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In the past six years, the author has traveled and volunteered his design skills with three different organizations in 
three different countries: Greece, Lithuania, and most recently Kathmandu, Nepal. The experiences included 
proposals for the sustainable redesign of an 1800’s island village that was decimated by an earthquake; teaching 
the product design process in a former Soviet State; and working with a Himalayan fair trade craft organization to 
improve their product lines. His next venture in 2013 will take him to a small Mexican village for two months to 
teach local villagers how to improve their products from up-cycled trash.      
 
Below are three different types of international volunteer/educational opportunities experienced by the author and 
at the end of each section there is a short recap of the experiences gained.  
 

• Community Service Learning 

• Teaching Foreign Students Abroad 

• Volunteering at NGOs   

COMMUNITY SERVICE LEARNING 

First of all, “Community Service-Learning” is a form of experiential learning that combines community service with 
classroom learning. Real-life experiences in the community are linked to academic content through applied 
research projects. 
 

In 1953 a massive earthquake destroyed most 
of the buildings and homes on the Greek island 
of Kefalonia. Most of the buildings have long 
since been rebuilt and the infrastructure 
restored. However, one of these villages, 
Farsa, a Venetian-era community built in the 
1800’s was not rebuilt and has become the 
focus of this educational redevelopment project 
implemented by Western Washington 
University in collaboration with the University of 
Patras in Greece (Figure 1). Various groups of 
students from several US universities and a 
handful of international students spent six 
academic quarters, over a three year period, 
studying courses in planning, architecture, 

sustainable infrastructure design, social 
anthropology, green building techniques, 

energy systems, sustainable tourism, economic development, agro ecology, language, history and culture. The 
rich curriculum was taught by American and Greek faculty and focused on strategies, design, and redevelopment 
plans for reviving the rubble of the historic village of Farsa into a modern sustainable, eco-village while still 
retaining its original character. 
 
During his quarter in Kefalonia, Professor Oslapas taught courses in planning, architectural design, and 
drawing/visualization skills. The study of regional building styles involved visiting local architects and studying pre-
1953 photographs of the community. Weekly meetings with former local village residents, who are now in the 70’s 
and 80’s, gave students a vivid picture of life in Farsa when it was a thriving community. Current owners of the 
collective properties and their families were actively engaged with the students in discussing the issues of 

Figure 1. Student concept rendering of Farsa Village housing redevelopment 



  
 

redevelopment and reviewing student concepts week to week. Final presentations of each quarter’s work were 
made to the local community residents and government officials in town hall style meetings. Several field trips to 
other villages and islands were also arranged to see examples of both good and bad redevelopment projects. 
   
Each quarter had a different academic focus and opportunities to teach in this multi-disciplinary program were 
offered to educators from many fields of study and from various universities during the course of the program. In 
order to broaden the international experience, the primary courses were supplemented by a language course, a 
weekly local history lesson, and a traditional dance class to get students fully immersed into Greek island culture.  
 
Since the community service-learning experience in Greece was part of an existing university study abroad 
program, it was easy to plug into and set up. No professional leave applications were necessary and the faculty 
retained their existing salaries. It did require finding faculty to fill courses at the home institution while they were 
gone. Housing was setup beforehand and Greek liaisons were assigned to meet students and faculty at the 
airport and facilitate travel and other arrangements on the island. One of the unique opportunities was to bring 
along a current cadre of industrial design students from the home institution and share the study abroad 
experience with them. 

TEACHING FOREIGN STUDENTS ABROAD 

The author’s Lithuanian-American heritage led him to seek out an industrial design programs in Lithuania in 2009 
during a 10-week professional leave (sabbatical). The objective was to teach industrial design students from this 
former Soviet state and share knowledge and skills from the US design perspective. 

 
Professor Oslapas connected with the Vilnaus Dailes 
Akademija in Lithuania’s capital of Vilnius and taught a 
senior studio course with 28 students. Twenty-four of 
these students were female which was a stark contrast 
to the male dominated industrial design profession in 
most of the world. The curriculum focused on an “eco-
entrepreneurial” project that required students to create 
marketable products from locally discarded materials 
(Figure 2). A connection was made with a local design 
shop, Daiktu Viesbutis which hosted a tremendously 
successful opening of the student’s final solutions and 
sales of their products with national television coverage. 
 
While in Lithuania, Oslapas attended an international 
design conference and networked with other eastern 
European universities and academies to setup visits 
with industrial design programs in Riga, Latvia; Tallinn, 
Estonia; and St. Petersburg, Russia. While visiting those 
countries he shared presentations of US student work 
and held drawing skills workshops with ID students and 
their faculty. All the universities contacted were excited 
and willing to host the workshops and presentations.  
 
