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Today I was waving goodbye to 136 students and teachers, with tears in my eyes and 
while driving down Huay Som Poi’s bumpy roads back to Chiang Mai I tried to recapture 
as many memories of the last four months as I could - happy and sad moments, surprises 
and disappointments, expectations that were met and also those that weren’t. Four months 
I have spent as a Child’s Dream Volunteer English teacher at “Baan Huay Som Poi 
School” in Baan Huay Som Poi, a village two and a half hours drive from Chiang Mai, and I 
would like to share my experiences and what to expect if you are interested in doing 
something similar.  

As soon as I arrived at Huay Som Poi School and drove across the school yard with many 
big students’ eyes looking at me, the “farang”, excitedly and immediately being taken care 
of by some teachers, I felt very welcome. Yet the beginning was tough. No, not because of 
the living conditions in the girls’ dormitory, which are very basic (a very thin and hard 
mattress, bugs and other insects)  or because of the toilets we are not used to in Europe 
or, most importantly, my shower, being a big bucket that I could refill and use with ice cold 
water only. No, not because of the food, which was mostly so good that it even made me 
gain weight. And also not because of the people (teachers and students) that I lived with. 
They all were very friendly, caring and definitely represented Thailand’s famous 
hospitality. It was because of the lack of communication. I knew that English is not a widely 
spoken language in such a rural area, but I didn’t expect that none of the students and 
even some of the teachers didn’t speak any English at all. This made me feel very lonely in 
the beginning, having nobody to talk to, especially in the evenings which I spent in the 
boarding house with other students. I started worrying about my teaching and how I would 
manage to teach a language without the students understanding a word I say. This limited 
communication was something I needed to get used to and learn how to handle.  It did 
take me some time, but I adjusted to it. Not only that, I even started enjoying it as much as 
I did the teaching, spending time with my students, and Huay Som Poi itself.  

Something that I of course was aware of before coming to Huay Som Poi was the fact that 
you just cannot compare the Thai education system with the European one, but yet facing 
the reality was something different than the imagination of it. In the beginning I was quickly 
frustrated about the organisational aspects in school. It took a long time until I had an 
official teaching schedule, but it took even longer until the students knew about it as well. 
So basically I spent a lot of my time running around and finding my students in the first few 
weeks which was very tiring. I have the impression that both students and teachers take 
things so much easier and not as serious as we Europeans (or should I say Swiss-
Germans…) are used to, which can also be seen in the way of teaching. Many teachers 
don’t come to school on time, so half of the first period is wasted. In the afternoon, the 
students’ free time, instead of giving some extra tasks and encouraging the ambitious 
students, they would just turn on the TV and let the children watch a show. In my opinion, 
this style has not only an impact on the effectiveness of the students’ education, but  
probably more importantly on their behaviour. I never really saw any students studying or 
working for an upcoming exam, often they didn’t even know about it because they simply 
don’t care. The younger students don’t seem to know that it is not okay to just stand up 
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and run out of class to play outside, drink water or go to the toilet when they feel like it. 
Some don’t understand that there just are certain rules in school.  

However, I did like how the school celebrates special days such as “children’s day” and 
how holidays are a greater deal and of more importance than in Europe. I was impressed 
with the way teachers cooperated and worked with each other, how everyone had lunch 
together and helped each other. Every term there is a day off, so teachers can go to visit 
all of their students’ houses to see where and how they live and talk to their families. The 
relationship between students and teachers seems closer, and the teachers know a lot 
about their students personal lives. This of course has a very positive impact on the 
students as well. Everyday I could tell that the school was really one community, the 
students of all age ranges played together and nobody ever was excluded. 

I taught English in all grades (Prathom 1-6 and Mathayom 1-3), 16 hours a week, mainly 
focusing on the younger ones. I figured that the best way to teach was by using drawings 
or by acting, singing, dancing or by playing games such as bingo or little board competition 
games. I always picked one topic or one question per lesson. The topics were: introducing 
yourself, the ABC, numbers, colours, the face, fruits, family members, daily routines, 
Christmas, clothes, professions, weekdays and months. Some of the questions were “How 
are you?”, “What are you doing?”, “Where are you going?” and “What is the weather 
today?”. I let them write the vocabulary in their notebooks, just to practise their writing, not 
because they could read any of it. As I only taught each class once or twice a week, it was 
very important to repeat what I had taught over and over again, which took a lot of time, 
but otherwise the students would forget most of it. Teaching easy questions and answers 
felt like a good strategy to me as I could use them in everyday life. And I proved right. It 
worked.  

