Laos Project


Laos is a very small, beautiful landlocked country. If you like quiet, uncomplicated places whose people are friendly and easy-going, then Laos will be one of the most congenial places in the world for you to live and work. Though it is listed as one of the world’s least developed nations (in 1995 it ranked 138 out of 173 countries in the Human Development Index of the United Nations Development Programme – UNDP), its capital, Vientiane, where Sunshine School is located and which is not much bigger than a country town, is fast catching up with the world. Here one can find most of the modern conveniences and yet can still live in at an unhurried pace travelling to and from places by riding one’s bike down dirt lanes, along the Mekong or amidst rice fields or temples and monks begging for alms. 

As the country only ‘opened up’ to the modern world in the early 90’s, the detrimental influence of ‘western’ media’s uni-consummer culture has been buffeted by a love of traditional values and customs. The official ‘work’ dress for women, which is also their chosen casual and formal dress, is still the ‘sin’ (a Lao-style sarong); people’s ‘Buddhist’ attitudes and belief in animist rituals are still a major factors in their every day lives; the Lao/Chinese almanac is habitually consulted to find out propitious times for auspicious events in the family or society.

Sunshine School is situated in the heart of Vientiane which is only about 30-45 minutes away from the Lao-Thailand border at Nong Khai.  In Vientiane itself are no big shopping malls or cinema houses, and so many people go to Nong Khai for shopping in the morning and come back in the afternoon. The school is about 5 minutes walk from the beautiful Mekong River where one can go for a walk or cycle along a shaded asphalt road and watch the sunset or the river flow.  

Sunshine School is a Lao school with five pre-school classes, ten primary school classes from grades 1 – 5 and one junior high school class. It was established in 1996 and is officially licensed and registered with the Lao government. The school is a non-profit, non-denominational institution dedicated to providing a multicultural, ethically-based education through integrated learning and the holistic development of the child. The director is a foreign volunteer. The rest of the staff are Lao, except for foreign volunteer teachers; there is a Lao advisory committee.

"Educated are those who have learned much, remembered much and made use of their learning in practical life." 

-P. R. Sarkar

The school’s guiding philosophy is based on the concepts of Neo-humanist Education as given by P.R. Sarkar, a 20th century Indian philosopher. Many of these concepts are founded in the ancient science of astaunga yoga.

The school aims to awaken each child's thirst for knowledge while developing their whole personality through:

· creative, child-centered learning

· integrated learning, encouraging children to make connections between disciplines, knowledge and events.  

· ethically-based education

· awakening each child’s spiritual awareness 

· nurturing a spirit of service and social consciousness

· environmental education

· appreciation of local culture as well as diverse global cultures

Our past director wrote: “The children don't speak English well but they are all very friendly and if we have foreign visitors they are all eager to try their English. Don't be surprised, however, when you ask "how are you?" and you get "I'm 8 years old" for an answer.  Four years ago when I arrived at the school I asked one of the teachers where the bathroom was and everybody looked at each other because none of them could understand what I was asking, but now many of them speak English as a result of their twice weekly one hour class given by our volunteers.” 

How did the project start?
After some initial field research in Vientiane and provinces of Laos, a volunteer from the Neo-humanist Foundation of Thailand (see web-page of Baan Unrak project in Thailand for further information on the Thai Neo-humanist Foundation) and Ananda Marga* concluded that a project in the education sector, especially to introduce progressive educational methods and improve the over-all quality of education, would be a great service to the country. With her initiative and the help of friends, sympathizers and NGOs, Sunshine School was born. In the beginning the founder struggled to train the teachers with the funds she received from NGOs and materials given to her from abroad. Now, the school covers its running and maintenance costs and can provide a living allowance for the volunteer director. For the yearly improvement and expansion, however, the school still seeks funding from local NGOs and friends around the world. 

* Ananda Marga is an international group which promotes personal self-development through teaching the practices of yoga and meditation, and which sends volunteer social workers from around the world to impoverished regions to support improvements in education, health, and community development.

