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the futu

Svay Savong dreamt about building a school
to educate Cambodia’s poor. In 2005, his vision
became reality and now, the Savong School
teaches scores of underprivileged children and
includes an orphanage and a guest house.
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n Cambodia, it is not only children without parents
who live in orphanages. Old-fashioned beliefs and
the lack of contraception usually mean families
include a dozen or more children, and with so
many mouths to feed, many parents are forced to
give away some of their children to temples and
orphanages to ease their financial burden

Svay Savong is a 32-year-old Cambodian who knows all
too well the realities of poverty. The founder of the Savong
School was born to a rural family in Siem Reap as the seventh
of 11 children, he grew up poor and there came a day when
his parents could not afford to keep him. At that point,

Svay decided to move out of the family home into a nearby
pagoda and assisted the Buddhist monks in their daily duties in
exchange for food and lodging.

It was here that he picked up English, taught to him by a
monk. After a year of living at the pagoda, he was asked to
become a monk; he initially rejected this offer as the initiation
rites required the family to throw an expensive celebration,
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SAVONG'S SCHOOL

(Clockwise from left) Children

at the Savong School listen
attentively to the man who
started it all, Svay Savong; a
teacher at the Savong School
corrects the students' homework;
education at the Savong

School is free and is aimed at

supplementing government

education; (facing page) a

resident child plays in front of
M the Savong Orphan Centre

which was something they could ill afford. However, Svay’s
father managed to borrow some money to allow him to fulfil
the rites to becoming a monk

During his time as a member of this spirited community,
Svay learnt the importance of an education. Though life at the
pagoda was austere, he learnt much — both in Sanskrit and
English. He decided to return to being a civilian after three
years, but spent another year at the pagoda honing his English
skills. Then he went home in search of a job and although the
jobs he took on were agrarian — clearing grass, odd jobs on
farms and helping his mother sell food — he had bigger plans
“My dream was to build a school. Why? Because | want to
give education to the poor in Cambodia’s countryside,” Svay
says. He started out teaching English to his brothers and sisters
in his spare time, and eventually roped in children from the
neighbourhood to join the classes in his father’s house

A New Zealander named Duncan Stuart happened to come
across the class one day and volunteered to teach for three
days. He bought stationery and books for use at the school,
and came to be part of the young Cambodian’s dream. Inspired
by Svay's ideals, Duncan, along with Yoshikazu Tsuji
and Makoto Kimura from Japan (who both also
discovered the school in the same way), supported
Svay in setting up the Savong School in 2005.

Free Education
'-.-,:gew_',-_ﬂn Built on dreams
SETTC. Il Today, Svay’s dream is built on great foundations.

It consists of three separate buildings - the original
school and an orphanage, both located within a stone’s throw
of each other near the Roluos Group of temples 15km east
of Siem Reap. There is a new school-cum-orphanage building
in the Chreay commune 6km southeast of Siem Reap. The
original Savong School is has become a local landmark, with  »
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EDUCATION AT THE SAVONG &,
SCHOOL IS FREE. IT IS MEANT TO
SUPPLEMENT THE GOVERNMENT
EDUCATION PROGRAMMES’

13 full-time teachers looking after over 900 students in five
classrooms. The medium of instruction is predominantly
English, but there are also classes conducted in Japanese and
Korean as Siem Reap is a popular destination for tourists from
these countries

Education at the Savong School is free. It is meant to
supplement the government education programmes, so
school-going children will attend ‘reqular’ school in the
morning and come to Savong in the evening. The school
premises is bustling, full of rowdy, energetic children who are
incredibly serious about their education. From a basic set of
three classrooms, the support of new donors and volunteers
has allowed the expansion of the school to include a new
building, extra classrooms, a library and even a computer
centre for the children

Further expansion plans are in the works in spite of concerns
about it getting too big: The school is located in an area which
is part of the Angkor Archaelogical Park (housing a circuit
of the three Rolous temples — Preah Ko, the Bakong and
the Lolei) and thus construction is rigorously regulated. But
permission to expand is in the process of being obtained, and
Svay knows exactly what he wants to do with the extra land
Pointing to an empty plot surrounded by verdant paddy fields
behind the school, he says: “There. That is where | will build a
new school.”
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