, many say that the highs are higher and the lows are lower so it is best if 
you know this going in! 
 
5. Remember that “Learning Service” is a life-long commitment. 
Hopefully, if you have committed to giving your talents where they can best be used, you should 
be able to provide useful support to your partner organization during your placement. At the very 
least you should have the opportunity to make new friends, learn valuable lessons, and perhaps 
create an opportunity for cultural exchange. However, the positive impact from your experience 
does not need to end when you leave your role. Learning Service provides opportunities to 
practice improving our impact every day and throughout our lives. Weaving the principles of 
learning first, caring about those around us, and voting responsibly with our time and money, 
allows us to turn a short-term impact into a lifelong one. 
 
6. Spread the word! 
Around the world right now there are millions of people volunteering, some of whom you probably 
know. Could they use this list of reminders around how to shift attitudes and actions towards more 
positive Learning Service opportunities? Scale up your own positive impact by sharing this tool: 
Tweet it, share it with your Facebook, Friends, print it, discuss it, and help us start a dialogue! 
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Culture Shock 
Source:  US Center for Global Education 
http://www.studentsabroad.com/cultureshock.html 

In this section, you will learn what culture shock means and how you can overcome its effects. 
Experiencing new cultures, and obtaining a better understanding of your own culture, can result 
in some of the most positive, life-altering experiences students have while abroad. When going 
abroad, students will experience differences in manners, beliefs, customs, laws, language, art, 
religion, values, concept of self, family organization, social organization, government, behavior, 
etc. All of these elements combine to form your host country’s rich and unique culture. 

While the introduction to new and foreign cultures greatly benefits students, it can also be 
overwhelming. The new cultural elements a student encounters abroad may be so different that 
they seem "shocking" in comparison to cultural norms they are used to at home. As Bruce La 
Brack writes in his article, "The Missing Linkage: The Process of Integrating Orientation and 
Reentry,” 
 

"Just as you can't really describe the taste of a hot fudge sundae to someone who has never 
experienced one, it is difficult to actually convey just how disorienting entering another culture 

can be to a student without any cross-cultural experience." 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Rhinesmith's Ten Stages of Adjustment 

Source: Returning Home, Canadian Bureau for International Education, 1984, p. 7. 

Culture shock and its effects can occur in a number of stages. However, culture shock is not an 
exact step-by-step process; not every student experiences culture shock the same way or at the 
same time. The following 10 steps of cultural adjustment outlined by Steven Rhinesmith show 
how culture shock can be like a roller coaster ride of emotions: 

1. initial anxiety 
2. initial elation 
3. initial culture shock 
4. superficial adjustment 
5. depression-frustration 
6. acceptance of host culture 
7. return anxiety 
8. return elation 
9. re-entry shock 
10. reintegration 

http://www.studentsabroad.com/cultureshock.html
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Riding the roller coaster of culture shock, a student actually follows a natural pattern of hitting 
peaks and valleys. The high points of excitement and interest are succeeded by lower points of 
depression, disorientation, or frustration. Each student will experience these ups and downs in 
different degrees of intensity and for different lengths of time. The process is necessary in order 
to make the transition from one culture to another; it helps a student or traveler to balance out 
and adjust. 

Stages 1 through 5: Exposure to a new culture 

Prior to going abroad, students may be excited about new adventures to come. A student arrives 
in the host country and perhaps begins to develop increasing independence as he/she starts to 
experience the local culture or another country's culture. At first, a student's expectations may be 
too high. He or she may see things almost as a tourist would during the first few weeks in a new 
country. 

A student may be heavily comparing and contrasting his/her home culture with the culture abroad. 
It is common for students to focus on what they see as weaknesses in foreign cultures. Students 
tend to point out what a foreign culture lacks; this often leads to feelings of frustration over what 
is "missing" or what can't be obtained abroad in the same ways it can be at home. Students may 
be challenged on a regular basis by different ways of living abroad (banking, eating, relationships, 
etc.). Negative feelings and frustrations may reach a level where you begin to recognize you are 
going through "culture shock". 

Stage 6: Acceptance of a new culture 

As a student gets used to the host country’s ways, things that seemed like a "crisis" may now 
simply be seen as different ways of doing things. Most students gradually adjust their lifestyles to 
be balanced with a country's own cultural norms. The cultural traits that once annoyed or bothered 
a student generally come to be accepted as normal. Students usually begin to understand and 
appreciate the cultural differences between the United States and the host country. However, if 
significant problems arise, a student may briefly return to the "frustration" stage of culture shock. 
As a student begins to adapt more and more, he/she may have a new set of friends, may be 
traveling more, and may even be dreaming in another language. The "other way" may now 
become the "normal" way of living.  

Stages 7 through 10: Leaving a new culture behind 

As a student becomes integrated to the ways of the host country’s culture, the more difficult it 
may be to re-adapt to the United States upon return home. The United States just won't look the 
same way it did before leaving to study abroad; a student may see home with new eyes and may 
also be more critical of U.S. cultural traditions once thought to be "normal". This is called reverse 
culture shock. Fear of experiencing reverse culture shock should not deter students from trying 
to integrate as fully as possible while abroad. No matter how integrated a student becomes while 
abroad, he or she will probably still be "shocked" by differences noted at home after so much time 
spent abroad and the other countries to which you will be traveling. However, over time, a student 
will learn to re-adapt and reintegrate into his or her home culture. 
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Homesickness  

Homesickness is one of the most common adjustment problems related to 
culture shock and loneliness. Experienced by students from every country, 
homesickness is a universal side-affect to being away from home. 
Psychologists often refer to homesickness as “separation anxiety” because 
students—in particular those moving away from home—feel separated from 
all that is familiar. 

Feelings of homesickness may even start before you leave to study abroad 
and you may find yourself mildly depressed or anxious several weeks before 
leaving. The anticipation and preparation for this major change of lifestyle can 

trigger pre-departure homesickness, or sudden feelings that you don’t want to leave, or even a 
want to back out of your decision to study abroad. 

Some students might experience homesickness within the first few days or weeks of being 
abroad, while others might not be hit by homesickness until later on, or closer to the holidays. 
Holidays, birthdays, anniversaries, family events or even family illness or death can all cause you 
to feel homesick, or make you wish you were at home. Also, many students report increased 
feelings of homesickness during the winter months when darkness, rainy weather and the cold 
can lead to feelings of depression. 

The following are a few tips to help you cope with feelings of homesickness:  

• Don’t wait for homesickness to go away by itself. Confront your feelings by talking to 
someone (a counselor, family member, roommate, or another student, etc.) about 
your homesickness. Chances are that the other students in your program may be 
feeling the same way you are.   

• Bring some of home along with you. Be sure to pack photos of family and friends. 

• Make friends with locals and invite them to spend time with you. Creating such a 
support network can really help to alleviate homesickness while creating lasting 
friendships.   

• Be patient with yourself as you adjust to the unexpected realities of being abroad, 
and how abroad is not like home.   

• Get involved by seeking out opportunities that keep you busy and occupied so that 
you won’t think about home. 

Stress 

Stress has many definitions. Stress affects everyone differently. The 
additional/new kinds of stress you may encounter while abroad may lead to 
anxiety/panic disorders, depression, paranoia, eating disorders, and other 
phobias. Any mental health challenges you have prior to going abroad may 
become more severe once you experience the effects of culture shock. Even 
mental fatigue from constant language immersion and time change may 
cause the symptoms of culture shock to seem overwhelming. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
About Senegal  
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Senegalese Customs 
 
GREETINGS  

• When entering a village, you must first greet the elders. 

• The person arriving on the scene should initiate the greetings. When you meet someone, 
it is polite to be the first to greet. 

• If greeting a group of people, greet the oldest one first. Shake hands only if they invite 
you. Shaking hands is very common, but some men will not shake hands with women 
(and vice versa) for religious reasons. 

• You may see someone offer their right hand to shake yours, while supporting it with their 
left.  This implies that the honor of shaking your hand is so great that it requires a second 
hand to bear the weight.  You may also notice that after someone shakes your hand they 
return their right hand to their heart; this is another way of demonstrating heartfelt sincerity 
in greeting you. 

• If there are many people to greet and it would be inconvenient to greet all of them 
individually, then a simple show of hands and a broadcast greeting will suffice. 

• When shaking hands, if hands are wet or soiled, one offers the forearm (wrist) instead.  

• Never, ever talk business first, go through the greetings. Greetings can become a lengthy 
interaction with another person.  The greeting can include questions about home, family, 
health, work, fields, animals, travel, as well as the weather, their sleep, etc!!!  The longer 
the greeting, the more respect each person pays to the other.   

• The person leaving the scene should initiate the leave-taking expressions.  

• It is always polite to walk a visitor to the entrance of the compound by accompanying the 
visitor a short way ‘’to put him/her on the road’’. 
 
In the Morning: 

• When you wake up in the morning, greet all the people in your courtyard. 

• Do not greet people before they have washed their faces or before you have 
done the same. 
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EATING 

• Men and women will usually eat separately. Boys with the men, girls with the women. 

• In washing hands, the oldest person washes their hands first, then the next oldest, and so 
on to the youngest. Traditionally, everyone washed his/her hands in the same bowl of 
water. But during the 1990s, the government encouraged families to wash their hands by 
holding them over the bowl while water is poured over them from a kettle so diseases will 
not be transferred from older family members to younger. There has been some resistance 
because dipping hands in the same bowl of water symbolizes the unity of the family and 
reinforces family ties.  

• Senegalese eat with their right hands.  Never eat or greet with your left hand. 

• Wait for the older person to begin; he will pour the sauce.  

• Typically people eat “communally,” meaning they share one large bowl of food for the 
meal. Each person is to eat only from the portion of food in front of him or her in the bowl. 

• Eat only with your right hand, but you may use your left hand if you need it to chew on 
bones or something that needs two hands to be eaten. The idea is to avoid putting the left 
hand into a common bowl. The left hand is usually for 
holding the bowl.  

• If there is meat or potatoes or another nice condiment in 
the center of the bowl, take only your share. Pick off a little 
bit. Don’t take the whole thing. 

• One does not have to wait for older persons to finish eating 
before one leaves the common bowl (before one gets up 
and leaves). One gets up and leaves when one is full. It is 
polite to encourage someone to eat his full, but it’s okay to 
refuse if you don’t want any more.  

• After eating, wash hands again in the water bowl, or with 
the bowl and kettle, which are still nearby. Some people will 
never use soap for washing before or after a meal for fear 
of bad luck. 

• It is not necessary to conduct dinner conversation; people 
talk very little while they eat. Usually only old people talk.  