The school is now somewhat of a ‘model’ Lao school in Vientiane due to its green environment and its creative child-centered approach to education. Time to time teachers from other Lao schools come to get ideas from us on ‘new’ teaching techniques and on low budget, ‘home’ made materials. Two years ago (2004) the school was chosen as one of the pilot schools to promote Vientiane’s recently introduced re-cycling programme.

Volunteer Duties
There are a wide range of activities open to volunteers:

· Teach English to our kindergarten and primary children. Each primay grade has 5 lessons a week at 45 minutes each lesson; the kindergarten classes have 20 minutes of English a day.

· Teach English to our staff during the lunch break free time from 12.15 – 1 p.m. any weekday.

· Teach or do other creative activities with our kids - music, dance, drama, art, crafts, sports, computers, gardening, etc.

· Help our teachers to imbibe more progressive, more creative methods of teaching. 

· Help us make educational or PR materials for the school. 

· Help with fund-raising research and communications.

· Help to improve our facilities by repair work, landscaping, building, decorating, etc.

As well as native English speakers who can help with our English teaching programme, and  we are especially interested in people who can introduce more creative activities into the school. So we are looking for people with training or backgrounds in teaching science and environmental care, music, dance, drama, art, crafts, sports, computers, etc.

We are also looking for people with experience in progressive education techniques, especially for primary level to help us introduce more creative child-centered methods of teaching to our staff. It takes constant input to wean our teachers away from the traditional ‘chalk and talk’ and ‘rote memorization’ methods of teaching and learning which are still common in many Asian countries. Although our school has come a long way since the beginning - the teacher/student relationship is friendly and open; the teachers try to use hands-on materials and interactive techniques - we are still far from having a really creative flow in the classrooms. 

Conditions for volunteers
The time and times that the volunteers are expected to spend at school each day will vary according to which age group they are working with and what type of work they are doing. No more than the normal working day of 8.5 hours, 5 days a week ... with a lot of free periods during school hours when they are not teaching. The school is open from Mon - Fri 8.00 - 4.00. There are also activities on some Saturday mornings from 8 - 12. 

Long term volunteers in key teaching positions will be requested to prepare their lesson plans, so volunteers with an education background are preferable. 

The school will provide a residence visa and work permit for long term volunteers (6 months – 1 year). Volunteers requiring this type of visa will have to provide adequate documents of educational qualifications and work experience to show to the local authorities. As the visas are quite expensive it is difficult for the school to provide much more in terms of financial support to long term volunteers. However, a small allowance MAY be given to one or two persons per year to help maintain their living costs; this is negotiable according to the financial position of the school in that year, and the needs of the volunteers (accommodation provided or not, etc.) and the amount of time they spend working at the school.  Short term volunteers are expected to manage their own living and visa costs.

Most of our long term volunteers end up getting paid part-time English teaching jobs in the evenings at one of the numerous English language schools around town.

Are food and accommodation included?
A vegetarian lunch is served free for all students, teachers and staff during school days. 

Currently there is small room available for a female volunteer (up to 2 could stay there at a pinch). It is very basic ... a bed, a fan, a table. Just a place to have a little privacy and leave your things. It gets quite hot during the day time especially during the April/May hot season. The school kitchen is available for cooking and keeping vegetarian food, and there are bath rooms in several classrooms which can be freely used before and after school hours.


If that kind of accommodation is too 'basic' then volunteers have to arrange something outside the school. Rooms are available for around US$ 50 - 80 a month, and whole houses for US$100. The school can help to find something. Rooms in guest houses are available for US$4 a day upwards.

Language Requirements
Volunteers should be able to read, write and speak English fluently and be willing to learn the local language which is Lao. 

What to bring
In summer (March- May), the temperature can get as high as 37-39 C, so light cotton clothes would be advisable. You can bring your favorite sunscreen so you will not get burned when you walk under the sun. Winter (Dec – Jan) in Laos can be cold (when it's really cold it can go to even 8-10 degrees and 4 degrees in the colder parts), so bring warm clothes and a sleeping bag.  

When are volunteers needed?
September to July

How long can I volunteer?
1 - 10 months
