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How it started 
 
I was acquainted with Child’s Dream after a friend volunteered with them and told me a lot about what she had 
learnt while volunteering. I was inspired by the changes that had happened to her. In addition, I had always been 
interested to do an overseas expedition and for me, the time was ripe. My rational mind told me this was the best 
time to go, or risk regretting it. Everyone was very supportive when I spoke to them about it, but nevertheless 
making the decision to stay alone for 3 months in a foreign land needed a big leap of faith, and lots of support from 
loved ones. 
 
My role 
 
I applied for the role of a Volunteer English Teacher and requested Child’s Dream to assign me a school. I was 
assigned to go to Baan Khun Tae, which is 3 hours’ drive from Chiang Mai City and nearest to Jom Thong City. I was 
to be their first volunteer, and also the first foreigner in the village. 
 
 
Motivation 
 
Before I submitted my application to Child’s Dream, I read the information on their website and watched the videos 
that they recommended for potential volunteers. I am glad that an NGO takes priority to ensure suitable volunteers 
are recruited. There is an age-old question surrounding volunteerism and altruism, “Is what I am doing for others, or 
for myself?” 
 
When I informed friends and family about my decision to go to North Thailand for 3 months to teach English in a 
school located in the mountains, most would ask, “Why?” It is something I found myself repeating even after I 
returned, and it is very important for a volunteer to be sure of the reason. 
 
Everyone’s reason(s) is/ are different. To me, volunteering is a form of work too, just that it is unpaid. I believe in 
developmental work more than remedial work, and education is a good channel for social mobility. Of course, one 
would ask, “how much can learning 3 months of English do?”  But that is just looking at the tangible educational 
outcomes. Volunteerism has more intangible outcomes than you think you will get and I am not expecting myself to 
create miracles.  
 
Besides that, I was also searching for discomfort – I wanted to get out of my comfort zone. 
 
 
My routine 
 
I stayed in Chiang Mai City where Child’s Dream’s office is located, and traveled up to the mountains every Monday 
morning, and then descend every Friday afternoon.  A teacher who drives up the mountains in a car had very kindly 
agreed to fetch me to and fro and I am very thankful for his efforts.  A room was arranged for me in the teachers’ 
dormitory where I stayed with 3 other female teachers. From Friday to Monday morning, I would stay in my rented 
one-room apartment in Chiang Mai City. Hence I had a set of clothes for teaching in the mountains, and the rest can 
be kept in the city. I have a backpack with me for each descend and ascend. 

Experience of a Lifetime 
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It was a very nice balance of being able to experience life in the mountains as well as life in the city, though I must 
say there was always some adjusting and re-adjusting to do! 
 
 
First day of school 

It takes about 1.5 hours from Chiang Mai City to Jom Thong City. After which is a 
rocky and bumpy 1.5 hours ride up the mountains. It was a very different experience 
and you can trust the teacher(s) driving you because they have done this for many 
years! On my first day of school, I realized that there was no English teacher at all and 
this means I will have to lead the lessons. I decided to use my own curriculum instead 
and prepared one to be used for the next 12 weeks, bearing in mind to be ready to 
edit it along the way. 
 
My proficiency in Thai was zero, and the students’ proficiency of English was (almost) 
zero too. Thankfully, a teacher from the nursery that was situated next to the school 
offered to help me when she is free and she could converse in English pretty well. I 
also picked up useful words in Thai from her and other teachers in the school. 

 
The principal and another teacher helped to set up my room. I brought a mosquito net 
along and that proved to be very useful! I also had a “walk-in wardrobe” after 2 wires 
for handing clothes were set up. The school staff was all very warm and friendly and it 
made me feel at ease on my first day. 
 
I was given a timetable and that kicked off my volunteer stint in Baan Khun Tae! 

 
 
My Adventures 
 
Each volunteer’s experience differs. For me, it is definitely very much memorable. I cannot tell you everything for 
you will have to experience them yourself, but let me share with you what was life changing for me. 
 