• If you are eating and visitors arrive, you must invite them to come and eat with you. It is 
not obligatory to eat, but accepting this invitation is a sign of respect and sociability to 
those who invite you. Often foreign visitors will feel they should refuse out of politeness, 
saying they are full. If you are invited to eat, it is polite to eat one or two handfuls. On the 
other hand, if people are not eating, it is okay to turn down an offer of food. If a person 
offering food eats some if it themselves first, this is to assure you that it contains nothing 
bad. 

• If you invite someone for dinner, make sure that there is enough to eat. 

• Senegalese guests will not bring a gift, but will show gratitude by eating a lot. 

• It’s okay to leave a spoonful of food in the bowl, because if you eat everything your host 
may think you are still hungry and may be ashamed that they can’t satisfy you.  On the 
other hand, if you leave too much, the host will think you did not like the food and also be 
ashamed.   
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GOING TO THE MARKET  

• Greet people before bargaining.  

• Bargaining is not to be taken personally. Questioning the price and quality of the goods 
can be part of the bargaining process.  

• One will discover if prices are fixed or not only by 
bargaining. 

• Never, ever agree to a price unless you are willing to pay 
it.  

• Frequenting the same merchants will establish a good 
rapport and price. 

 
 
CLOTHING 

• Do not wear shorts. Pants need to be well below the knees for both men and women. 

• Do not wear see-through clothes. 

• No tank tops or mid-drifts.  Cut off sleeves are okay, but your shoulders need to be 
covered. 

• Be sure to wash your underwear yourself.  Hang them to dry in your hut. 

• It is common to see women in villages wearing no tops, mainly young girls and old women.  

• Men wear their torn clothes to go to work.  They wear their nicer clothes for socializing 
and special occasions. 

 
HYGIENE 

• Bring a kettle of water with you when you go to the toilet, 
whether you use it or not. Senegalese use it to wash 
themselves after going to the bathroom, and to wash away 
what they’ve left behind. 

• Senegalese generally bathe when they wake up in the 
morning and in the evening when they’ve finished working. 
In addition, they also wash before praying. Bathing 
consists of a bucket of cold or warm water placed in a 
shower area 

• The shower area can also used for urinating, use water 
from the kettle to wash it away. 

• If you shower in the latrine (the one with a hole in the 
ground) be careful water does not pass into the hole.  
Excess water in the latrine will decrease the breakdown of 
waste. 

• Try to add as little foreign matter (toilet paper) to the 
latrines as possible.  This material will alter the balance of 
decomposition and contribute to the latrine filling at an 
accelerated rate.  Do not put any garbage or plastic down the latrines! 

 
RELIGION 

• DO NOT walk in front of someone when they are praying 

• DO NOT enter a mosque without permission. Some mosques do no permit entry by non-
Muslims. Also women who are menstruating are not allowed to enter the mosque. 
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GENERAL OBSERVATIONS 

• Be nice-- a warm and ready smile will pay great dividends. 

• Senegalese LOVE TO JOKE!  Senegalese LOVE TO LAUGH!  

• Nicknames. Senegalese are very direct, and this often comes across in their nicknames. 
One man with a rather large overbite is known as Donkey Teeth. These names are not 
meant to offend. If someone gives you a nickname, it’s a sign of familiarity; you are 
beginning to break through cultural barriers. 

• Photos. Always ask before you photograph folks - it's the polite thing to do.  Remember, 
no pictures of any government employees or property is allowed.  

• Explanations or apologies are always appreciated; it is easy to accidentally offend 
someone during a cultural exchange.  In Senegal, it is customary to apologize for possibly 
offending a guest.  It is appropriate to do the same as a guest.  For example, “I apologize 
if I have offended you in any way.” 

• Often one will be told “yes” to avoid the confrontation of a negative response, be very clear 
with communication and expectations so there aren’t any misunderstandings. 

• Always acknowledge orally that you are listening to someone.  

• If one must give a refusal, try to soften it with explanations or equivocations. 

• Give and receive things with the right hand. 

• Don’t step on a mat with your shoes on. Remove your shoes before entering the room of 
an older or respected person especially in villages. 

• Do everything possible to create good impressions because your behavior will be closely 
scrutinized.  

• Being a “Toubab” (foreigner) enables you to get to know many people, so accept 
hospitality. 

• Be patient when children follow you yelling “Toubab.” 

• The advantages of being a “Toubab” far outweigh the disadvantages, so accept both with 
grace and good humor. 

 



49 

 

Senegal Country Profile 

 
Geography 
Region & Border Countries: Northwestern Africa, surrounded by Mauritania, Mali, Guinea, 
Guinea-Bissau, and the Gambia 
Capital: Dakar (population: 2.77 million)  
 
Economy 
Currency: West African CFA franc 
GDP (purchasing power): $25.47 billion 
(2011 est.) 
Main Industries: agriculture and fish 
processing, mining, fertilizer production 
 
Politics 
President: Macky Sall 
Former Colonial Power: France 
Independence Date: April 4, 1960 (from 
France); August 20, 1960 (separation 
from Mali) 

 
People 
Population: 12,969,606 people (as of July 2012) 
Language: Official language is French, regional dialects spoken commonly 
Religion: 94% Muslim, Christianity (5%), Other (1%) 
Primary Ethnic Groups: Wolof 43.3%, Pular 23.8%, Serer 14.7% 
Life Expectancy: Male: 58 years, Female: 62 years 
HIV/AIDS prevalence rate: 0.9% (2009 est.) 
Literacy Rates: Total population: 39.3%; male: 51.1%; female: 29.2% (2002 est.) 
Unemployment Rate: 47% (2007 est.) 
Urban population: 42% of total population (2010) 
 
Culture 
Musical Artists: Baaba Maal, AKON, Yousou N’Dour 
National dish: Tiebou Dienn (fish stew) 
 
Sources: CIA World Fact Book (2012) 
BBC News Senegal Profile (2012) 
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History  
Source: The Peace Corps Welcomes You to Senegal; A Peace Corps Publication for New Volunteers. 
July 2007 

 
Senegal has a rich and colorful history. Many African 
empires gained prominence in the region, the most 
important of which was Tekrur, a powerful trading state along 
the Senegal River that flourished from the 10th through the 
12th centuries. Islam first entered the region through these 
contacts. The groups residing in the region sent slaves and 
gold north across the desert in exchange for salt and 
weapons.  
 
Europeans began to arrive in the mid-15th century, 
beginning with the Portuguese and followed later by the 
French, English, and Dutch. The Europeans competed 
intensely for Senegal’s lucrative slave trade, and by the end 
of the 17th century, the French had established forts at 
Dakar and throughout the Senegal River Valley, while the 
English had seized the mouth of The Gambia River.  
 
Although they established a colony at this early date, the 

French needed an additional two centuries to extend their dominion beyond their forts and coastal 
cities. They faced stiff resistance from African leaders throughout the country, with Islam or 
traditional kingdoms often becoming a rallying point against French domination. By the end of the 
19th century, France controlled most of Senegal north of The Gambia, but groups south of The 
Gambia continued to resist into the early years of the 20th century.  
 
French colonial rule, as elsewhere in Africa, was primarily a system of political and economic 
exploitation. The French introduced the peanut to Senegal as a cash crop in the mid-19th century, 
and soon Senegal was France’s most profitable African colony. France ruled more or less 
peacefully in Senegal until African demands for independence became too strong to ignore in the 
years following World War II.  
 
On April 4, 1959, Senegal and French Sudan (present-day Mali) combined to form the Mali 
Federation, which became fully independent in June 1960. April 4 remains the date that  
Senegal annually commemorates its independence. Because of internal political and economic 
differences, the federation was dissolved when Senegal seceded in August 1960, and Senegal 
and Mali became separate, independent nations.  
 
Senegal’s first president, Léopold Sedar Senghor, was one of the leading figures of the 
independence movement. He was also a highly respected French-language poet and the only 
African ever elected to the prestigious and powerful Académie Française. His writings on 
negritude, a political philosophy that champions the strengths of African ideals, remain important 
in contemporary African political science.  
 
After a power struggle within the first government, Senghor ousted and imprisoned Prime Minister 
Mamadou Dia in 1962. He passed a new Constitution in 1963 that organized the government as 
a representative republic with executive power vested in the president and legislative power 
vested in a National Assembly elected by universal suffrage. Senghor also instituted the 
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beginnings of local democratic rule in 1972 by establishing a political governance system centered 
on groups of villages called “rural communities.” This remains the basis of modern Senegalese 
democracy. In 1976, the Constitution was amended to institutionalize four political parties across 
the spectrum from right to left. Senghor, the head of the Socialist Party, was reelected in 1978 as 
a moderate socialist, but he resigned on December 31, 1980, passing on the presidency to Prime 
Minister Abdou Diouf.  
 
President Diouf removed all restrictions on opposition political parties. An overwhelming majority 
returned him and the Socialist Party to power in 1983 in the country’s first unrestricted multiparty 
elections. More than 50 parties are active in Senegal today, with the Socialist Party and the 
governing Democratic Socialist Party among the most prominent.  
 
As acting president of the Organization of African Unity in 1985 and 1986, Diouf led the 
international diplomatic battle against South Africa’s apartheid regime. Senegal accorded full 
diplomatic recognition to both Namibia’s South-West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO) and 
South Africa’s African National Congress (ANC).  
 
On November 14, 1981, Senegal and The Gambia signed an agreement proposing to unite the 
two countries as the Confederation of Senegambia. Various government officials had proposed 
such a union since the early days of independence.   The Gambia, a former English colony, is 
nearly completely surrounded by Senegal, a former French colony. The two countries share the 
same ethnic groups and pre-colonial history; the main differences between them are their official 
languages and colonial traditions.  
 
The agreement was precipitated by an attempted military coup in The Gambia in July 1981, while 
Gambian President Dawda Jawara was out of the country on a state visit. Fearing regional 
instability, the Senegalese Army entered the country and suppressed the rebellion. After this 
aborted coup, the two countries tried to implement a confederation. Political integration was going 
faster than economic integration when the two governments decided to dismantle the 
confederation in 1989.  
 
Between 1997 and 1999, Djibo Ka and Moustapha Niasse, both important figures in Diouf’s party 
and longtime government ministers, quit the government and created their own parties.   Although 
the ruling party minimized the event’s significance, most observers saw it as the beginning of the 
end of the Socialist Party. On March 19, 2000, President Diouf lost to an opposition coalition led 
by his longtime rival Abdoulaye Wade in the presidential election. This was a first in Senegal, as 
the Socialist Party had won all presidential elections for more than 40 years.  
 
Wade benefited from the support of around 20 parties grouped within the Coalition for an 
Alternation of Power. Although the election was not trouble-free, most national and international 
observers considered it fair and democratic.    
 