The Lithuanian teaching venture required an approved 
professional leave application and a couple months of 
communication with Lithuanian design programs before 
an arrangement was made. Courses at the home 
institution had to be covered by adjunct faculty and the 
home institution salary was maintained. The teaching 
and workshops were completely unpaid however the 
home institution covered some of the travel expenses.  Figure 2. Poster to advertise student recycling project and opening of show 



 

 

 
 

VOLUNTEERING AT NGO’S 

The World Bank defines an NGO as a "private organization that pursue activities to relieve suffering, promote the 
interests of the poor, protect the environment, provide basic social services, or undertake community 
development". There are literally millions of NGO’s throughout the world; India claims to have had an estimated 
3.3 million NGOs in the year 2009!  
 

Professor Oslapas was inspired by professor 
Ann-Marie Conrado, IDSA (University of Notre 
Dame) who has been doing volunteer 
extensive work in Nepal for over a decade. 
She helped introduce him to the Association 
For Craft Producers, a fair trade craft 
organization in Kathmandu, which supports 
over 1,200 Nepalese artisans throughout the 
country. Oslapas and his wife, an Art Center 
Product Design graduate ’91, volunteered to 
work with the ACP to design new product lines 
for the global marketplace, collaborating with 
local artisans and designers, and even helping 
out at an orphanage for 10 days! 
 

In Kathmandu, the Oslapas pair lived with a 
family, which provided many rich opportunities 

to experience daily Nepali life and culture. They commuted daily by local bus and spent 5 days per week in the 
ACP studios focused on creating prototypes and samples in many mediums that included felt, textiles, wood, 
copper, and ceramics (Figure 3). In turn, these products provided many jobs for many artisans throughout the 
villages of Nepal.  
 
Dealing with limited resources in Nepal was difficult but manageable. For example, X-acto knives did not exist so 
it was fortunate that Professor Oslapas brought one with him. The ACP designers were intrigued by the easiness 
of wielding the X-acto knife and took turns using it daily. Unfortunately, there are no #11 replacement blades 
available in the country so the Nepali designers had to hand sharpen the blades. Life was hard in Nepal but the 
people were very friendly and accommodating in all areas. The home institution covered travel expenses and an 
approved professional leave application was necessary. Professor Ann-Marie Conrado continues to take her 
Notre Dame students each summer so she is able to circumvent the sabbatical application process.    

 
The next volunteer effort will be with EntreAmigos, an NGO in San 
Francisco (nicknamed San Pancho), Mexico in the spring of 2013. Both 
husband and wife will provide a variety of workshops from sewing to silk 
screening. Their main focus will be a series of eco-design workshops 
dedicated to finding innovative new uses for local recycled materials, which 
are transformed into marketable up-cycled products to be sold at the 
organization’s Imaginarte Gallery Store and distributed in boutiques 
throughout the region (Figure 4).  
 
EntreAmigos actively solicits volunteer designers and artists to join their 
efforts in education, design, and improving life in San Pancho. The 
community is very supportive of outside assistance and many US volunteers 
provide service each year.     

CONCLUSION 

Volunteer organizations actively seek assistance and support in many, 
many areas of the world. You don’t even have to leave the country to 

volunteer. These organizations range from those that have a formal 

Figure 3. Arunas and Katie working at the Association for Craft Producers in Kathmandu 

Figure 4. Local Mexican artisan with glassware 



  
 

application process to less formal organizations that will put you to work when you get there. The structured 
programs typically have associated costs, schedules that are clearly defined with specific objectives, and housing 
is usually provided.  

Organizations like Norway’s Design without Borders utilizes the creative and analytical skills of industrial 
designers specifically to develop solutions that promote long-term development and increase the quality of 
emergency aid. They aim to support local product development competency and raise awareness of design as a 
tool for development. They currently have projects in Guatemala and Uganda are involved with relevant 
organizations or institutions. They collaborate closely with international and national partners on projects within 
the following areas: humanitarian response, industrial development, environmental challenges, health and 
mobility, and urban development. 

The WorkingAbroad organization will actually ‘match’ you to an organization and researches, compiles and 
provides a personalized information service for people of all ages and nationalities on voluntary work 
opportunities in the humanitarian, educational, agricultural and environmental fields in over 150 countries world-
wide. 

Aid to Artisans has been a strong advocate of creating 
economic opportunities for artisan groups around the world 
where livelihoods, communities, and craft traditions are 
marginal or at risk with a commitment to building profitable 
businesses. Their focus is to leave behind an infrastructure 
that continues to support the artisan community long after 
they complete their mentorship.  

The bottom line is that there are local organizations and 
NGOs all over the world that support community development 
projects, assist businesses, work with children, sustainable 
living and organic agriculture, local conservation and 
education projects. If there is a desire to teach or to design, 
there are many opportunities to give back to our profession 
and to those in need. It is just a matter of identifying your 
strengths, talents, interests, or asking what can you 
contribute? Funding can come from paid professional leaves, 

grants, fund raising, Fulbright Scholar Programs, even the Rotary Club! The rewards of service and giving back 
are beyond description when an individual can pass on valuable information, teach new skills, or transform the 
lives of individuals.  
 
 

Figure 5. Arunas with clay potter in Bhaktapur, Nepal 


