
Maha Ghosananda School of Preah Vihear
Concept Paper

“We must find the courage to leave our temples and enter the suffering-filled temples of human experience.”—Maha Ghosananda

The mission of the Maha Ghosananda School is to prepare a core group of community leaders who have the commitment and capacity to end poverty and to secure their community’s rights to education, healthcare, and an adequate standard of living; to political participation; and to religious and cultural expression.  Beginning in 2008, the goal of the first phase of the School is to recruit and build an initial group of 12 young people living in Preah Vihear Province, and to engage them in collaboratively mapping their community, as well as national and international forces affecting their lives, and in developing the concrete objectives, primary curriculum, and physical space of the school.  The Maha Ghosananda School of Preah Vihear invites your engagement, input, active participation, and financial support in its development.  
Description of School
We plan to name the proposed school after His Venerable Maha Ghosananda (popularly known as "Cambodia's Gandhi"), who was a peace activist, winner of the Alternative Peace Prize, nominee for the 1996 Nobel Peace Prize, Buddhist monk and Supreme Patriarch of Buddhism in Cambodia. He lived a life of engaged Buddhism by spending his time modeling nonviolence and acts of compassion while actively advocating for peace. His “Pilgrimages of Truth,” traveling and teaching on foot across Cambodia, were a source of hope and a model of collective concern.  He passed away at the age of 78, on March 12, 2007.  We hope that by naming the school in his honor, we will again draw worthy attention to a very important Cambodian leader and role model while incorporating his example and teachings into the structure and curriculum of the school.
The Maha Ghosananda School of Preah Vihear is being created on the basis of a belief that Cambodians, after two decades of war and massive violence, can begin to build a collective future of peace and mutual prosperity from its broken past of division, violence, and distrust.  We believe that education can be an inspiring force for change in bringing learners together to rebuild and develop their own community; that education should not be a privilege of the few but instead accessible to all; and that an educational institution should not be a separate entity from the community, as occurred during pre-Khmer Rouge era, but an intimate and integral part of the community in working towards its equitable social, economic and political development. Students will regularly be encouraged and expected to apply what they learn to actively shape and improve the community in which they live. 

In its formation, the Maha Ghosananda School will draw on the experience, knowledge and expertise of community leaders in Preah Vihear, civil society leaders and professors throughout Cambodia, and allies in the United States.  The School emerges from the vision and experiences of Chath pierSath, a Cambodian-American, who first returned to his home country in May 1994, after fleeing as a refugee at the age of eleven.  Completing his graduate studies in community social psychology at the University of Massachusetts, Lowell, Chath has dedicated his life to working to rebuild the country, with a particular concern for the poor struggling in villages across Cambodia, where approximately 80 percent of the population still relies on subsistence agriculture amid often precarious land claims.  The Maha Ghosananda School will be located in Preah Vihear, the Northern Province known for its famous monastery Prasat Preah Vihear located near the border with Thailand.  The province is subdivided into seven districts, around its capital of Phnom Tbeng Meanchey. 

With Chath’s facilitation, the school will be organized by a local board, selected on the basis of gender equity and intergenerational leadership.  The needs and concerns of the surrounding communities will be central in shaping the curriculum and evolution of the school.  In addition, an advisory board will be organized to assist in developing strategic plans and resources.  The following persons are potential candidates, who will be asked to participate:

· Cheryl West, PhD candidate in environmental studies, University of Massachusetts at Lowell
· Amy Sanford, Cambodian-American artist

· Ken Nicewicz, farmer and University of Massachusetts agricultural volunteer

· Donald Lang, architect
· Dr. Joyce Gibson, University of Massachusetts at Lowell

· Chris Grove, human rights advocate and PhD candidate in anthropology, CUNY Graduate Center
· Jef Moons, Belgian entrepreneur, owner of Tgai Bang Chatt Resort in Kampot, Cambodia, and volunteer with Bridges Without Borders

· Luong Ouong, Cambodian author

· Theary Seng, Cambodian lawyer and Director of the Center for Social Development in Cambodia

· Libet Johnson, US philanthropist and Director of Sovann Komar, Cambodia

· Judith Thompson, PhD candidate in peace studies (who worked with Maha Ghosananda)
Since March 2007, Chath has begun actively exploring potential locations, resources, and criteria for the school, and he will undertake extensive discussions with the Vice Governor of Preah Vihear to identify needs and explore local support. Chath will return to Cambodia in January, 2008 and stay for several months in Preah Vihear to strengthen relationships with community and provincial leaders and to recruit and work with young women and men in mapping the community and in beginning to shape the school.
Description of Problem and Opportunities
Following the genocide and extended period of war in Cambodia, families and communities were broken apart.  The educated, including community and religious leaders, were targeted and often killed.  Massive poverty, extreme economic inequality, and ongoing dysfunction within the political system have continued to hinder the development of effective community organizations and a related collaboration.  Many young people have little sense for the long history and rich culture of Cambodia and thus little sense of pride in their community or country.  There is often minimal hope for the future or belief that collective action for meaningful, nonviolent change is possible.  While education and mutual learning are important tools for building this hope, there is also a danger of replicating some of the problematic social structures and economic conditions of the pre-Khmer Rouge era, when education was a privilege of the elite few, often contributing to gross inequalities and social tensions.    