Peace & Tranquility  
 
Living in the rural mountains means there will only be basic amenities, and lesser leisure varieties unlike that in the 
city.  But it also means there is more peace, lesser pollution (I love the mountain fresh air), and more sleep!  I 
really enjoyed the serenity, the beautiful scenery, and absence of strong city-influences that take away our focus to 
be fully present to our loved ones and to ourselves. Observing and living a village life changes perspectives – you see  
a lot of agriculture and be in touch with nature more (like waking up to calls of roosters, plucking fruits from trees, 
walking in rice fields etc). Although there is internet in the school’s office which allowed myself and the teachers to 
log on to Facebook, the environment in the mountains helped me to slow down my city-acquired pace. 
 
Love & Laughter 

One of my favourite pastimes is to 
be with the nursery children when 
I am not teaching. The nursery is 
situated next to the school. It was 
an eye-opener for me observing 
them. Indeed, so much of our 
behaviors are just socialized 
constructs. The children had 
brought me much joy during my 
stay in Khun Tae and I still miss 
them a lot. 
 

The children in Khun Tae, all of them from the nursery, kindergarten and primary classes have taught me one thing: 
that it is easy to be contented in life. These children do not own many lavish things, eat simple food and play in 
simple ways. But yet they are not as grumpy as some city-doers. To me, while they may yearn for a better life, they 
are contented. So why do people who have more become less contented? 
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Living in the school’s dormitory also meant you interact with the teachers almost 
24/7 for 4.5 days a week. We cook dinners together, go for little trips in the 
mountains when possible, and share our innermost thoughts and feelings freely.  
They have all become my good friends now and I was sad to leave at the end of 
the third month. They took care of me very well and made sure I was always full 
and helped me to settle into the new environment.  Despite the language barrier 
with some teachers, we could have lots of fun together. I feel very blessed to 
have met people whom I can connect well and have them for company. 
 
 
Rich Cultural Exchange 
 
The children I was teaching are from the Karen tribe, one of the many hill tribes in Thailand. Besides learning about 
their culture, I also learnt more about the Thai culture as I lived like a local, both in the mountains and in the city. I 
had the privilege of having some dinners in some of the villagers’ houses from time to time, and that gave me a 
better idea of their lifestyles and cultural habits. I always feel very pampered and embarrassed by their hospitality. 
Despite their financial limitations, they are always generous with their words and actions. Slowly, I felt myself 
influenced by their generosity as well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Getting uncomfortable 
 
Living in the mountains was not too unfamiliar to me as I used to trek a lot. But living in the rural mountains can be 
very uncomfortable for some. Yet discomfort can bring forth good things. You cannot change much when you are 
too comfortable. If one can embrace what the new environment has to offer, you will be surprised at what you can 
get.  Honestly, it took me a while to settle into the new environment. But once you recognize the need to 
embrace the environment and become very open-minded, courage and surprises will come along.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This report will never do justice to what I had experienced.  It has been an amazing journey for me, to have the 
honour of teaching the students and making friends with the villagers and teachers at Khun Tae. At the end of the 
journey, I felt that I had received more than I had given. For that, I am very thankful to everyone at Khun Tae for 
everything and also to Child’s Dream for its concern and support during the 3 months.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Prepared by: 
Candice Chia 
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Recommended packing list for new volunteers 
 
It was my first volunteering experience and I want to share some tips with would-be volunteers. While being 
spontaneous can be fun, there is no harm in some preparation.  
 

1. Mosquito net (also available in the city if you know where to get) 
2. Sleeping bag (for keeping warm at night) 
3. A good torchlight (that shines brightly) 
4. Headlight (especially useful when going to the toilet at night) 
5. Sarong (for ladies, useful for taking baths) 
6. Easy-to-dry towel (due to the cold weather) 
7. Souvenirs bought from your country (you can’t bring those over once you reached Thailand!) 
8. First aid kit (with medications as well) 
9. Warm clothing for layering (weather can be erratic & depending on the season too. Cold at night.) 
10. Lip Balm 
11. Ankle-high socks for warm 
12. Locks x 2 for rooms 
13. Figure out the rest yourself and you can them in the city  
14. Bring with you openness, self-awareness, courage and faith too.  

 
 
 

<The End> 
 
 
 
 
 

 


