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Positive Response

NPKOM continued to garner attention throughout 
Stage 3, including newspaper articles and a television 
documentary. Minister of Education Chaturon 
Chaisaneg, who as a university student had taught 
Thai to Hmong tribal children, visited the project 
on 5 January 2006. He proclaimed it a “miracle,” and 
encouraged ONFEC to establish bilingual programmes 
for other villages and language groups. Education 
officials from across Thailand made the arduous 
journey to Nong Ung Tai to learn more about the 
project. Her Royal Highness Princess Maha Chakri 
Sirindhorn visited the project in February 2006.

Networking with Other Organizations

NPKOM is the result of cooperation between the Office of the Non-Formal Education Commission of the 
Thai Ministry of Education, UNESCO-Bangkok, and SIL International. Nonetheless, the project has attracted 
the interest of other organizations, including UNICEF and various international non-governmental 
agencies. The project organizers are keen to share their experiences with all interested parties. Minister 
of Education Chaturon Chaisang suggested that developing sound bilingual programmes in Thailand 
could benefit Thailand’s neighbors, as many ethnic groups are spread across several South-East Asian 
countries.

Cost of the Project

In terms of project costs, a significant portion of the budget has been used for transportation for project 
facilitators and advisors coming from Bangkok and for travel/lodging for workshop participants.7 
Reading materials developed in the community and at workshops have been produced by hand and 
on computers and photocopiers. Teachers and students often color illustrations by hand using colored 
pencils. Thus, the cost of materials to produce one Big Book is approximately 150 baht (US$3.75), while 
each small book is approximately 50 baht (US$1.25). 

Teaching materials for the expanded programme have been produced in higher quantities and on higher 
quality paper. The cost is equal to the printing cost of a Thai language textbook. As project facilitators 
and teachers continue to learn more about the process of material development and as they continue to 
develop confidence in their abilities, especially as Northern Pwo Karen trainers are empowered to take 
more responsibilities previously done by outside consultants (teacher training, materials development, 
etc.), costs will drop further.

7	  UNESCO grants were used for workshop-related expenses; the ONFEC funded implementation.
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 Impact of the Project

Impact on Education Policy

As mentioned earlier, NPKOM is the first true mother-
tongue-first bilingual programme for ethnic minorities 
in Thailand. As such, many look to NPKOM as a model 
for programmes in other areas and languages. Lessons 
learned from NPKOM are impacting educational policy, 
as the Ministry of Education seeks to determine the 
best way to “grow” sound bilingual programmes that 
are linked to national educational requirements. 

Impact on Learner 
Participation 

Learning participation in NPKOM is higher than that 
normally found in Thai rural schools. This stems from 
two factors: first, the teaching methodology and, 
second, the use of the mother tongue.

The multi-strategy approach utilized at NPKOM is 
highly interactive. Classroom activities are designed 
to fully involve the children in the learning process. 
The children sing, participate in group reading and 
writing exercises, perform total physical response 
(TPR) routines, etc. This is quite different from the rote 
learning style seen in most rural Thai classrooms.

Interaction is also encouraged by the use of the mother 
tongue. Many have observed that minority children 

in monolingual Thai schools seem very “shy” — hesitant to speak and reluctant to participate in class 
activities. Many students feel perpetually confused, many teachers perpetually frustrated. In some cases, 
well-intentioned officials have classified groups of ethnic minority children as “slow learners” and placed 
them in programmes for the mentally challenged. The problem does not lie with mental facilities, but 
with language abilities.

In NPKOM, the children begin their studies in their mother tongue. The knowledge that they bring with 
them to the classroom is appreciated, affirmed, and built upon. They gain confidence in the skills of 
listening, speaking, reading and writing their first language first. Then, when they bridge to Thai, they 
already have had many positive school experiences; success breeds more success. 

Both Thai and Northern Pwo Karen NPKOM teachers report much greater class participation and 
enjoyment as a direct result of allowing the children to use their mother tongue. Schools become much 
more “child friendly” when the children’s mother tongue is used in the classroom!

© ONFEC
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Capacity to Learn the National Language

“Studying Pwo Karen is beneficial. It has increased my ability to write in both Thai and 
Pwo Karen. If there was something I didn’t understand in Thai the teacher could explain it. 
I want this program to expand. I would like to be a teacher someday.” 

Miss Taka, NPKOM student

Numerous studies have documented the effectiveness of well-planned bilingual programmes in 
improving the national language abilities of minority language speakers, including the fact that minority 
children in well-planned bilingual programmes often out-perform minority children in monolingual 
national language schools.

At this point, it is still too early to empirically demonstrate a link between participation in NPKOM and 
enhanced achievement in Thai. However, anecdotal evidence points to the benefits of the bilingual 
approach. Examples are the accounts of older Pwo Karen students, who began their schooling in Thai, 
but later were taught to read and write Pwo Karen. Several such students have commented that learning 
Pwo Karen gave them a better understanding of how Thai words were put together.8 These students’ 
self-confidence has also been boosted by their involvement in materials production, as well as their 
participation in national and international conferences. 

Socio-Economic Impact 

The project’s environmental concern is demonstrated in the choice of themes for some teaching 
materials. One teacher expressed sadness that the books talk about healthy forests, but the children 
have not had the opportunity to see such a forest due to environmental degradation from slash and 
burn agriculture and firewood collection. The teachers have begun teaching the Thai and Northern Pwo 
Karen names of various plants and trees in the area to develop appreciation for biological diversity and 
conservation. These and other activities are meant to help children achieve their educational goals and, 
in the process, develop the capability and confidence to participate actively in the social, political and 
economic (including environmental protection) affairs of the wider society if that is their desire, and also 
to affirm and protect their linguistic and cultural heritage.

