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Free education for children in rural Cambodia  

S A V O N G  S C H O O L  A N D  S A V O N G  H O M E  &  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R 

Our guide for volunteers and v isi tors  

Where are we?  

 

Savongôs School is 12 kms due East of Siem Reap, right at the 

top of Tonle Sap  lake in the map above. 

For a closer look, see overleaf. 

Introduction  

Savongôs School is a small rural volunteer school near 

Siem Reap, the tourist town near Angkor Wat Cambo-

dia. 

The purpose of the school is to give local rural chil-

dren language skills in English and Japanese so that 

they may have better work prospects in town when 

they graduate. The school also organizes university 

scholarships for the top students so that they may be 

supported through a degree programme. 

Siem Reap is a bustling town, but the rural hinterland 

around it is one of the poorest regions in all of Cambo-

dia. The school helps disadvantaged children in poor 

households to improve their prospects and reach a 

higher potential. It is supported by overseas donations, 

and is assisted greatly by volunteers who come and 

teach. 

Volunteers are encouraged, and they enjoy a very posi-

tive experienceðbut as is true with most things; the 

more prepared you are, the more you get out of the 

experience. So this guide is designed to help prepare 

you better for volunteering at Savongôs Schoolðor, 

for that matter, at any other school in Cambodia. 

You are about to embark on an amazing experience! 

 

Meet Savong 

Savong (pictured with his wife Aneed) grew up in the years 

following the Pol Pot disaster. Those were years of poverty. His 

father, formerly a monk, was one of the individuals who later 

collected the bones and skulls and human remains at the Siem 

Reap killing fields. 

 

Despite these memories, the focus is on the future, and 

Savongðlike many Cambodiansðis committed to helping the 

next generation get ahead. Where Savong had to work as a 

young child, now he works to help poor rural children get a full 

education and strong employment prospects. Heôs quite a 

driven individual, strongly motivated by his past. 

 

He began by building a classroom on the side of his dadôs house, and from this he shared his dream with overseas sup-

porters who helped him realize his vision to serve children in the countryside. The school was built in 2005 and each 

year adds more services (computer teaching, scholarships, an orphanage) to assist local students. 
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             Weôre right on the edge of the map. 

W H E R E  A R E  W E  E X A C T L Y ? 
Savongôs School is about 14kms due east of Siem Reap. That isnôt far, but localsðat least those on motorbikesðseldom 

travel fast, so the journey out of town is around 25 sedate minutes. 

If youôre heading out of town youôll go around 12 kms along No6 Highway, the main road that, were you to stay on it, 

would take you to Phnom Penh, 5 hours away (in a speeding car.) 

Youôll go out past the markets and the main shopping strip of Siem Reap. This is where most business takes place well away 

from the palm trees and tranquility of the townôs old French Quarter. 

Now you enter the countryside, though youôll see how Siem Reap is beginning to really sprawl. The kilometers roll by. Look 

out for the big military base in the distance to your left. My personal landmark is the man who makes wooden beds, under a 

grove of trees. He has a horse and cart to deliver these. It looks like a pleasant life. Heôs located right before the turn-off to 

the Rolous Group of templesðthe oldest collection of all 

the Angkor temples. 

So just after the bed maker we turn right, off No6 Highway 

and down a dirt roadðsometimes very pot-holed - and it 

winds its way past little rice farms, the Bakong monastery 

and ancient Rolous temples.  

Now we turn down a another dirt road andðwell there we 

are. The sign for Savongôs School stands at the entrance to a 

50 metre right of away and there, through the green gates is 

the school. You ready to teach? 

 

Savongôs School Č 
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Ethics of volunteering  
 

Before you volunteer, do think about what you're 

doing and who you're hoping to benefit. If this is just 

to clear your guilt, get a few photos for Facebook and 

having a Madonna Moment, then that's your problem 

- and really it is unethical to inflict your wishes and 

your agenda on local children. 