Senegal’s political stability has in many ways been a shining light in what has otherwise been a 
difficult post-independence struggle for most of sub-Saharan Africa. The March 2000 election was 
a model for all young democracies. What had been expected to be an election surrounded by civil 
unrest with contested results fortunately turned out to be a transparent and peaceful transfer of 
power from a long-governing political party to another, restoring hope among the majority of 
Senegalese, especially the young. Senegal entered a new phase full of hope as well as 
uncertainty.  
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On December 30, 2004, the president announced that he would sign a peace treaty with two 
separatist factions of the Movement of Democratic Forces of Casamance (MFDC) in the 
Casamance region, initiating an end to West Africa's longest-running civil conflict. As of late 2006, 
it seemed the peace treaty was holding, as both factions and the Senegalese military appeared 
to honor the treaty. With recognized prospects for peace, refugees began returning home from 
neighboring Gambia and Guinea-Bissau. However, at the beginning of 2007, a new outbreak of 
violence between the separatists and the government reignited amidst concerns that peace would 
not soon be restored to the Casamance.  
 
In February 2007, near the end of President Wade's first term of office, 15 candidates including 
President Wade, were vying to become the next democratically elected leader of Senegal. Given 
the number of political parties and the range of interests that each represents, Senegal's 
democracy is still considered to be peaceful and vibrant. Incumbent President Wade was re-
elected for another term.  
 
Government  
The Senegalese government is a republic under 
multiparty democratic rule. There is universal suffrage, 
with citizens, including the police and the military, 
eligible to vote at age 18.  
 
The president heads the executive branch and 
appoints a prime minister as the head of government. 
Members of the Council of Ministers, or cabinet, are 
appointed by the prime minister in consultation with the 
president. The most recent government reorganization 
occurred in November 2006.  
 
The legislative branch consists of a 150-seat unicameral National Assembly (Assemblée 
Nationale) whose members are elected by direct popular vote for five-year terms. In  
January 2007, a 100-member Senate also was introduced. For only the second time in its history, 
Senegal will experience a bicameral legislative system.  
 
The legal system is based on French civil law. Following a 1992 reform, the judicial branch is 
composed of a Constitutional Court, Council of State, Financial Review Court (Cour des 
Comptes), Court of Final Appeals (Cour de Cassation), and Court of Appeals. The Constitutional 
Court reviews legislative acts, and the Council of State audits the government’s accounting office.  
 
The country is divided into 11 administrative regions: Dakar (the capital), Diourbel, Fatick, 
Kaolack, Kolda, Louga, Matam, Saint-Louis, Tambacounda, Thiès, and Ziguinchor. These regions 
are further divided into prefectures, subprefectures, and rural communities  
 
Economy  
Although Senegal has a diversified economy by West African standards, it barely escapes being 
classified by the World Bank as one of the poorest of the world’s nations. A major problem over 
the past 40 years has been recurrent drought, which has effectively thwarted plans to expand 
industrialization and increase agricultural production.  
 
The Senegalese government exerts a great degree of control over the peanut oil and phosphate 
industries, but in most other sectors, foreign ownership (mostly French and  
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Lebanese) is dominant. The nation’s primary sources of income are phosphate mining, fishing, 
light manufacturing, agricultural processing, and tourism. Of these, only tourism has been 
growing. Manufacturing suffers from limited 
demand and low competitiveness, while 
phosphate mining suffers from world oversupply. 
Fishing has declined in importance as fisheries 
have been depleted by overproduction.  
 
Peanut cultivation and refining have seen a 
tremendous decline over the past two decades. 
Once the country’s leading foreign currency 
earner, the peanut industry now accounts for only 
25 percent of exports. This loss is the result of over 
cultivation in traditional peanut-growing regions, 
drought, and the diversion of peanuts from 
Senegal into neighboring countries for export via 
the black market. The Senegalese government has taken a number of steps to restructure 
production and marketing systems and to increase domestic prices for farmers, but the effects of 
these steps have yet to be evaluated. In the 1980s, poor economic performance placed Senegal 
under sometimes severe economic structural adjustment measures. These included drastic 
reduction of government expenditures for social services and led the way to some of the more 
difficult problems that Senegal is now experiencing.  
 
About 70 percent of Senegal’s population is engaged in agriculture, but the performance of the 
agricultural sector has been steadily worsening, and it now contributes less than 25 percent of 
gross domestic product. Sugar production and diversification into non-traditional and vegetable 
crops have been promoted in recent years, but there has been limited success. Rice production 
in the north and south is hampered by both growing and marketing conditions. With the population 
increasing at a nearly 3 percent annual rate and cereal production declining in many areas, 
Senegal is finding it more and more difficult to attain self-sufficiency in rice, although millet and 
corn production tend to be adequate to meet the country's overall needs. Senegal has relied 
increasingly on imports and transfers of money from Senegalese living abroad to satisfy its 
growing demand for rice and wheat.  
 
There is an important herding tradition among some groups in Senegal. Cattle, sheep, and goats 
are found throughout much of the country. Chickens and other fowl are also prevalent. In Catholic 
and animist areas of the country, pigs are raised in limited numbers. Camel production also may 
be observed in northern parts of the country.  
 
Senegal’s New Agricultural Policy (Nouvelle Politique Agricole) and its follow-up, the Cereal Plan 
(Plan Céréalier), was the centerpiece of government policy in this sector. The major objectives 
were the complete phase out of state-run regional development agencies, privatization of the 
agricultural sector, and progress toward food security. These policies did not achieve the desired 
results and the government is still seeking a way to address its agricultural needs.  
 
Continuous cycles of drought and soil depletion problems have been exacerbated by sporadic 
locust infestations, underlining the precariousness of farming in Senegal. Depleted soils and lack 
of timely, affordable inputs and other constraints have seriously Impacted crop production in most 
areas of the peanut basin and yields nationwide have been consistently low.  
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Pricing policies are a complicated issue, but major production increases in food crops are 
probably unattainable within the existing price structure. Farmers find it extremely difficult to make 
a profit growing food grains while paying for the inputs necessary (i.e., seeds, irrigation, fertilizer, 
mechanization) and therefore are unable to increase production.  
 
People and Culture  
While some African countries have hundreds of distinct ethnic groups, in Senegal there are only 
a few principal ethnicities. The Wolof, the largest group, constitutes 36 percent of the population. 
They live predominantly in the western and central regions north of The Gambia and in urban 
centers. They have traditionally been Senegal’s leading peanut cultivators.  
 

The Pulaar-speaking people (also 
known as the Pulafuta) make up 26.5 
percent of the population. Found 
throughout West and Central Africa 
owing to their nomadic past, in 
Senegal they can be divided into two 
distinct groups. The Pulafuta (17.5 
percent) are shepherds or farmers 
who live all over the country except in 
the coastal areas. The Toucouleur (9 
percent) have traditionally farmed 
along the banks of the Senegal River, 
but in recent years many have 
migrated to urban centers.  
 

The Sereer, who constitute 16.5 percent of the population, live primarily in the western Thiès and 
Fatick regions. The Diola (9 percent) include a number of distinct linguistic groups with similar 
cultural traditions and live primarily in the Ziguinchor region south of The Gambia. The Mandinka 
(6.5 percent) are scattered throughout the Kolda and Tambacounda regions; they are Mandé, 
culturally and linguistically related to the Bambara of Mali, the Dioula of Côte d’Ivoire, and the 
Malinké of Guinea. All these groups are primarily sedentary farmers, although people settled on 
the coast actively fish.  
 
Smaller ethnic groups include the Bainouk, Balante, Bambara, Bassari, Bédik, Diakhanké, 
Dialonké, Mandjak-Mankagn, and Soninké. Large groups of foreigners, principally French,  
Lebanese, and Cape Verde Islanders, reside in urban centers, especially in Dakar. While the 
predominant religion in Senegal is Islam, the Senegalese take great pride in their country’s climate 
of religious tolerance. In fact, the government officially celebrates both Muslim and Roman 
Catholic holidays, even though more than 90 percent of the people are Muslim.  
 
Sufism, the type of Islam practiced in Senegal, is based on the teachings of an ancient form of 
Islamic mysticism. Sufism follows the basic tenets of Islam but does not follow all of the practices 
of Sunnite or Shiite Muslims. Some indigenous ethnic groups have been Muslim for more than 
600 years, while others did not convert until the end of the 19th century. Five percent of 
Senegalese are Christian, primarily adherents of Roman Catholicism, which was brought to the 
country by Portuguese and French colonialists in the 15th through the 20th centuries. A small 
percentage are animists, following traditional beliefs centered on the power of supernatural spirits.  
Animism also profoundly influences the practice of Islam and Christianity in Senegal.  
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Environment  
Approximately 40 years of drought in the Sahel has severely 
impacted natural resources in Senegal. Dramatic reductions 
in plant cover, biological diversity, and land productivity have 
occurred in much of Senegal north of The Gambia. Current 
tree-planting efforts in the sub-Sahara are estimated to be 
only about 10 percent to 15 percent of the level required to 
balance losses of woody vegetation from activities such as 
land clearing, charcoal production, fuel collection, and brush 
fires. As recent patterns of below-normal precipitation 
continue, a permanent reduction in the carrying capacities of 
affected lands seems inevitable. A new balance must be 
achieved between a relatively drier environment and the ability 
of the natural resource base to support agricultural and 
pastoral systems.  
 

Efforts by donor groups such as USAID, the World Bank, and 
the United Nations initially focused on an industrial plantation 
approach to remedy deforestation and desertification problems in Africa. Project successes were 
the exception rather than the rule. In a revamped approach, village-level woodlots were promoted 
as the panacea to Africa’s energy crisis, but this approach yielded few success stories after 
considerable donor spending as well. A third approach is now focusing on a variety of 
interventions (i.e., agroforestry, protection of natural regeneration, and land management) at the 
village and farm levels. These efforts in Senegal are being coordinated by the Waters and Forests 
Agency within the Ministry of Environment and Protection of Nature.  
 

Another result of the prolonged drought is the reduction of Senegal’s already limited groundwater 
and surface water resources, which has severely affected agricultural production and threatened 
the health of rural inhabitants. Water tables have dropped an average of 20 inches (50 
centimeters) per year in many regions of the country, while traditional flood plains and marsh 
areas have remained dry. Salinization has become a serious problem in some areas. A large 
portion of the government’s water budget goes to the country’s rapidly expanding urban centers, 
and the technology for tapping deep aquifers or for diverting river water remains prohibitively 
expensive for most rural communities.  
 
Senegal has undertaken a number of initiatives to satisfy the water needs of the rural population 
and to develop and manage existing water resources rationally. With donor assistance, the 
government has promoted construction of deep bore-hole wells in selected rural communities that 
can provide more reliable and safer water for human consumption and promote agricultural and 
livestock production. The government also provides technical advice and equipment to 
communities to assist them in digging and repairing traditional cement-tube wells.  
 
