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Background - Why this Borden? Why this Project?

The Mae Sot Education Project (formerly Eastern Townships — Mae
Sot Education Project) was born, in 2003, out of a desire to support the
Burmese people in their struggle to create a new society in Burma, free
from military dictatorship, by contributing to the education of Burmese
migrant and refugee children in Thailand. A second goal was to deepen
the understanding of youth volunteers and other Canadians regarding
the hardships facing refugees, migrants and stateless people in the world
today.

For decades, since the military took control of Burma in 1962, the
Burmese have struggled to survive and hold on to their dignity in the
midst of government policies aimed at destroying their livelihoods and
undermining their individuality and sense of worth. Demonetizations have
taken people’s savings. Farmers have been subjected to heavy taxation
on rice crops even when crops failed. Education and media have been
controlled in ways that stifle critical thought and hide truth. Families have
been compelled to contribute workers (often, of necessity, their children)
for what the International Labour Organization haslabeled “forced labour”
or, more bluntly, slavery. Any individual attempting to raise objections to
these policies, or more daringly to advocate for democratic rule, has been
arrested, tried under highly questionable judicial procedures and then
imprisoned in deplorable conditions for sometimes ridiculous lengths of
time given the character of their “offenses”.

Meanwhile, in the minority ethnic regions of the country, resource
development projects have contributed to even more overt forms of
repression. The oversized (400,000 strong) Burmese army with its
70,000 child soldiers, has waged wars in which villagers have suffered
sexual assaults, forced portering, military occupation of their villages
and forced relocation. They have even been used as human landmine
sweepers. Several million have either been displaced internally or fled
to neighbouring countries. Many have died. The catalogue of abuses
by the government, so contrary to even its own interests, challenges the
imagination.



It is now 2012, and for the first time in decades, we can see some
signs in new government policies that this situation may be changing.
Many in the world are eager to see an end to the economic sanctions and
political isolation that have succeeded in putting at least some pressure
on this repressive regime in recent years. However, Burmese democracy
activists and those leading the struggles of the ethnic peoples of Burma,
along with international human rights organizations such as Amnesty
International, remind us that the ordinary people of Burma, including
those displaced to neighbouring countries, have yet to feel the impact of
new government overtures. Thus the need for continued advocacy and
for support for the Burmese people, both within Burma and along the
borders, remains imperative.

It was in 2004 that the Mae Sot Education Project sent its first team of
youth volunteers from the Bishop’s University/Champlain College campus
in Sherbrooke, Quebec, to Mae Sot, Thailand. Eight years later, whatever
the changes inside Burma, the number of migrant children and the need
for support have only grown. Education remains the most important
determinant of their and, one might argue, their country’s future. Thus we
continue to provide volunteers and as much financial support as we can
to six schools, and our Burmese partners continue to touch our hearts with
their strength, humour and determination to provide not only shelter but
a rich educational experience to Burmese youth even though there are
never enough materials, teachers, or money for operating costs. Likewise,
the Burmese youth in Mae Sot’s informal migrant schools continue to
inspire our volunteers with their liveliness, resilience and yearning for
education. The art work that the children of Hsa Mu Htaw Learning Centre
have produced for this book is just one example of their refusal to allow
the harsh reality all around them to spoil their ability to imagine a normal
life filled with rich images of their homeland and culture, a world in which
each person will have a place and lead a dignified existence. It is the
future for which we all hope.

Mary Purkey
Coordinator, Mae Sot Education Project
Instructor, Champlain College-Lennoxville



Forewornd

This eloquent and moving book opens a window into the lives
of young people who have experienced dislocation and loss due to
political realities beyond their control and probably also beyond their
comprehension. Their drawings vividly depict the life on the land which
their parents and grandparents pursued; their written words speak of
fathers who have died, of mothers they love but who are sometimes no
longer present in their lives, and, in general of nostalgia for a life and
landscape which they may never reclaim. But their words also broadcast
their resilience, their determination, and their hopes for the future. Some
aspire to become engineers, others want to become musicians and play
the pipes, and others express their joy at seeing plants grow and imagine
a future where they would continue a tradition of feeding their families
and communities through their labour in the paddy fields.

It is striking how frequently the writers and artists who have shared
their insights in this book express their happiness at being in school and
their perception that their teachers and friends love them. Clearly, their
resilience is fed by the affirmation they experience in interaction with
their teachers and peers. As one grade 5 student says, “Now I see my
goal is to be an educated person. So I'm going straightforward where my
goal is set.” Many teachers in North American schools would be ecstatic
to hear their students express this level of engagement and clarity about
future goals.