NGOs in Cambodia are collectively getting critical of 

volunteers who are here to put in a quick appearance, 

and spend most of that time taking photos, and 

Savong has talked about having a ban on cameras at 

the School and at SHEC.  As Friends International 

organisation says: Children are not a Tourist 

Attraction. 

So think about the long term legacy you wish to leave 

in Cambodia. You can discuss these things with us if 

you wish before you come.  Having a clear ethical 

compass is useful.  If you make a friend in a nation 

such as Cambodia, are you prepared to have that 

friend for life?  

Volunteers need also to be sensitive to the local 

culture.  

You are a guest in a school environment. Read the 

Child Safety statement. 

Wear appropriate and conservative clothing. Don't be 

scruffy. Females: no short shorts or revealing tank 

tops. Local standards are very modest and very tidy. 

Keep a professional relationship only: arms length 

from the students you teach and from the teachers you 

work with. No flirting or hint of sexual activity.  Do 

not cross this line or we must take police action. Child 

safety is paramount - and that goes for students of all 

ages. 

Do not single out particular students - for example to give 

them money or special gifts. Our school and childrens home 

try to operate fairly, and a kind well-meaning gesture towards 

one student can have unintended consequences and prove 

hurtful to others. 

Do not compromise the dignity of anyone you meet or 

photograph. We've seen photos taken by tourists - photos of 

crippled children - from Cambodia and other poor nations - 

posted on Facebook with derogatory, insensitive and 

ultimately unfunny comments that neither dignify the children 

in the photos nor say much about the intelligence of the 

tourists. 

The key word is respect. 

 

 

 

 

Child Safety Policy  

 

We take child safety very seriously. 
Please visit our website to download 
the Child Safety Policy. This is 
designed to protect children -  health, 
safety and from unwarranted 

relationships.  
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Where to stay?  

If you're planning to stay in Siem Reap you're spoilt for 

choice. The town is brimming with hotels, guest houses 

and restaurants of all types to suit all budgets. 

 

They range from the 5 Star paradises at $500 a night 

through to the no-frills backpacker hostels that charge as 

few as $6 a night.  

 

This is up to you. What we can recommend when 

youôre checking out your options on such sites as Trip 

Advisor (http://tinyurl.com/286l39f) to look around at 

the B&Bs because most represent terrific value. 

 

Cambodia is the 

kind of place where 

every tuktuk driver 

has a cousin who 

knows the best 

place etc etc...and 

weôre no different. 

Savongôs family owns a guest house DMS Angkor Villa  

and by staying there you contribute to the project. This 

isnôt in the most central locationðbut if youôre volun-

teering over a period of time, the convenience of trans-

port could make this the better option. 

Contact Savong: svaysavong@gmail.com to find out 

more. 

But our first golden advice is simple: stay somewhere 

that suits your mood, your occasion, and your budget. 

 

Short answer: no.  The reason - we donôt have the facilities 

for visitors to stay.  Weôre a school and a childrenôs home: 

not a hostel! 

 

Is it possible to stay at the school?  

The best way to get to the school is by tuktuk. Thanks to a 

very generous donation by an Australian couple, the school 

has its own tuktuk, and  by phoning Savong +855 12 531 

037 he can arrange to have you, and friends, picked up 

from wherever youôre staying in town. 

Weôre a school and not a free taxi service, so we do have a 

fixed charge to cover petrol and costs.  This is $10 return 

for one person, dropping to $4 return, each, if there are 4 

people. 

 

Getting to and from the school  
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Operating hours  

Savong's School runs a main afternoon shift each five 

days a week. The Savong School afternoon shift runs 

from 1:30-2:00pm in the afternoon until 7:00pm in the 

evening. It is a 5 hour stint, quite hot work - but a good 

stretch of time to run cohesive lessons. Sunday is a rest 

day. 

 

 

Cambodians are easy to relate to. Countless tourists have referred to the famous Cambodian smiles and remark on the friend-

liness of the people as they welcome you into their lives. 