By living, learning, and working together, students at the school will have an opportunity to collectively build a participatory community, for which each member has responsibility.  Students will also be given regular opportunities to build and practice leadership, negotiation, facilitation and decision-making in a nonviolent, egalitarian environment, which stresses informed and critical analysis of problems.  However, the school will be an open space, engaging with and helping to build the surrounding communities, sharing lessons and models, contributing creativity, intelligence and labor to collective efforts to strengthen Preah Vihear and beyond.

Objectives and Accompanying Strategies  

Initial discussions with potential stakeholders in the Maha Ghosananda School have identified the following ten objectives for the school, as well as related strategies for their fulfillment.  As the local board and advisory board of the school are formalized and particularly as an initial group of students become associated with the school, we assume that these objectives may be expanded, nuanced, and prioritized.  However, we trust that these initial objectives will continue to reflect the main aims of the school into the foreseeable future. 

Critical Analysis, Community Education, and Political Engagement
Objective I: Build critical thinking skills of students in analyzing situations facing their community and personal well-being.

Strategies:

· Discuss and debate current media, teaching students how to read newspapers and listen to radio or television broadcasts critically.

· Undertake historical studies of Cambodia, with close attention to political and economic developments.

· Expose students to international human rights and environmental standards, as well as alternative political and economic models, such as participatory budgeting or workers’ cooperatives. 
Objective II: Strengthen community organization and build the voice of communities in decisions affecting their lives.

Strategies:

· Explore and utilize existing family and kinship structures to spread education and to build wider structures of community support and responsibility.

· Map, understand and utilize current mechanisms for participation within the current government structures of Cambodia.
· Provide students with regular experience participating in open, egalitarian, democratic structures via processes for school decision-making and implementation.
Objective III: Undertake community education and dialogue via the facilitation and leadership of the school’s students.

Strategies:

· Document lessons learned in projects and develop related trainings and manuals.

· Structure advanced courses as training of trainers, building the facilitation and training skills of students.

· Utilize non-traditional educational tools, including art, music, theatre and documentaries.

Artistic Expression and Cultural Development
Objective IV: Reinforce, support and develop community festivals and rituals to build community ties, identity and pride, creating occasions for celebration.

Strategies: 
· Incorporate training in various arts and music, as well as cultural activities, into the school curriculum. 

· Facilitate a community mapping that looks at community assets and strengths, particularly including existing celebrations, traditions, artistic expressions, and crafts. Establish a working committee to be led by students to identify and pursue opportunities for strengthening or building on these assets. 
· Explore the potential of existing or emerging cultural celebrations and forms as vehicles for community education and social change.

· Depending on the community’s interest, discuss the possibility of utilizing festivals or art forms as an opportunity to welcome visitors and perhaps support small-scale economic maintenance and development.  While this is a common trend throughout much of the world, we also recognize that there are potential dangers in packaging ‘culture’ as a commodity, instead of treating it as a changing, collective, yet diverse expression of a group of people.
Objective V: Utilize art as a tool of self-reflection and personal expression, as well as of collective exploration and mutual growth.

Strategies:

· Ask students to keep a journal of their experiences and create community learning forums where students will be given regular opportunities to reflect and to share ideas, lessons, and feelings with their peers. 
· Utilize music, cultural activities or rituals, or group art projects to collectively explore ideas or concepts and to promote group cohesion.
· Remember and retell important histories or myths through drama, building collective understanding while creating space for discussion and debate.
Objective VI: Encourage appreciation of diversity.

Strategies:

· Incorporate lessons on and discussions of gender and sexuality into the core curriculum of the school.  Openly welcome persons of different sexual orientations and gender expressions, embracing diversity as a source of strength. 
· Include lessons on and discussions of racism, nationalism, and other forms of prejudice and discrimination into the core curriculum, with particular attention to addressing ongoing tensions between many persons of Cambodian versus Vietnamese descent.
Practical Skills and Literacy
Objective VII: Improve the physical and mental health of students and their communities, drawing on existing community resources and strengths to the greatest extent possible. 

Strategies:

· Facilitate community-based health research and documentation, in order to develop or advocate for appropriate interventions and institutions.
· Work with students to develop community education related to primary health issues, including sexually transmitted infections, nutrition, and disease prevention.