So much is expressed in so few words in this book. North American
teachers and students have much to learn from the struggles and triumphs
of their peers in a zone of conflict and social turbulence. Teachers can
come to appreciate that the power of their instruction derives not so much
from the information they transmit as from the trajectories of personal
possibility they communicate to their students. North American students
can find inspiration in the aspirations and accomplishments of their peers
across the world whose lives have been disrupted by social conflict.

Above all, this book communicates the power of education to
transform lives. The students’ writings are inspirational for teachers,
teacher educators, and policy makers regardless of social context
or economic realities. The students’ words communicate clearly that
affirmation of identity is a prerequisite for academic engagement and the
personal and academic confidence that this affirmation engenders can
overcome barriers of income, privilege, and exclusion.

Dr. Jim Cummins

Canada Research Chair (Education)

Professor, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education
University of Toronto



Editor s Mote and elononledgements

This book is a celebration of the linguistic and artistic talents of the
Burmese students at Hsa Mu Htaw Learning Centre in Mae Sot, Thailand.
Despite the restrictive circumstances they are in, they have proven to be
creative and resourceful language learners as well as writers and artists.

Before working with the Burmese migrant students, we put the
Canadian student volunteers of the Mae Sot Education Project through
training on how to teach English as a second language (ESL). One main
emphasis we had was to teach English in a way that learners’ mother
language and culture are validated and capitalized on, rather than
dismissed as interfering with their learning of this new, foreign language.
In most parts of post-colonial Southeast Asia, ESL education still embodies
an inherent paradox, which is not dissimilar to that in the colonial era—it
is both empowering but, at the same time, colonizing. Given the spread
of global English, mastery of the language is perceived as indispensable
for modern development as well as socioeconomic advancement on both
the national and the personal levels. English and the processes of cultural
globalization are, however, also seen as the main culprit in the erosion
of indigenous languages and culture. The challenge for us as educators
is how to reshape ESL education so that language learning becomes
an enriching and additive rather than a diminishing and alienating
experience for students in such a context.

Anne-Marie Laverdue, one of the volunteers with the Mae Sot
Education Project, took on an admirable task of encouraging her students
at Hsa Mu Htaw Learning Centre to integrate English language learning



with their home language and culture. By writing about their own
experiences in English (some in both English and Burmese), they not
only developed their language skills, but also discovered their voice in
sharing both memories and enduring truths about themselves and their
culture.

We sincerely thank Daw Htet Htet Aung (principal) and all the staff
members of Hsa Mu Htaw Learning Centre for their enthusiasm for and
contributionto thisbook project. Our sincere gratitude and congratulations
go to all the student writers of this book who took the risk to share
their stories with us. We express our heartfelt thanks to the Canadian
NGO Committee on Burma (CNC), part of a Canadian International
Development Agency (CIDA) funded program, for its generous funding
for the publication of this book, without which it would not have been
possible. A special note of thanks goes to Dr. Jim Cummins who wrote the
foreword. His dedication to transformative language education embodies
the spirit that propelled this book project. Last but not least, we thank
Marc-Antoine Turcotte (and Emilie Drouin) for the design and production
of this book, and Mary Purkey for her support and guidance throughout
the process of its publication, and most of all, for her great leadership of
the whole Mae Sot Education Project.

Sunny Man Chu Lau
Committee Member, Mae Sot Education Project
Assistant Professor, Bishop’s University



Anne-Marie and Daw Htet Htet Aung,
principal of Hsa Mu Htaw Learning
Centre

Anne-Marie teaching at Hsa Mu Htaw Learning Centre



Dutroduction

This book contains art work done by Burmese migrant and refugee
students. This book is not simply a book of drawings. It is a reflection of
Burmese culture through art. The texts that accompany the illustrations
explain the students’ life as displaced youth without legal status.

Doing this project with the students was wonderful. They were able
to express themselves and share a little about who they are. They had a
lot of fun drawing and were very proud of being able to write in English.

These students board at Hsa Mu Htaw Learning Centre. Boarding
students are children who either do not have any parents or do not have
the luxury of being able to see their parents whenever they want because
of the situation in Burma. The school is their home.

I taught these students English for six months and it was the most
incredible and enriching experience of my life. More than anything else,
they want to be educated and to have a brighter future. I did this project
with them so they could be proud of who they are and where they come
from.

Go ahead and explore bits of Burmese culture and the life of these
migrant and refugee students. Enjoy!

Anne-Marie Laverdue
Student Volunteer, Mae Sot Education Project



Aung San Suu Kyi
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