Cost-Effectiveness

Has NPKOM been cost effective? As mentioned earlier, much of the “start up” costs of the project related 
to travel and lodging for project facilitators and consultants headquartered outside the project site area. 
Because there has been a constant focus on empowering and upgrading the skills of on-site staff, the 
“start up” costs have been seen as a valuable investment in the future. Materials production costs have 

8	 Similar results have been found in the Chong language revitalization project, coordinated by Mahidol Univer-
sity’s Institute of Language and Culture for Rural Development. Chong children who already read Thai found 
their understanding of Thai spelling enhanced by their study of Chong, to the point that Chong children in the 
revitalization programme have achieved greatly improved scores on Thailand’s national examinations (adminis-
tered in the third and sixth grades). Indeed, the pilot project school is the only school in the district where most 
students passed the national exam--a dramatic reversal of past trends (Suwilai, 2006 and Kosonen, 2003). These 
positive effects may also be due to the teaching techniques used in the multi-strategy approach, with the focus 
on meaning and creative expression, as opposed to the focus on accuracy and memorization found in the cur-
rent mainstream Thai educational system.
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been minimal, as books developed by teachers, students, and members of the community have been 
produced and duplicated at very low cost. 

Although a detailed socio-economic impact study has not yet been completed, NPKOM teachers and 
outside observers have noticed that the NPKOM students are much more engaged in their schoolwork 
than minority students in nearby, national-language only programmes. Greater engagement translates 
into increased learning, better attendance, better retention — in short, greater cost effectiveness.

Project Sustainability

“I am glad that we have our own written language, because if we didn’t have this project, 
someday we Pwo Karen might lose our language, even though we may not have realized 
this until now.” 

Ms. Ratikan Boonji, NPKOM Teacher, Nong Ung Tai 

From the outset, ONFEC recognized that, without full community participation, NPKOM would be 
doomed to failure. The project has benefited tremendously from the moral support of village leaders. 
In addition, Pwo Karen villagers were actively involved in the development and testing of both the 
orthography and reading materials. Many of the older children are helping to write and illustrate new 
graded reading materials. 

ONFEC feels that connecting NPKOM to other projects can contribute to sustainability. For example, 
ONFEC has recently translated the Asia-Pacific Cultural Center for UNESCO (ACCU) “Planet 3” materials 
on waste management and hygiene into Northern Pwo Karen. These attractive posters and comic books 
will be distributed throughout northern Thailand, thus promoting the use of Northern Pwo Karen as a 
written language and helping to convey important development information. 

In addition, the NPKOM lesson plans are now being directly linked to the Thai Ministry of Education’s 
framework for outcomes and indicators. This will lend greater credibility to NPKOM and future projects 
in other languages, since it will help educational officials recognize that bilingual programme students 
are able to meet national educational objectives.

Although community support is crucial to a project of this type, supportive government policies, 
understanding local education officials, and on-going financial support are also essential to 
sustainability. 

Challenges 

As a groundbreaking project for Thailand, NPKOM has encountered challenges of various types. These 
include:

The challenge of introducing a new concept:•	  The bilingual approach is very new to Thailand, and 
contradicts the “common sense” view that minority students can only learn Thai by being submerged 
in it from the first day of preschool. Despite the early successes of NPKOM, some are still skeptical about 
the bilingual approach, particularly as to how the students will bridge from Pwo Karen to Thai. This has 
prompted ONFEC to redouble its efforts to build a strong, carefully documented programme. 
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The administrative challenge:•	  NPKOM involves ONFEC personnel from four geographically distant 
administrative offices, in addition to the village CLCs. The time, travel and costs involved has challenged 
attempts by the research team to hold regular meetings.

The personnel challenge:•	  It has been difficult to find qualified Pwo Karen teachers. ONFEC teachers 
have low salaries, few benefits, and little job security. Several key Pwo Karen teachers have left the 
project for jobs in the formal system. 

The expansion challenge:•	  The success of the project has led to calls for expansion into other Northern 
Pwo Karen villages. However, very few Northern Pwo Karen people have formal teaching credentials. 
For this reason, in 2006, a programme was initiated to recruit and train people from 14 villages to 
serve as unpaid “volunteer teacher assistants.” These individuals, who must have at least a Grade 6 
education, will undergo pre-service and in-service training, and be paired with a certified teacher 
(generally Thai). Continuing education opportunities will help these teachers upgrade their formal 
qualifications as they gain valuable teaching experience. Similar on-the-job teacher training schemes 
have been successful in other countries, most notably Papua New Guinea. 

Recommendations

Supportive government policies are the key to the future success of NPKOM and all other potential 
bilingual programmes in Thailand. Interested scholars, government officials, and educators must 
be persistent in educating themselves, and other influential people, about the benefits of bilingual 
education. Because of its multilingual context and high level of economic and social development, 
Thailand could become a regional leader in mother-tongue-first bilingual education. If so, the benefits 
to Thailand, itself, as well as to its neighbors, would be truly significant. 

Conclusion

The Thai poet-prince-educator Mom Luang Pin Malakul once wrote, “As an orchid takes a long time to 
blossom, so education requires time to flourish. But once in bloom, it is glorious and can be admired by 
all.” The experiences of NPKOM bear testimony to this insight. Many positive steps have been taken, and 
the stem of the flower is strong. The on-going dedication and cooperation of the Northern Pwo Karen 
community and the Thai Ministry of Education will insure that the orchid, indeed, blossoms in Om Koi 
and in other minority communities throughout Thailand. 
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