Despite recognition of sufficient rural water supplies as a pressing national priority, inadequate 
water supply continues to be a major problem around which the cycle of poverty and poor health 
revolves. The government is not equipped to solve the problem alone, and an infusion of outside 
funding in this sector remains necessary.   
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History of Senegal Review 
 

1. How was Islam introduced to the Senegalese?  

            

            

            

             

 

2. Why was the Confederation of Senegambia formed? Why was it dismantled? 

            

            

             

            

             

 

3. How does Senegal differ from other West African and sub-Saharan nations? 

            

            

            

             

 

4. Why does Senegal barely escape being classified as one of the poorest of the 

world’s nations if it has a diversified economy (by West African standards)? 
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5. Describe the level of religious tension in Senegal.  

            

            

             

            

            

             

 

6. What have USAID, the World Bank, and the United Nations been attempting to 

accomplish in Senegal and other parts of Africa? Have they been successful? 

            

            

            

            

            

             

 

7. What are the effects of Senegal’s prolonged drought?  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Articles of Interest 
  

 Mamelle Mosque in Dakar  
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ISLAM IN SENEGAL 
[Abridged from: “What is Islam?” by Mary Louise Clifford, Naomi F. Collins, Malcolm 
C. Peck, Margaret W. Sullivan. 7/3/80] 
 
Islam is at once a religion and a way of 
life. Almost a fifth of the world’s people, 
nearly a billion people in 60 countries, 
embrace this faith first preached by the 
Prophet Muhammad fourteen centuries 
ago on the Arabian Peninsula. 
 
A Faithful Way of Life: God is One 
All Muslims no matter their nationality or 
ethnicity share the belief in a single, all 
powerful God, who they consider to be 
the same God worshiped by Jews and 
Christians. Their faith is summed up in 
the creed: “There is one God and Muhammad is His Messenger,” known as the shahada. Allah 
is the name of God in Arabic and in fact means “The God,” to emphasize that “He is one and there 
is no other.” Islam means “submission,” connoting that total commitment to God brings health, 
peace, and justice. Islam also refers to the World-wide “Nation” or community of believers. These 
believers are Muslims that is “one who submits to the will of Allah (GOD)”. 
 
Islam is not just a religion, but a way of life because it is more than just a system of beliefs and 
worship. It proclaims faith and sets forth rituals. It also prescribes order for individuals and society: 
codifying law, family relationships, and matters of business, etiquette, dress, food, personal 
hygiene, and much more. Islam is a complete, complex civilization, in which ideally, individuals, 
society, and governments should all reflect the will of God. In essence, it is a system of rules or 
laws to be followed in which the sacred is not separated from the secular. The western concept 
of such separation is alien to Islamic thought. As a faith structured by laws, Islam more closely 
parallels the legalistic Judaic system than the broadly stated principles of Christianity. 
 
The Koran: Word of God: 
The teaching of Islam are found in the Koran (Al-Qur’an, or “recitation”) which Muslims hold to be 
the immutable word of God and the unrivaled source of authority in almost all aspects of individual 
and living groups. It was given in classical Arabic, transmitted through the angel Gabriel to the 
Prophet Muhammad. Muhammad was commanded to recite the revelations he received from 
God, which were first written down during the lifetime of the Prophet but duplicated for distribution 
only after his death. Muslims the world over, regardless of their native language, memorize and 
recite as much of the Koran in Arabic as possible. 
 
The Koran came to be supplemented by the traditions and sayings (Hadith), statements about 
what Muhammad said or did, as remembered by his companions and passed down during 
succeeding generations as part of the Sunnah, the “beaten path” for devout Muslims to follow. 
The Sunnah recounts the deeds, sayings, and silent approval of the Prophet covering details of 
community life.The Koran and the Sunnah provide the framework for the Shari’a, Islam’s body of 
law. In many Islamic countries, the Shari’a still provides the legal basis for judgment and 
punishment, at least in some areas of life. 
 
The Five Pillars and other practices 
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Islam has five essential practices, known as the “Pillars of faith”. These are: 
1. Bearing witness to one true God, and acknowledging Muhammad as his messenger (Shahada). 
2. Praying five specific times each day facing Mecca, Islam’s holiest city (Salat). 
3. Giving alms to help the needy and for communal purposes (Zakat). 
4. Fasting from dawn to sunset during Ramadan, the ninth month of the Islamic lunar calendar 
(Saum). 
5. Making the pilgrimage to Mecca, once in the lifetime, for those who are able or contributing to 
another’s pilgrimage if you are unable to go yourself (Hadji). 
 
Daily prayers are performed by practicing Muslims either individually or preferably, in a group. 
When the time for prayer comes, in many countries Muslims stop wherever they are, ritually wash 
themselves, and face the Ka’ba in Mecca to pray. Facing in common direction symbolizes unity 
of purpose for the millions of Muslims offering their prayers at the same time. While prayers are 
said daily, Friday is the Islamic day of communal prayer, the noon (14:00) prayer being the most 
important to the community. This prayer may be led by an Imam. The summons to prayer, azan, 
is called by a man of the community, the Mu’azzin. The call to prayer begins: Allahu Akbar, God 
is Great, a cry heard through the Muslim world. 
 
The belief in the equality of all men means that Islam rejects the concept of ordained clergy.  
There are nonetheless, religious leaders, many of who exert power in the political as well as the 
strictly theological sphere, and who may be venerated by their followers. There is no separate 
religious organization or “church.”In addition to the five pillars, there are other practices commonly 
observed through out the Muslim world. Muslims are forbidden to use intoxicating beverages or 
to consume pork, blood, or anything that might be harmful. In order to be eaten, animals must be 
ritually slaughtered and drained of blood. 
 
Women and men are asked not to dress in a provocative or indecent way. Customs in different 
Muslim societies reflect a range of practice. In the words of the Prophet, basic education is aright 
and also a duty for both men and women. Marriage and family are important. Sexual activities 
within marriage are meritorious; however outside that bond, sexual activity is a serious offense. 
The degree to which men’s and women’s lives are separated, and women’s lives restricted, varies 
considerably in Muslim societies. 
 
Islam teaches that God revealed His existence to a number of Prophets through the ages. They 
include Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. According to Muslims, however, God’s final 
and complete revelation was given to Mohammad. Mohammad did not create but received the 
Koran. Muslims do not worship Muhammad, only Allah. Jews and Christians are called “people 
of the book” and are given special protection under Muslim law. 
 
When Muhammad died, a dispute arose over leadership of the Muslim community, which was 
also the first Islamic state. One faction, the Sunnis (from the word for “tradition”) felt that the Caliph 
(from “successor”) should be chosen, as Arab chiefs customarily are, by election. The other group 
maintained that Muhammad chose his cousin and son in law Ali as his spiritual and secular heir, 
and that succession should be through his bloodline. This was the Shia or Shi’te movement (from 
“partisans of Ali”). Today the Sunni represent about 85% of Muslims; the Shia is mainly located 
in Iran, Iraq, Yemen, Afghanistan and Pakistan. Cutting across these branches is Sufism. Sufism 
is a mystical strain of Islam which reflects the need felt by many individuals to go a step beyond 
formal religious observances and experience direct communion with God. 
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Youssou N'Dour: The Voice Of Senegal 

by BANNING EYRE December 27, 2010  
 
Ever since he burst onto the scene in Dakar, Senegal, in the 
early 1970s at age 12, Youssou N'Dour has been a sensation 
— a musical chameleon capable of a seductive whisper or a 
siren's cry. Today, N'Dour runs a nightclub, a record label and 
a television station. He's even rumored to be a future 
candidate for president of Senegal. 
Most people's first blast of N'Dour came in 1986, with the 
song "In Your Eyes" by Peter Gabriel. But for the 
Senegalese, N'Dour was already a superstar. Latin music 
was the rage there when N'Dour's first band, Etoile de Dakar, 
released "Thiely." In it, the 20-year-old N'Dour sings the lead 
vocal, comparing his lover to a free bird: beautiful but elusive. 
 
The now-iconic voice is all there — elastic, fluid, rich and 
loaded with personality. Beyond that, Etoiles de Dakar's 
percussion-driven sound lays out a blueprint for the future of 
Senegalese music. A new style, mbalax, was on the rise. 
Rooted in local African rhythms,mbalax would allow N'Dour's 
voice to soar with a whole new freedom. 
Over the years, Youssou N'Dour's sound has shape-shifted 
to accommodate soul, funk, progressive rock, reggae and 
even religious Islamic music. It hasn't always been a smooth 
ride, but N'Dour has remained without question Senegal's 

most beloved singer. 

"Immigres" sent a message to Senegalese immigrants struggling in Europe, telling them they 
could always come home. It's a message N'Dour has lived up to: While other African stars have 
opted for comfortable lives in foreign cities, especially Paris, N'Dour has kept his base in Dakar. 
And when he did get his international break, he sidestepped Paris and set course for London and 
an alliance with Peter Gabriel. 

N'Dour's art-rock phase proved disappointing, exciting neither his home crowd nor his growing 
international audience. But he bounced back with a million-selling duet with Neneh Cherry, and 
he perfected the art of releasing mbalax albums for the Senegalese and more experimental works 
for the rest of the world. 
 
Placating such different audiences has proved tricky. N'Dour's religious album, Egypt, was at first 
poorly received in Senegal. Islamic leaders took offense, and the public seemed to want him to 
keep his beats on the dance floor. But when Egypt won a Grammy, N'Dour came out a hero. 
 
That sort of pivot is characteristic: N'Dour's ability to morph from soul man to sage, from sharp-
elbowed entrepreneur to potential politician has no parallel in modern African music. But it does 
lead some to wonder who Youssou N'Dour really is. That mystery, along with N'Dour's ever-
fabulous voice, ultimately works in his favor. Listeners in Africa and around the world keep coming 
back to find out what this brilliant musician will come up with next. 

Rooted in local African 
rhythms, mbalax music has 

allowed Youssou N'Dour's voice 
to soar with a whole new 

freedom. 
Matt Cardy/Getty Images 

 

http://www.npr.org/artists/14992146/youssou-n-dour
http://www.npr.org/artists/15401893/peter-gabriel


62 

 

Polygamy Throttles Women in Senegal 
By Issa Sikiti da Silva 

DAKAR, Sep 12 2012 (IPS) - Fatou (40), 
Awa (32) and Aissatou Gaye (24) sit in a 
meditative mood on the tiled floor outside 
their matrimonial home in Keur Massar, a 
township in the Senegalese capital Dakar. 

“These are my three wives and soon I’ll 
take a fourth to comply with Islamic law,” 
brags Ousmane Gaye (50), a businessman 
who has commercial interests in this West 
African nation and also in neighbouring 
Mali and the Gambia. 