· Based on mappings of both community needs and existing cultural assets, consider the applicability of community social psychology models or tools, recognizing that many persons continue to suffer from the impacts of war and related traumas.
Objective VIII: Ensure literacy for students and community members. 

Strategies:

· Facilitate a training-of-trainers model in which students are actively developing strategies to improve the literacy in their community, including tutoring and adult literacy classes, even while many are in the process of achieving full literacy themselves.
· Recognize literacy as one (important) form of knowledge, yet encourage students to assume new responsibilities for their community based on each new form of knowledge that they gain.
Objective IX: Recognizing the primarily agricultural economy of Preah Vihear, strengthen the output and quality of food production.  

Strategies:

· Facilitate mutual learning seminars on agricultural methods between farmers from neighboring communities and document lessons for further dissemination.
· Experiment in school gardens with different agricultural methods found throughout Cambodia and the wider Southeast Asian region to increase local production.  In addition to the primary method of farmer-to-farmer exchange, this might also include periodically working with agricultural schools and research centers to develop healthy (presumably organic), environmentally friendly, sustainable innovations.
· Provide food for the school and for community outreach programs through school gardens.
Objective X: Explore and support alternative and sustainable forms of income generation.

Strategies:

· Facilitate an envisioning session with students, community members, and perhaps government officials to assess the current situation and potential opportunities and to ideally outline a number of shared visions and realistic goals for a specific time period.  

· Undertake community education and discussions regarding economic and political forces on the national and international level that impact the community, together with strategy sessions regarding how to meet and overcome existing or emerging challenges.

· Organize visits to or exchanges with similarly situated communities to promote mutual learning, networking and cooperation.
Timeframe and Initial Budget Projections
Phase I: During the first year, beginning in 2008, we plan to recruit at least 12 initial students—six young women and six young men between the ages of 12 and 20—to assist with community mapping and development of core curriculum, while beginning a basic educational program with them.  Initial fundraising efforts will ideally secure $6000 to support Chath’s expenses in Preah Vihear for six months (including the rental of an apartment or small house with an adequate meeting/classroom), daily meals for the students, one computer and internet connection for students, and additional mapping and educational materials.  
In addition, a local board will be developed and relationships with community and provincial leaders established.  Further, an advisory board will be created, as discussed above.  With these elements in place, accreditation processes with the Cambodian Ministry of Education will be initiated. 
Finally, we will identify appropriate land and facilities for the school, secure necessary permits, and begin significant fundraising efforts.  Given current land and construction prices, we roughly estimate that we will need to raise at least $40,000 to purchase a few hectares of land, construct an initial school building with simple living quarters, and secure adequate furniture, equipment, and supplies.  This estimate assumes that students, staff and ideally other community members will play active roles in helping to build the school and create its initial gardens and spaces throughout the second year of the school.
*After an initial six months in Preah Vihear, we imagine that Chath will return to Phnom Penh and then to the US, for at least three months, to undertake discussions with the Cambodian Ministry of Education, to finalize and consult with the advisory board of the project, and to begin intensive fundraising efforts.  Chath will work to maintain ongoing connection with the initial group of students through internet and telephone during this brief period.    
Phase II: During the second year, the initial 12 students will undertake an intensive course of study, including sessions to prepare them as trainers and facilitators of peer and community education.  Community outreach, programming, celebrations, and education will be central to the second year, working to create support for and participation in the school.  While opening the campus to community activities, the initial school building and gardens will be completed.

At the end of the second year, the advisory board of international and Cambodian members would ideally hold a meeting at the school, providing a series of classes and discussions for current students and welcoming new students.  This might also provide an opportunity to officially launch the school, inviting provincial and national leaders.
Phase III: In the third and following years, building on a core curriculum responsive to and engaged with the wider community, there will be opportunities to invite visiting professors from other parts of Cambodia or other countries.  Student and community exchanges will develop, with the potential of inviting students from surrounding provinces to study at the school.  The school will begin to have noticeable impacts on the cultural, economic, and political life of Preah Vihear.  While developing model community education programs, the school will actively strive to meet national and ultimately international educational standards for its students. 
*The Maha Ghosananda School of Preah Vihear is currently exploring possibilities to receive tax-deductible contributions through a US-based fiscal sponsor or to secure its own status as a US nonprofit public charity exempt from federal income tax under Sections 501 c) 3 and 509 (a) 1 of the Internal Revenue Code.
Request of Assistance and Contact Person

We would particularly welcome your input and feedback on this draft concept paper, developed in conversation with several potential stakeholders in Cambodia, as well as the US and Europe.  Similarly, we would be grateful your assistance in identifying and evaluating valuable models and resources for this project.  Finally, initial contributions to support the first phase of this project, beginning in 2008, would be appreciated.

For further information or to share input, resources, or contributions, please contact Chath pierSath at chat4peace@hotmail.com. 
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