In that context it is easy to feel so at home that you forget a few local protocols.  

1. Dress respectfully. While on holiday you may be in a casual moodðand the heat will encourage you to wear singlet, 

or (females) short shorts. Well pleaseðnot at a Cambodian School. Dress reasonably professionally and not provoca-

tively. 

2. Shoes off at the door. That applies to peopleôs homes, and to the school classroom. 

3. Try not to point! There you are, in the classroom and youôve asked the class a question. ñYes, you...have you got the 

answer?ò And there you are, pointing, western style, with your index finger. In Cambodia thatôs considered quite 

rude. Try to indicate with the flat of your hand. 

4. Even ruder: pointing at somebody with your foot.  

5. Working with kids, you may well be inclined to give them a pat of encouragement. Well, if you must, a pat on the 

shoulder is okayðbut a pat on their head is definitely not polite: it is demeaning.  

6. You may have a young monk or two in the class, dressed in their orange robes. Their presence certainly adds an un-

expected dimension to your experience. Treat them with respect as you would the other students. But a note for fe-

males: you are not to touch a monk. 

7. Try and learn a few useful words in Khmer. Please and thank you are a good starting point.  

Westerners come over as amazingly direct: quick to get heated, inclined to argue. So show patience. That means listening 

carefully, thinking about what was ñnotò said, and being sure not to talk over the top of others. Phrase criticisms (for exam-

ple of a child who has got the answer wrong) in a positive way. ñGood try! Almost there!ò  

 The overriding rule is really easy. Simply show respect.  

 

Cultural Tips  

There will be a mixed age group in 

your classroom. 
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Weather  

The Siem Reap climate can be described as tropical with 

seasonal monsoons, and the weather is warm year-round. 

There are four distinct seasons - broadly split into the rainy 

season and the dry season.  

¶ November to February. Cooler and dry. 

¶ March to May . Hot and dry. 

¶ June to August. Hot and wet. 

¶ September to November. Cooler and wet. 

The really rainy months are June and July and then, after a 

slightly drier August September and October : the height of 

the wet season and when Cambodia is at its most photo-

genic. During the wet season major monsoons can sweep 

through the region and cause flooding and disruptions to 

land and air travel. 

Most travellers discover that in the tropic you need to drink 

copious amounts of waterðand taking bottled water with 

you wherever you go, is recommended. Local bottled waters 

are fine. 

Because of the risk of dehydration, tablets or powders that 

boost up your salt levels  can be useful: think of those iso-

tonics that runners and cyclists use. Theyôre good. 

The big one, really, is the risk of getting stomach upsets and 

diarrhoea.  Many visitors suffer this AFTER they have left 

Cambodia.  Bring those disinfectant hand-wipes, and bring 

over-the-counter medications such as Imodium to help stabi-

lise your stomach. 

By day, and night wear insect repellents to ward off the mos-

quitoes. Malaria is present in Cambodia, and around wet-

season there are a million ponds and puddles with larvae just 

waiting to hatch and seek your warm, delicious human 

blood. 

Overall in our informal poll of visitors: 

¶ Most have suffered diarrhoea and stomach upsets. 

¶ Only a thin minority  have encountered anything 

worse. 

Read up your travel and health guides.  We wonôt get started 

here on such topics as STDs and AIDS.  

Health  

Locals are well adjusted to absolute wet timesðbe sure 

to pack clothes that are easy-dry, and donôt bring your 

fanciest footwear. 

Weôve communicated now with dozens of volunteers and 

heard their stories. One of the biggest anxieties about a 

journey to the region is about health. 

Well, a good recommendation is to get preventative health 

jabs before you go to Cambodia. Hepatitis A and B, tetanus 

and Typhoid are all risks. Malaria is the other main risk, 

though the only preventative treatment is to take Malaria 

tablets with you on the journey. 

All these jabs make things sound worse than they areðbut 

because of the rare case of contracting something serious 

(and the really serious consequences if you do) you are far, 

far better to be prepared. 

 