“As you can see, they love one another and 
live in harmony and peace like three 
sisters,” he says. But peace and harmony 
have a strange meaning in Ousmane 
Gaye’s vocabulary.   

“Last night, Fatou and Awa beat Aissatou 
repeatedly and launched a litany of insults 
at her,” a family source tells IPS on the 
condition of anonymity. 

 “They accuse her of bewitching their husband to make him love her too much. In fact, as you 
came in, he was busy reprimanding them. Honestly speaking, since Ousmane brought in Aissatou 
three years ago, his home has not known peace and harmony.” 

The women are prohibited to speak to strangers, including neighbours, women’s rights activists 
or marriage counsellors about their matrimonial problems. They also do not have the right to 
complain unnecessarily as long as they have “everything”, which includes food, clothes and sex.  

 “This is the way of life in Senegal,” says Adama Kouyate, an internet café owner in the middle-
class suburb of Golf Sud. Two years ago, Kouyate “inherited” the wife and six children of his late 
brother. He has just had a baby with his late brother’s wife, bringing the number of children under 
his care to 14.“This has nothing to do with Islam, but it’s our culture. And no woman has the right 
to oppose this because she will be harshly cursed for the rest of her life,” he says in Wolof, Dakar’s 
widely-spoken language. 

Aminata* a Dakar woman who secretly counsels and advises wives in polygamist marriages, 
says: “Polygamy is a form of modern slavery, believe me it’s not easy as it sounds. Women 
involved in this form of marriage have no voice and no channels to complain.” 

Rokhaya*, a 23-year-old university graduate who earlier this year was forced to marry a 48-year-
old rich man, agrees: “Polygamy is hell and a pack of lies.”  “Look at me, I am young and supposed 
to be doing things most girls my age are doing. I had dreams and aspirations to own a small 
company and travel the continent. I’m trapped and feel I’m going crazy because this illiterate rich 
man won’t let me fulfil my dreams,” she says, sobbing.  Daya* says she wants to further her 
education but is afraid that her husband will not allow it. She stopped going to school in Grade 7, 
at the age of 15, when she was given in marriage to her cousin, a Muslim cleric. Now she is 30 
and has seven children. 

A group of women in rural West Africa 
participate in a traditional ceremony to celebrate 

a polygamist marriage. 
Credit: Fatuma Camara/IPS 

http://www.ipsnews.net/author/issa-sikiti-da-silva/
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Aminata, a divorcee who was involved in an 18-year polygamist marriage, says that polygamy 
violates the principle of equality, promotes gender disparity and compromises women’s progress 
in society. “And it’s getting worse in Senegal,” she says.  “In virtually every sector of life here in 
Senegal – in issues of inheritance rights, involvement in business, and access to land and 
education – women still lag behind, despite our constitution asserting equality between men and 
women.” 

According to the Global Gender Gap Index produced by the World Economic Forum since 2006, 
Senegal ranks 102nd out of 134 countries. The index measures the position of women relative to 
men in the areas of economic participation and opportunity, educational attainment, political 
empowerment, and health and survival. 

A “2010 USAID-Senegal Gender Assessment” report, published in April 2012, also points to 
continued gender disparities in many areas in this country.  “It is widely noted that implementation 
of the various international and national laws on gender equality and women’s rights is weak and 
that the government lacks an adequate plan to enact its policies,” the USAID report says.  
According to the report, 39 percent of girls in Senegal aged 20 to 24 have been married by the 
age of 18, while the country ranks 27th out of 68 countries surveyed in terms of girls marrying 
before the age of 18. 

Most young men interviewed at the Place de l’Independance in the Dakar city centre say they 
would opt for polygamy when they are ready for marriage.  Lamine Camara, 22, a student at the 
Cheik Anta Diop University of Dakar, says he would rather be a polygamist and “officialise all my 
relationships instead of taking a string of girlfriends and risking diseases such as AIDS.” 

Issa Diop, a 28-year-old polygamist truck driver, says young people like him become polygamists 
by choice. “It’s like fashion, you follow the trend. Besides, women outnumber men in Senegal. 
Polygamy is helping a lot. Almost every man in my area, young or poor, is now a polygamist. So 
what?” 

Slightly more than half of Senegal’s 12.9 million people are women. In the 15 to 64-year age 
bracket there are 3.6 million women compared to 3.2 million men, according to the country’s 
demographic profile for 2012.  “The practice, which in the past was widespread in rural areas, has 
reached urban areas with alarming proportions. And abuse is on the increase, mostly in Dakar, 
where polygamists are becoming younger and younger,” says Fanta Niang, a social worker and 
gender activist from Senegal’s third-largest city of Thies.  “There are no official statistics on 
polygamist marriages in Senegal that I know of. They used to say one out of four marriages in 
urban areas and one out of three in rural areas was polygamist, but these figures are flawed to 
downplay the gravity of the matter,” Niang says. She adds that sadly most wives in polygamist 
marriages are illiterate and unaware of women’s rights and the right to equality.  The United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization revealed in 2010 that approximately 61 
percent lack basic literacy skills. 

Senegal’s gender parity law of May 2010, enacted under the Abdoulaye Wade government amid 
criticism from traditionalists and Muslim hardliners, has paved the way for 64 women members of 
parliament of a total of 150 under the newly elected government of Macky Sall. The law requires 
political parties to ensure that half their candidates in local and national elections are women. 

“There has been no progress regarding women’s emancipation in Senegal, and polygamy 
continues to play a big role in that respect,” Niang says. “Women’s empowerment should start on 
the ground, not at the top. These 64 MPs are just the tip of the iceberg. What about the 61 percent 
who cannot read and write.  “We interact with these women on a daily basis, and we see things 
you don’t even want to hear. That’s why I said there is no progress.” 

http://senegal.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2010%20USAID%20Senegal%20Gender%20Assessment.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/
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Some argue that polygamy constitutes a threat to Senegal’s constitutional principles of gender 
equality and the National Strategy for Gender Equality and Equity which was developed in 2005. 
Moussa Kalombo, a gender analyst and religious expert, tells IPS that polygamy violates the 
constitutional principles of gender equality in every country. 

*Names changed to protect identity. 
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From Beggars to Students: The Talibé Children of 
Senegal  
By Amanda Fortier INSP 11 April 2011 
 
In the predominantly Muslim country of Senegal, begging was considered, by many, a way to 
instill humility. But when fake spiritual leaders started to use child beggars to bring in cash, one 
Koranic school leader decided to offer them an alternative.    

 
Young talibé girl stands at front of class during. Photo: Paul Farrall 

 
When Mohammed Niasse first opened his Koranic school in 1981 he had only six students. Thirty 
years later, Niasse's daara has expanded to over 250 kids. The school, which is located in one of 
the poorest suburbs of Senegal's capital Dakar, has just three classrooms. They are adjacent to 
the local mosque, in a courtyard filled with sand where gusts of wind swirl round the ramshackle 
doors and the smell of nearby sewage wafts down through the cracks of the rotting wood ceiling. 

Despite its extreme decay, the rooms overflow with young boys and girls eager to learn. Each 
one, aged between 3 and 17, sits squeezed shoulder to shoulder on small wooden benches. At 
the front of the class, the older students tap long spindly sticks against the chalkboard. They point 
to vowels pronouncing each one aloud in Arabic and French. Their younger classmates repeat 
back in unison. 

Niasse is a marabout, or spiritual leader. He is the only teacher here. He divides his time between 
classes standing patiently at the front and calling on individuals to recite verses from the Koran. 
The kids are known as talibés or Koranic students. In this predominantly Muslim West African 
country, it is a word that, over the years, has become synonymous with child beggars. They are 
the kids spotted loitering in traffic and roaming big city neighborhoods, often barefoot and in 
tattered clothing. These talibés tote rusty tomato tin cans used to beg for food or money, which is 
then brought back to their marabout. Traditionally in Islam, begging was considered a way to instill 
humility. 

"In the beginning, all my students used to beg," says Niasse recalling his early days teaching at 
the daara. "But now it is poverty that has brought Islam and begging closer together. It is not 
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recommended by our religion to spend all day asking for charity, but when you are poor it becomes 
a need. In a state of extreme poverty we need to beg to eat." 

In Senegal, a majority still lives off less than $1 a day and nearly half the 12 million population are 
under the age of 21. The extreme poverty, high unemployment and burgeoning number of young 
people have made it increasingly difficult for families in Senegal to meet their basic needs, 
including putting food on the table and providing a basic schooling. 

"Even if a talibé came to my house that I didn't know, I would feed him. This is Senegal, it's what 
we do." 
Concerns over how to manage the growing numbers of street talibés have been growing in 
Senegal. Last year a damning report released by the international aid group Human Rights Watch 
revealed widespread exploitation and abuse by marabouts of some 50,000 young boy talibés 
across the country. 

Marabouts are highly respected in Senegal. They are revered as much for their religious stature 
as their political and moral stronghold over Senegalese politicians and the general public. The 
custom of sending children away to be educated by marabouts is a cultural and religious practice 
that goes back to the 7th and 8th centuries when Islam was first introduced to the country. 

Traditionally parents offered their children to marabouts up to the age of 18 for an Islamic 
education. But over the last few decades, the system has eroded. The HRW report was a stinging 
reminder to international NGO's, local aid organizations, religious figures and the Senegalese 
government that the daara system was becoming urgent. The rise of fake marabouts - ones who 
take advantage of young, parentless children for their own profit - was giving Islamic education a 
bad name. But far worse still, it was sacrificing the educational, physical and emotional wellbeing 
of the children. 

"I was surprised to hear the results when the report came out," admits Niasse, "but it is a good 
surprise. We have been fighting against these 'so-called' marabouts for a long time. I think the 
release of the report has made our job easier. Now we can concentrate on improving our job and 
our role as spiritual leaders. But we can't do this alone." 

 The godmothers 

Niasse's daara is one of hundreds across Senegal, but only a minority that tries, with meager 
means, to put the student's first. Even if they don't have the financial abilities, the school has 
community support. Ten years ago a group of women from Medina-Gounass, the neighborhood 
where the daara is located, decided they would help Niasse. They organized themselves as the 
Ndeye Daaras, or godmothers to the talibés. Each one has specific jobs to help ensure the 
students are happy, healthy, fed and cleaned. 

"The Ndeye Daaras have three mottos," says Niasse, "everyone standing; ready to go; and 
prepared to work." 

Over the years the godmothers have expanded to 49 women. Each one watches over specific 
talibés. Aissatou Dieye, 59, and Sokna Sall, 60, are two founding members. Each day the women 
volunteer their time to work with Niasse's talibés, sharing what little they can. 

