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As someone who cares deeply about the social development of Thai society, a Thai Government’s scholarship recipient, and a strong believer of education as the most powerful social mobilizer, I have always been looking for an opportunity to effect positive changes to my country, something that in itself makes the contribution and also provides an opportunity for me to entrepreneurially learn and intellectually grow. Fortunately, I have a Thai, American-educated best friend who shares this vision and drive. In the summer of 2010, after countless sessions of brainstorming, we came up with an idea of a project with all those characteristics that we were looking for; It would have a large, emphasized learning component, and would be one of the best ways for young future leaders to make an impact. The project would entail multiple groups of stakeholders to ensure a collaborative, educative environment. The purpose would be to inspire and empower. We call this initiative Project Thailand 2011 (PT11).

So what exactly does PT11 do? Who is involved in this? How exactly does this work? A native of Udon Thani, my best friend, Fai, is an insider of the education problems there – the universally persisting achievement gap. While on the supply side of education, there is indeed a shortage of supportive educational infrastructure including teacher quality and school facilities, we as college students may not possess enough means to influence changes on the policy-making level to fix those problems. So take a look at the demand side – the students themselves. We have found that the downward social expectations on students’ achievements including stereotypes attached to being born in the rural community play a considerable role in the overall inferior performance to that of the urban district students. PT11 is started, therefore, to cultivate in these students the mindset that will unlock their potential and equip them with the tools that will help them set and reach their life goals. PT11 Project Members create and teach the curriculum of soft skills that inspire and empower our target 9th and 10th graders.
But that’s not the end of the story. To make this initiative sustainable, the Project Members work with the group of locals who we call the “Local Agent of Change.” Project members collaborate with the selected local college students, sharing with them the knowledge and skills of social entrepreneurs. Together we implement the soft skills curriculum on the 9th and 10th graders at 4 selected schools in Udon in a matter of 2 weeks; once the on-site period ends, the PT11 methodology and model gets sustained through the continued, adapted work of our Local Agent of Change. All in all, project Members inspire and empower not only the target students but the Local Agent of Change as well, with different approaches and on different issues.
  
Enough about the nitty-gritty! 

The highlights of the project from a Project Leader’s perspectives include the amazing, diverse group of people involved, the seemingly unlimited talents and energy that each one demonstrates, and the well-researched, excellently tailored curricula. Our project’s mentor is a former Buddhist Monk in Cambodia, a Stanford Research Fellow, and the director of leadership training of SEALNet (South East Asian Leadeship and Service Network), the national nonprofit from Bay Area that PT11 operates under. In the curriculum that the Project Members use to collaborate with the Local Agent of Change, there is a category is called “GPAT – Group Productivity Amplification Technique” – ingeniously created and planned by a Harvard graduate who served the Singapore Military for 2 years and is now beginning work with BCG Singapore, named by a Korean Princetonian sophomore, Classics major. A Thai, MIT’s rising sophomore computer science major proposes to develop and teach lessons on “Critical Analysis and Media Literacy.” Working hours are a bit brutal – sometimes sleep goes as low as 3-4 hours a night; we spend the after midnight hours researching and preparing our lessons, letting the endlessly inspirational, spontaneous conversations and our burning passion to make impact keep us awake in each other’s local hostel rooms.

While the language barrier presents communication difficulties to the non-Thai-speaking members of the project, their admirable spirit to engage themselves has brought them to the eye-opening adventure into the roots of the problems facing the education system of this developing country. At one point one of the non-Thai speakers somehow successfully manages to go interview the non-English speaking school faculties – a deeply inspiring scene to the rest of the project. Speaking of inspirations, PT11 definitely doesn’t only inspire and empower the Local Agent of Change and the target 9th and 10th graders. After PT11, one of our Project Members from Milwaukee, Wisconsin decides to stay in Thailand longer and start a similar initiative in another province of the country. Another project member mentions that she reads PT11 closing speech when she’s depressed.
What is happening right now over there in Udon Thani, Thailand is that two spin-off projects from PT11 by our Local Agent of Change will be executed in the coming October as part of their annual education community service season. Each Project Member and the local college student keep in touch via social media and email exchanges. 
I am deeply indebted to the people and organizations without which this project couldn’t have happened. I am grateful for my parents and friends whose support I couldn’t function without. Thank you all the Project Members who took the time to send in the applications and went through the natural difficulties during the course of the project. Thank you SFER for being the supportive network from which I got 2 precious Project Members from Princeton and Minnesota, and for constantly being my inspiration (shout out to Alexis Morin and Catherine Bellinger!) since the Student for Education Reform Student-Initiated Seminar in my freshman year. Thank you the Local Agent of Change (Rajabhat College students) in Udon Thani and all the coordinators at our target schools. Thank you the Princeton Class of 1995 Summer Service Fund and Thailand’s Government Saving Bank for the incredible financial support.
Personally, besides the incredible bonding and inspiring moments that leave the time so imprinted in my memories, the project has taught me insights that I couldn’t find anywhere else about the concept of development as well as the ethical aspects that come with it. My beliefs got challenged as I try to strike a balance between the on-site’s result-driven approach and the commitment to being a clock builder instead of a time-teller to make the project sustainable and repeatable. The process of contributing to my society and at the same time learning these incredibly invaluable lessons has been so terrific that I’m now taking a year off to develop the infrastructure necessary for PT11 to take root and to be repeatable; I want these lessons to occur to my fellows and want the impact to be continually made to my country.
“After hearing on the first day that we would be working nonstop, with the exception of the 6 hours in the dead of the night referred to as “free time”, I wasn’t too sure this project was right for me. It wasn’t long before I noticed the intense passion each and every member had for the project at hand, and that passion kept our work ethic ignited and our sleep schedules at bay.”


		- Adam Iversen, PT11 Project Member from SFER Minnesota





“I can live here.”


- Katie Brite, PT11 Project Member from SFER Princeton








“I have never been part of this type of initiative before. It is truly, truly impressive...and I definitely have learnt from everyone in this project a great deal.”


- May, PT11 Local Agent of Change from Udon Thani











“Project Thailand 2011 was definitely an eye-opener to me. I returned home with new thoughts, new aspirations and a new feeling of accomplishment in my life. The idea was excellent, and hit home for me as I am from India and many education related problems in Thailand overlapped with those in India.”


		- Chaitra Nerurkar, PT11 Project Member from Wellesley College  





“Can you guys stay here and don’t leave...I have never learnt something like this before...”


- One of the target students in Udon Thani