When I arrived, the students, all coming from the Karen hill tribe (known for being 
extremely shy), didn’t feel comfortable to say any English word at all, but preferred to just 
look at me. About two weeks later, almost all students greeted me with “Good morning, 
teacher Ann!” every time I passed by. First success! More weeks passed and the students 
started saying things like “Teacher, I am happy! Sleepy! Hungry!” or “Teacher Ann, I eat 
dinner!” and asking me how I am, just to show what they remembered from my lessons 
and that they actually cared and wanted to talk to me. Moments like these made my day.  

After 4 weeks, I redesigned a storage room and started giving guitar lessons to 14 
ambitious girls and boys, figuring that music has its own language. By teaching the guitar, I 
gained the students’ confidence and trust, combining the English language with music and 
a lot of fun.  

Now and four months later I am as happy as anyone could be. I would never trade this 
experience for anything else. The students here still don’t speak English or if only very 
little, yet I have a relationship with many of them, certainly not based on the usual 
communication, but on sports, games and music. This is the most rewarding gift I could 
have received for being here: noticing that students are happy when I am around, that they 
want to spend time with me, try to find a way to shape a bond with me, seeing how upset 
they are about me leaving and knowing that they care about me as much as I care about 
them. I received the biggest smiles and the most heart-warming hugs and kisses. I 
appreciated the students’ efforts in adopting my habits to improve communication, using 
movements, mimic and pictures, or google translator. I appreciated every single time 
somebody came to ask for an extra English class or to play the guitar with me. I enjoyed 
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joining their football/volleyball/badminton/Takro (Thai football) games or playing UNO (I 
brought it to practise colours and numbers and they were crazy about it!).  

On weekends, I either drove to Chiang Mai to spend time with the wonderful “Child’s 
Dream family” or I stayed at the school and did something with the two other 27 and 30 
year old Thai volunteers (they arrived two weeks after I did and significantly contributed to 
the fast improvement of my volunteering period after the rocky start) and the boarding 
students, who took us on great trips in Baan Huay Som Poi and nearby villages, to 
waterfalls, temples, farms and rice fields, and took us for dinner at the local students’ 
houses. There was always something new to discover!  

As you can see, the beginning wasn’t easy. But it got better week by week, and yes, it was 
definitely worth it.  

Should you want to do anything like it you must be prepared for the communication 
problem. It can get lonely at the beginning and there are moments, where you have to be 
strong. But most importantly you have to be open-minded and be able to adapt to a 
completely new environment. You have to have an open ear for students who you don’t 
understand, then try to understand, observe and find out how to make the most of the few 
resources you have. Always give your best, be prepared for disappointments and failure, 
but be grateful for the little moments.  

You should know that being a volunteer teacher at a boarding school is more than just a 
regular teaching “job”. It is a lot more about what happens outside the classroom. It is a 
24/7 commitment you make. If you sign up to be a volunteer, it should be because you 
really, really want it, because you are interested in and curious about a different world and 
different people. There are many things you will not understand, but even more things you 
will learn from. In addition to the community, it is also about the individuals. Spend your 
time with the children, get to know their families and backgrounds, build a relationship. 
Show them that you are truly interested in them and their personalities, because that’s 
what children notice and what gets them to react in return. Who are the special students, 
needing that little bit of extra? Who are the smart and ambitious ones, who might be 
“stuck” in this society? How can you encourage them and show them that there is a big 
world with endless opportunities beyond their little village and culture? What difference can 
I make as a volunteer?  The students might not speak English now, which was the reason 
why I came here, but I still know that for some of them, in some of their lives I probably did 
make a difference after all. 
The most important thing, however, is to understand that volunteering is something that 
comes from your heart. And then you will learn a lot, so have I. Even though I was the 
teacher, I now know that I wasn’t the only one who taught. I learned my lessons every day. 
I learned that the little moments, the little things, they aren’t little. But most of all I learned 
that it’s all about giving - and if you do, you get back more than you would ever expect.  

If you are interested in being an English volunteer teacher at Baan Huay Som Poi School 
or any other school, please do not hesitate to contact me or ask me any questions! 
ak.halusa@gmail.com 
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The schoolyard, the girls’ dormitory I lived in and the school’s coffeeshop with a spectacular view.

With the students at school...
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In guitar class…
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On weekends…