"Every morning I come here to visit the kids," says Sall, a bright-eyed mother of five who wears a 
headscarf. "If they're dirty I wash their clothes. I give them soap and bleach to wash their hands. 
If they're sick I bring them to the hospital. We also feed them 3 meals a day and give them a place 
to sleep if they need it." 
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Many of the talibés at Niasse's daara have been sent away from home - some as far off as 
neighboring Mali and Guinea Bissau. The young talibés who arrive alone are most susceptible to 
the dangers and threats of living on the street. The Ndeye Daaras watch over every child, 
regardless of cost or any burden it might bear on their own families. 

"Every mother must educate a child that doesn't have the means," says Dieye, a divorced mother 
of one. "You may know who brought this child into the world, but you might not know what good 
this child can bring to others. As the godmothers of these talibés, we are doing all we can for the 
kids because if a child comes here to the daara and is sick or tired we have to monitor this. The 
marabout can't do it all alone." 

"Even if a talibé came to my house that I didn't know, I would feed him," admits Dieye. "This is 
Senegal. We are a country of hospitality. We have to do this, because as Senegalese, it's what 
we do." 

Off the Backs of the Children 

The Human Rights Watch Report, entitled Off the Backs of the Children, was released in April 
2010. It is based on 11-weeks of research and nearly 250 interviews with human rights groups, 
government officials, religious figures, families of talibés, and community organizations. 

The daara system of education began to deteriorate after severe droughts hit many parts of West 
Africa, including Senegal in the 1970s and 80s. A massive rural exodus ensued and families were 
torn apart. Men were forced to leave their wives and children to look for work in large urban 
centers, such as Dakar, St. Louis, Thiès, and Kaolack. Parents, unable to adequately feed, 
clothes or educate their children, often sent their young away to boarding schools in hopes of a 
better life, or at least a religious education. But with this rapid rate of urbanization and the higher 
cost of living that followed, families were pushed deeper into poverty. 

To take advantage of the social and economic distress, charlatan marabouts started appearing. 
These so-called religious leaders began taking in talibés, but rather than giving them an education 
or religious schooling, they sent their talibés out to the streets, some for up to 10 hours a day, to 
beg for food or money. Traditionally begging has been a part of Islamic Sufi teaching. It is 
considered a way of instilling humility. But as Mouhamed Cherif Diop, a former talibe who now 
coordinates the child protection project with the American-aid group Tostan says, there are great 
risks in sending a child to the street to beg today. 

"The dangers are so serious that in the long term the child may separate himself completely from 
the daara and from society in general. The biggest problem becomes a lack of education. The 
child doesn't learn social and cultural norms or values. He will then lack a greater sense of 
community." 

In Senegal, social customs and religious tenets are seeped deep into everyday culture and 
interactions - from salutary greetings to giving alms and the respect of elders. A young boy who 
grows up without basic skills - whether it is in education or moral guidance - can be considered 
an outcast and drain on the community. 

Diop believes the responsibility of taking care of talibés falls on the shoulders of every 
Senegalese. 

"It is shared between parents, the government and marabouts. Parents must contribute, whatever 
their level of poverty - if not monetarily then at least emotionally. And marabouts must limit the 
number of children they teach and supervise so they can do their job properly. And the 
government," he continues, "must start supervising and protecting the kids by making laws and 
enforcing how the schools are run." 
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After the HRW report was released, the Senegalese government reacted by reinforcing a 2005 
law that banned public begging. They also jailed seven marabouts for six months and imposed 
$200 fines to each for exploiting their talibés. It was seen as a step forward, though short-lived. 
Months later, enforcement has weakened. It is difficult to implement a no-begging policy in a 
country where poverty runs rampant and the daily struggles to survive make people desperate for 
survival. But the Senegalese government has committed to create and monitor 100 'modern' 
daaras between 2010 and 2012. 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child all say the state must ensure 
children have access to a compulsory, holistic primary education. This is also part of the 2015 
Millennium Development Goals to provide primary schooling to all children, eradicate extreme 
poverty and hunger and bolster child health. 
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Leopold Sedar Senghor (Senegal) 1906-2001 
DECEMBER 7, 2008 (Project in Innovative Poetry) 
 
Born in Joal, a tiny coastal village of Senegal, Léopold Sédar Senghor grew up a member of 
Serers tribe, a minority tribe among the Wolofs. In this Islamic and animist environment, the 
Senghors were Catholic. After receiving his early education in Senegal, Senghor moved to Paris, 
where he attended the Lycée Louis-le-Grand, meeting fellow classmates Aimé Cesaire, Birago 
Diop, and Leon-Gontran Damas, with whom he formulated the principles of négritude. 
 
Raised in Catholicism, Senghor was highly influenced by the mysticism of Paul Claudel  and the 
writings of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. But after reading Maurice Barrès novel, Les Déracinés 
(The Uprooted)—a work written to raise French opposition to the Prussian occupation of the 

Lorraine—Senghor developed an understanding of a need to 
preserved and develop his own cultural identity. The publication of 
André Gide's Voyage au Congo (Journey to the Congo) in 1927 and 
La Retour dae Tchad (Return to Chad) a year later—the year Senghor 
arrived in Paris—further stimulated his interest in his homeland. The 
Paris Colonial Exhibition of 1931 aroused still more interest in African 
and Caribbean culture, making it a propitious moment for the young 
poets who would later gather around Senghor's newspaper, L'Etudiant 
Noir (The Black Student), founded in 1934. 
 
Senghor received his licence ès lettres from the University of Paris in 
1931, and his diplôme d'études supérieures the following year. In 

1935 he became the first African to receive the agrége de grammaire, and upon his graduation, 
was received with full military honors in Dakar. 
 
After assignment to schools in Tours and Saint-Maur-des-Fossés, Senghor joined the Colonial 
Infantry in 1939, and was taken prisoner by the Germans in 1940. He was interred in various 
prison camps, but was released in 1941 for reasons of health. Throughout the rest of the war he 
participated in Resistance efforts. In 1942 he resumed his teaching, and two years later taught 
African languages and civilizations at the Ecole Nationale de la France d'Outre-mer. He published 
Chants d'ombre in 1945, and the following year was elected Deputy from Senegal to the National 
Assembly on the Socialist ticket. 
 
Over the next two years, he served as Deputy, publishing several important books and essays. 
In 1948 he founded the Bloc Démocratique Sénégalais in opposition to the Socialist faction leader 
Lamine Gueye. He also wrote poems such as Chants pour Naët. 
Senghor continued in politics for the next several years, serving as the French delegate to the 
United Nations from 1950-1951, as a member of the French National Assembly (1951), and 
Seacretary for Scientific Research in the cabinet of Edgar Faure (1955). In 1956 he was elected 
the mayor of Thiès, and in 1958 served in the Constitutional Assembly of Charles de Gaulle. 
Senghor was elected President of Senegal in 1960 and was reelected in 1963, retiring in 1981. 
During these same years he published Noctures and Elégies des Alizés, the first volume winning 
the International Grand Prize for Poetry from the Poets and Artists of France. 
 
Beyond his considerable body of poetry, Senghor has written prose works on négritude and 
politics, as well as editing an important anthology of new black and Malagasy poetry. 
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Letter to a Poet to Aimé Césaire 
by Leopold Sedar Senghor 
 
To the beloved brother and the friend, my bluff brotherly greeting! 
The black sea gulls, the fishermen of the high seas, gave me to taste of your tidings 
Mingled with spices, with fragrant sounds of the Rivers of the South, and of the Isles. 
They told me of your worth, of the eminence of your brow and the flower of your subtle lips. 
Told me that your disciples, a hive of silence, are your peacock's tail 
That until the moon rises, you keep their zeal thirsting and panting. 
Is it your fragrance of fabulous fruits or your wake of light in the full light of day? 
Oh! the many women with sapodilla skin in the harem of your mind! 
 
It charms me beyond the years, under the ash of your eyelids 
The burning embers, your music toward which we stretched our hands and hearts of yesteryear. 
Have you forgotten your nobility, which is to sing 
The Ancestors the Princes and the Gods, who are neither flowers nor dew drops? 
You were to give the Spirits the white fruits of your garden 
—You ate only the flower of the fine millet grain, gathered the same year 
And not steal a singer petal to sweeten your mouth. 
In the depths of the well of my memory, I touch 
Your face whence I draw the water that cools my long longing. 
Regally you recline, leaning against the cushion of a cloudless hill, 
Your couch presses the earth that gently bears its weight 
The tom-tons, in the flooded plains, beat out the rhythm of your song, 
and your poem is the breathing of the night and the distant sea. 
You used to sing the Ancestors and the rightful princes 
You used to pluck a star from the firmament for rhyme 
In off-beat rhythm; and the poor would thrown at your bare feet the mats 
made from a year's work 
And the women their heart of amber and the dance of the rended souls. 
 
My friend my friend—oh! you will return you will return! 
I shall wait for you—that was the message entrusted to the cutter-boss— 
under the cailcedra. 
You will return for the feast of the first fruits. 
When the softness of the evening 
in the sloping sun smolders on the roofs 
And the athletes parade their youth, 
adorned like fiancés, it is fitting that you 
come. 
 
—Translated from the French by Sylva 
Washington Bâ 
 
(from Chants d'ombre, 1945) 
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FURTHER RESOURCES ON SENEGAL 
 
General Information About Senegal: 

• Country Info, US Department of State 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2862.htm 

• CIA World Fact book Senegal 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sg.html 

• Senegal Embassy 
http://dakar.usembassy.gov/ 

• Center for Disease Control, Senegal 
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/destinations/senegal.htm 

Travel Information & Guide Books: 
 

• Lonely Planet Senegal 
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/senegal 

• Discover Senegal 
http://www.discoversenegal.com/ 

• Senegal Tourism 
http://www.senegal-tourism.com/visit_senegal.htm 

 
Films on Senegal 
Moolaade (2004) Written & Directed by Ousmane Sembene -When a woman shelters a group 
of girls from suffering female genital mutilation, she starts a conflict that tears her village apart. 
 
Books about Senegal or by Senegalse Authors: 
The most well-known author from Senegal is Ousmane Sembene and his Gods Bits of Wood is 
a fantastic recount about a railroad strike that really portrays a lot about Senegalese culture and 
the effects of colonialism 

• Senegal Sojourn: Selections from One Teacher's Journal by M. Kathleen Madigan  

• God's Bits of Wood by Ousmane Sembene 

• So Long a Letter  by Mariama Bâ  

• Ambiguous Adventure by Hamidou Kane  

Internet Resources 
Project XPat: How it Sounds to Live in Senegal: 
http://www.npr.org/blogs/theprotojournalist/2013/12/09/244970273/project-xpat-how-it-sounds-
to-live-in-senegal 
 
Video on Talibe: The Least Favored Children of http://vimeo.com/17181484 
 
Youssou N'Dour :http://www.npr.org/artists/14992146/youssou-n-dour 
 
Musicians to check out: Etolie Dakar, Orchestra Baobab  Youssou N'Dour, Super Diamono, 
Souleymane Faye, Baaba Maal, Cheikh Lo and Diogal Sakho 

 
  

http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2862.htm
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sg.html
http://dakar.usembassy.gov/
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/destinations/senegal.htm
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/senegal
http://www.discoversenegal.com/
http://www.senegal-tourism.com/visit_senegal.htm
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/4022627.M_Kathleen_Madigan
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5481565.Sembene_Ousmane
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/502766.Mariama_B_
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5551175.Hamidou_Kane
http://www.npr.org/blogs/theprotojournalist/2013/12/09/244970273/project-xpat-how-it-sounds-to-live-in-senegal
http://www.npr.org/blogs/theprotojournalist/2013/12/09/244970273/project-xpat-how-it-sounds-to-live-in-senegal
http://vimeo.com/17181484
http://www.npr.org/artists/14992146/youssou-n-dour
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Articles of Interest Review  
 

1. How is Islam more than just a religion? 

            

            

             

 

2. What role does Senegalese music play in Senegal's social and political issues? 

            

            

             

             

 

3. Why are most women in unhappy, polygamist marriages not able to seek help? 

            

            

             

             

 

4. How has polygamy affected Senegal's gender gap? 

            

            

             

             

 

5. What is a marabout? What is a talibé? What issue do many talibés face? 

            

            

             

            

             

 

6. Who are the godmothers? 
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CHAPTER SIX 
Activities in the Community  
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No Regrets! 
 

ou will only be in this village for a few days, so make the most of it!  Don’t waste any time.  
You might be sitting around with your roommate (or by yourself) and feeling unsure about 
what you can do with community members.  Perhaps this thought crossed your mind, 
“How am I supposed to pass the time when we don’t speak the same language?”  Rest 

assured!  Laughter is universal.  The games to follow and the items in the To-Do List below will 
give you some ideas to get you started.  Each of these things has been tested out by Trek team 
members who have come before you.   
 
Don’t be shy!  Act silly.  Leave your inhibitions behind.  After all, this is not high school and no one 
is going to make fun of you.  By the time you leave the village, try to accomplish as many things 
on the list below.  Leave the village with no regrets! 
 

We have only this moment, sparkling like a star in our hand – 
and melting like a snowflake. 

Marie B. Ray  
 

❑ Help cook or prepare food with community members 
❑ Fetch your own bath water and carry it from the pump  
❑ Carry a baby on your back (carefully!)  
❑ Learn a traditional dance 
❑ Teach a dance (think hokey pokey, the macarena, the 

chicken dance) 
❑ Play hopscotch 
❑ Learn a traditional game 
❑ Create a family tree 
❑ Teach Dots and Boxes 
❑ Play Tic-Tac-Toe 
❑ Crow like a rooster! (and learn other animal sounds and teach them in English)  
❑ Draw a map of the village 
❑ Walk out to your family’s farm or garden 
❑ Learn a local song 
❑ Herd the goats with your host brother 
❑ Wash your own clothes with your host 

sisters/aunts/mothers 
❑ Carry fire wood 
❑ Freeze tag 
❑ Limbo 
❑ Paddycake or other hand clapping games 
❑ Slap Game 

 

  

Y 
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Community Mapping 
 
This is a great exercise to introduce you to the village and village life.  It consists of trying to get 
as much information about the village and villagers as possible.  Don’t worry if you can’t get all 
the way through it; just do the best you can.  Also, don’t worry if you cannot understand everything.  
If there are some words that keep popping up try to write them down to ask a translator later.   

 

Map the village…this entails figuring out where different things are in the village.  Start by having 
a community member (or several for that matter) draw out on the ground (in the dirt) a map of the 
village.  They should include houses, schools, government buildings, fields, water supplies, 
religious buildings, community centers, fields for sport, etc.   
 

If they have something or do not have something, ask yourself (and them) why.  For example, 
they may not have a place for garbage… why is that? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Family Tree 
Host Family Activity 
 
 

Village Name 
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Family Tree 

Use the space to make a family tree of community members.  Encourage you’re a family to take 
you to the homes of family members who are on the tree.  Try making a family tree of them to 

share! 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Family Name 
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Animal Sounds 
 
What sounds do these animals make in the local language?  This is a time to have fun and be 
silly.  Start this activity off with your host brothers and sisters and see if you can get the adults 
involved too.  Don’t be shy!  When is the next time you will have the opportunity to quack like a 
duck? 
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Local Language and English 
 
With your a community member, find out these words in the local language.  At the same time, 
teach them the English words. 
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Tic-Tac-Toe 
 
When you run out of paper, use a stick as a pencil and sand as your paper. 
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Dots and Boxes  
 
The two players take turns to join two adjacent dots with a horizontal or vertical line. If a player 
completes the fourth side of a box they initial that box and must draw another line. 
 
When all the boxes have been completed the winner is the player who has initialed the most 
boxes. 

 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 
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Hopscotch 
 
Hopscotch is a very old game played by children in numerous countries. It can be played by young 
children and helps with learning to count. This is a very easy game with very few rules. Before 
you start, get your community members together and practice counting in the local language from 
one to eight! 

 
 
 
 
You will need a smooth stone or other small 
object that can be thrown onto the squares.  

• First, draw your hopscotch board (use a stick 
in the sand) 

• You start by tossing your token on the space 
marked #1.  

• You hop (on one leg) all the way down the 
boxes (up to #8).  Land on both feet on the two 
double squares.  When you get to #8, hop to turn 
around and then hop all the way back to where 
your token is. 

• Stop and bend down (still on one leg) and 
pick up the stone and jump off the board at the 
starting point.  

• Next, you toss your token to box #2.  

• You will repeat the steps above, but will pick 
up the stone at box #2 and then continue off the 
board. 

• You continue until you successfully toss your 
stone to #8 and make it through the board.  If you 
miss a toss, fall over, or jump on a line, it is 
someone else’s turn. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Have fun and be silly! 
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Interview a Community Member  
 

Select a student who attends the school, a friend from the work site or a member!  All of the 
questions may not apply.  Be respectful of the community member and your translators when 
requesting assistance.  Use the following page and/or the back of this Guide if you need more 
space.   

 
Community Member Name: ___________________ Date of Birth: ______________ 
 

Married? __________________Children? ____________________  
   
Profession/Occupation: _____________________ Money earned/day? _________ 
 
Hours worked per day: ________________  Full-time? Seasonal? ______________ 
 
Level of School Completed: ____________________________________________ 
 
Describe your typical day? ______________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

Do you think education is important?  Why or why not? ______________________ 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

How will the school effect him/her? The community?  ________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

What are your life goals? ________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Think of 2 questions of your own to ask! 
 

1. ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Don’t forget to thank your interviewee and your translator!  Ask if they have any 
questions for you ☺  Take a photo of the two of you together! 
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Cultural Workshop Notes 
 
Use this worksheet to take notes on a Cultural Workshop.  You may never have an opportunity 
like this again, so make sure you won’t forget it by writing it down!  Use the following page and/or 
the back of this Guide if you need more space.   

 

Description: _______________________ Location: ___________________________ 

Name(s) of presenter(s): ________________________________________________ 

List any details you learn about the presenter (age, children, education, etc.) 

______________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

What questions were asked and what were the responses? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

What surprised you?  

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

What was the most interesting thing you learned during the workshop? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

Make sure to give the presenter a chance to ask you questions & ask if you can 
take a photo together for your memories! 
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Reflection and Journaling 
 

We encourage each Trek participant to use a journal to record their individual Trek experience in-
country.  The Trek staff feels very strongly that writing a journal will help each individual 
understand the learning experience, keep a record of the many things seen and done, and help 
prepare you to share your experience upon return.  There is no prescribed format for the journals, 
but journal time and reflection time will be a regular part of the daily routine in the host village.  
You can write stories, reflection pieces, paragraphs, bullets, words, poems, raps, draw pictures, 
etc.   
 
Here are some journal prompts to consider when in-country: 
 
The World Around Me 

• Write down your first impressions of the community, your family, and the team so far. 
(Revisit this the last day or so and 
reflect on what has been different, or 
how you have been surprised.) 

• Sketch: Draw exactly what you see in 
front of you- capture the moment. 

• Describe the moment you are in 
because you will never be here 
again: on a Trek, on this day of 20__, 
at age 16 (or whatever age you are), 
with a belly full of _________, or in 
this village.  

• What do you see, hear, smell, feel, 
taste, think about, anticipate, and 
look forward to? 

• What do you see from your bed or 
sleeping mat? 

 
Processing the Experience 

• What is one high and one low for today?  

• What's the funniest thing that has happened so far?  

• What’s the most difficult thing that happened so far? How are you dealing with it? 

• How is your family at home different than your ? What is similar? What characteristics of 
this culture's family life would you like to be a part of yours at home? 

• Look at the advice from former Trek participants, what can you learn from them? 

• When is childhood over?  Is childhood over the same time in the US and in this village? 
 

What if…? 

• What if you grew up in this village? How would your life be different right now? 

• If you could take one thing/person home with you, what would it be and why? 
 
Did that Really Just Happen? 

• A Foot in Two Cultures 
List images that combine two cultures (i.e. Tupac shirt on a local grandma, the village 
chief wearing his traditional robes and modern sunglasses, Michael Jackson blasting out 
of a packed bus...) 
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• Make of list of things you have tried on Trek that you never did before: bucket bath, sit under 
a tamarind tree, pound millet, used a pick axe, poop in a hole, etc. 

For the Poet 

• Write a poem that begins with "<Trek Country> is..." And follow it with a list of images, 
smells, people, tastes, textures 

• In <Trek Country>  sunrise/sunset means... 

• Write about yourself in relation to the four elements -air, earth, fire, and water. 

• Write a poem by listing the colors of the rainbow and what you see of each: RED -  bucket, 
shirt on a small kid, plastic plate, BLUE - sky, water bottle,  
 

What I’ve learned? 

• Write down all of the local language you know so far 

• Write down five life-lessons you have already experienced 

• How do I want to live my life differently? 
 
Self-Reflection 

• What is your life today, a drama, comedy or tragedy? 

• Things you learned today 

• Write about ritual in your life.  How does this compare to the rituals you’ve observed? 

• How is your life impacting others on Trek? 

• The one person in the village that I admire more than anyone else is ... 

• More than anything else in the world, I hope that ... 

• What did you dream about last night? 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
Post Trek 
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Strategies for Re-entry 
 
Re-entering one’s daily life after a life-altering experience such as Trek can be 
challenging. Here are 10 challenges to re-entry as outlined by the University of 
Colorado study abroad department:     

1. Boredom 
2. No one wants to hear about this 
3. “It’s hard to explain” 
4. Reverse homesickness 
5. Relationships have changed 
6. People see the “wrong” changes 
7. People misunderstand if I adopt elements of my host culture; they 

misinterpret my behavior 
8. Feelings of alienation; seeing home with critical eyes 
9. Inability to apply new knowledge and skills 
10. Fear of losing the experience, like storing it away in a souvenir box that we 

only occasionally look at. 
 
There are also steps to help cope with these challenges: 

1. Be reflective. Give some thought to your return, to the types of intellectual and 
emotional changes that you have undergone as a result of your time abroad.  

2. Understand the needs of others. Be patient with your friends and family who 
are trying to understand your recent experiences. Listen to them, too, about the 
changes they underwent during the time you were away.  

3. Expect some negative feelings about your "home" culture. You are viewing 
it, perhaps for the first time, from the perspective of a foreigner. A common 
tendency is to be highly critical of shortcomings that you did not see before. 
Remember that there are positive and negative aspects of all cultures. 

4. Accentuate the positive. Try to identify what you like about both cultures and try 
to incorporate the best aspects of these into your life.  

5. Plug in to international activities. Find ways to keep the "international" part of 
you alive, to make it part of the new you. This may mean becoming involved in 
clubs or activities on campus or in the community to maintain your language 
skills, doing volunteer work with ethnic or multicultural groups to use your cross-
cultural skills, or hosting a foreign student.  

6. Utilize your skills. Use the cross-cultural adaptation skills you developed abroad 
(e.g. keep active, maintain a sense of humor, expect differences, stay flexible) 
during your readjustment home.  

7. Set goals for your development. Realize once again that change can be 
stimulating and this could be your chance to develop in new directions. Set some 
long-term goals, which may involve finding ways to return abroad. Consider 
fundraising for the next Trek! 
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Trek Reflection 
 
Once you’ve returned home after your Trek, take some time to reflect on your 
experience. Read your journal, think back to your reflections, look at the photos you 
took, remember the conversations you had. Feel free to use the questions below to 
generate ideas for Post Trek reflection.   
 

• Describe the village. What were the sights and smells? What were the people like?  
 

• How was your community different from communities back home? 
 

• What was a typical day like? 
 

• Describe your favorite memory or a highlight of your trip, and tell us why. 
 

• Are women in the village educated? 
 

• What was the most meaningful lesson learned during a cultural workshop, and why? 
 

• What was one thing you learned from another Trek participant?  
 

• Think back on a person who lived in the village that was about the same age & 
gender as you. How is his/her daily life different in comparison? 

 

• What did you learn about the world during your Trek experience? 
 

• What did you learn about yourself during this time? 
 

• Has your experience caused you to think about what you want to do in the future? 
 

• How do you plan to create change after the experience you’ve gained from your 
Trek? 

 

• How did the local population prioritize education? How does this compare to how 
you and your family prioritize education? 

 

• What difference does buildOn constructing schools make? 
 

• Think about what you determine as a want versus a need. How have those ideas 
changed since your Trek?  Have your wants and needs changed? 

 

• What can you do now as an American consumer to have a positive impact on the 
global community? 
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Group Processing 
 

The great thing about Trek is that you did not experience it alone! There is a wonderful 
team of volunteers who went through the experience with you. If you all live nearby, set 
up a time to get together. If not, organize a Skype call.  Consider using the below reflection 
questions or try out one of the activities on the preceding pages. 
 
Some possible group discussion topics and questions: 
 

• Are you experiencing any frustrations with anything in the US that you didn’t have 
before? (i.e. with excessive waste, consumption in American culture, the choices 
we have, others not understanding your perspective.) 

 

• Have people been open and receptive to hearing about your experiences? 
 

• Since you may not be able to continually travel for international service, what are 
some ways that you might be able to continue to do this work? 

 

• Is there an issue (global health, education, politics, religion) you are more 
interested in now than before? 

 

• Is there anything about your experience on Trek that makes more sense now than 
before? 

 

• Are you doing, or thinking any differently about life since your return? (Discuss 
money, food, family, school, work, etc.) 

 

• What are some ways you can share your Trek experience? 
 

• How has this experience affected any future plans of yours?  Is there anything you 
wish to do now that you didn’t think about before? 

 

• Are you having difficulty deciding how to move forward after this experience? 
 

• Do you hope to stay connected to the community? The country?  How?  What else 
can you do to stay connected?  
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Activity #1  
If you are able to get together with your Trek team after your Trek, it can be helpful to 
have organized reflection activities on hand. The Swirling Closing Reflection Activity, 
detailed below, is a great way to end a day of reflection.  
 
To begin, ask everyone stand in a circle facing each other. You (the facilitator) are part 
of the group and you will be guiding the group through the process with your words.  
 
Time for Activity: 20 minutes 
Materials Needed: None 
Space: You will need enough space to move around: a classroom without chairs, a 
hallway, etc. 
Suggested Script: 
 
“I would like each of you to close your eyes, and try to be fully present here in this circle. 
This may be the last activity we do as an entire team. Please join hands. With your eyes 
closed, think about all of the memories we have shared. Think about our trip, all the 
travel, the crazy moments, how much we laughed, when we cried and everything in 
between.”  
 
Allow 1-2 minutes to come up with three memories. 
 
“Now I want you open your eyes. I am going to take us on a journey to reflect on our 
memories. Please continue to hold hands and follow the person in front of you. 
 
I want you to pick three memories, three moments; they can be just 1 word answers that 
you think of when you think of our trip. What do you remember most? What do you miss 
the most? As we walk, we will go down the line and everyone will say a moment, one 
person then the next then the next. We will go around three times, until everyone has a 
chance to say their three moments. Then I will close us out.” 
 
As the facilitator, let go of one person’s hand (everyone else continues to hold hands) 
and begin to walk in zig zags, circles, whatever design you want, timing it so that you 
end up with a circle facing out by the time the last round of memories is spoken. This 
should take 2-3 minutes. Then, rejoin hands with the others, completing the circle so 
that it is facing outward. 
 
“Those were beautiful. Think about how many memories we have shared. We came 
together not too long ago as almost strangers. Now here we are a family. I want to 
thank you for sharing this experience with me and with each other. It has been a 
pleasure. Now, let go of your hands. Here we are facing outwards, when for the whole 
Trek process we have been together through it all. We will all leave today and go our 
separate ways. Maybe we will see each other at service projects, maybe we will have a 
reunion. I hope so. But as we leave, remember that we are each better for having 
shared this experience. Thank you. 
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Activity #2 
 
Instructions for a second group reflection activity, Cross the Line, are detailed below. 
 
Time for Activity: 20 minutes 
Materials Needed: None 
Space: You will need enough space to move around, a classroom without chairs, a 
hallway, etc. 
 
Ask the group to stand in a straight line. As you ask the following questions, if the 
participant would answer yes, ask them to step forward. After each question, have the 
participants return to the line with the rest of the group. 
Cross the line if… 

a. You’ve had a dream about the community. 

b. You’ve used language skills by accident when talking to someone who 

you wouldn’t usually. 

c. You have communicated with someone from the community/country. 

d. You have shared pictures with someone in person about your experience. 

e. You’ve shared something about your experience with someone and they 

didn’t seem interested. 

f. You have experienced some form of culture shock. 

g. Somebody has asked you a silly question about your experience. 

h. You’ve called a Trek team member since we’ve returned.   

i. You’ve eaten any foods that remind you of Trek. 

j. You’ve thought about how you can go back.   
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Share Your Trek Experience 
 
Ways to share your experience! 
 
There are many ways to share your Trek experience and inspire others. 
  
Create a Trek presentation. Create a PowerPoint presentation to share at a school, 
church or other groups you are a part of. 
 
Use social or print media. Post photos or a video, write a blog post, do an interview, or 
write an article for your school or community newspaper. 

 
Host an awareness or fundraising event. There are a number of events you can host 
to share your Trek experience with your friends, family and supporters. Here are some 
ideas to get you started: 

▪ Photo Exhibits: Create your own art gallery at your school or local library. 
Or, ask a local coffee shop/restaurant if your photos could be the featured art 
for the month! 

▪ Dinner: Try your hand at cooking your favorite meal from your community 
and invite people to partake in the food and learn about your Trek experience. 

▪ Dance: Did your Trek involve more dancing than you’ve ever done before? 
See if there are any dance studios or groups that offer international dance 
classes near you. Ask them if they could host a special session featuring 
dances from your Trek country, and invite friends/family/supporters to 
participate.  

▪ Film Festival: Find a film (or a 
series of films) related to your 
Trek country or related to 
international education. Host a 
screening with a follow-up 
discussion relating the film to 
your Trek experience. 

▪ Coffee Night: Did you go to a 
coffee-growing community in 
Nicaragua? Host a coffee night, 
share some delicious 
Nicaraguan coffee and discuss what you learned about Fair Trade on Trek. 

▪ Yoga: Did you go to Nepal and practice yoga every morning? Talk to a yoga 
studio in your area about hosting an awareness or fundraising event during a 
yoga session.  
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Ways to Stay Connected  
 

To your Trek Team… 
✓ Connect on social media. Create a Facebook group or e-mail chain to keep in 

touch, share photos, memories, jokes, etc. 

✓ Arrange a get together. Host a potluck where each guest brings the food they 
missed the most on Trek, or cook your favorite Trek food together. 

✓ Commit to doing a service project together as a Trek Team. Show off your 
shoveling and construction skills by finding somewhere local to volunteer as a 
group! 

To your supporters… 
✓ Write thank you letters or postcards with photos of you on Trek to all the friends, 

family and businesses that supported your fundraising efforts. 
 

✓ Become a storyteller. Share the lessons you learned on Trek and the impact the 
experience had on you.  

✓ Share the impact the school is having on the community. Highlight your host 
brother or sister and how it will forever change his or her educational 
opportunities. 

To your community/Trek country… 
✓ Write a letter to your community or send printed photos. Talk to your Trek Leader 

about passing them on. 

✓ Share photos of the completed school with friends and supporters. 

✓ Learn more! Follow news updates, check out documentaries, films or books 
related to your Trek Country. 

✓ Investigate! Is there a community of people from your Trek country in your city?  
Perhaps you can connect with them and practice your language skills! 

To buildOn and our mission… 
✓ Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Pinterest. buildOn posts about 

new and exciting things happening every day! 

✓ Do it again! Start planning to fund another school. Think about the joy and 
opportunity the school brought to the community. What if you were able to help 
build one school every year? What impact could you have on the world if you 
continued to spread education and opportunity to more communities?  


