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Teaching at Pannasastra University of Cambodia (PUC)

Arriving in Cambodia

Our experience at Pannasastra University was extremely rewarding and challenging.  The support staff team at PUC was extremely supportive and helpful in our transition to living in Phnom Penh.  We were met by a welcoming team at the airport and given a great deal of assistance during our first month with considerations such as where to buy household items and supplies as well has help with a community living situation.  After living in three different guest houses over a period of ten days, we moved into our “studio apartment” where other students and PUC staff share the upstairs kitchen area and living room of a local home.
Dean Anita Pattnaik and my colleague at PUC, Dr. Srey Sunleung, were very helpful in getting us oriented to living in Phnom Penh.   Having local staff take a personal interest in our care and health made a great difference for us.

Courses and Academic Experience in Cambodia

My teaching assignment in the first term focused on the development and implementation of a Freshwater Ecology course with an applied lab program.  Dr. Anita Pattnaik wanted this course developed since it had not been offered at PUC for over 8 years and was desperately needed as a senior level elective course for the Bachelors of Environmental Science majors.  The used microscopes and scientific equipment that BSU donated were used to build the lab at PUC and help train students.  Initially, progress in the laboratory portion of the course was delayed by the shipment being held in customs in Cambodia for over three months.  Staff at PUC worked with the Customs Office until the laboratory equipment was released. This came at some cost and daily storage fees.

 A significant part of the course laboratory experience involved the PUC students in the Water for Cambodia Project in Siem Reap.   As part of a community service learning experience for the course, we travelled to Siem Reap to work in the Water Lab so they could gain experience on water and bacterial testing on the Rotary drinking water project.  PUC Students were able to work with me and Siem Reap Laboratory staff and visited villages in the Bakong area as well as a new drinking water project at the Moat Kla floating village on Tonle Sap .  On our second visit to the Siem Reap Lab, we were fortunate to have the President Chea San Chanthan and Dr. Kohl Peng, the original founders of PUC, visit the students and see what their students were experiencing.  This visit further encouraged the administrative team at PUC to help us renovate a laboratory space in Phnom Penh to make a more functional water and bacterial testing lab for the students. 
The availability of the new lab and equipment served as a catalyst for offering a new course in the second term and encouraged the senior students at PUC to pursue senior thesis projects on drinking water in villages or water quality of area rivers. I developed a lecture/lab based course on Fish Biology as a new elective for seniors in the Bachelors degree program.   All of the students in this course had taken the Freshwater Ecology course with me in the previous term and four of them chose to do their senior thesis research projects under my supervision.  Kong Puthea worked with me in the Siem Reap Water Lab evaluating the health impact and quality of drinking water for households in the Dan Run commune that use biosand filters and those that do not use any kind of water treatment. This was a collaborative project to provide the Siem Reap Water Lab comparative background information for their filter program.  Te Borano, Mam Vuth, and Sok Samban  also worked with me to evaluate the change in water quality in the Mekong and Tonle Sap Rivers as they flow by the  city of Phnom Penh.  Their project was only possible because they could use the newly renovated laboratory space with the equipment donated from BSU and from some Rotary Club members in New England. I have enclosed a series of photos of several of these student experiences. 
Progress of Students at PUC

The pace of instruction at PUC was quite different than what I am used to at BSU.  Students at PUC are required to take all of their courses in English and use textbooks written in English.  Even with all of this emphasis on English proficiency, it was still a challenge to communicate scientific concepts about water and fish biology.  Though there were computer data projectors that were available to me for doing Power Point presentations, I found myself having to slow down the pace of instruction and give a lot of explanation of terms and course concepts. During the first term, I used notes outlines for classroom presentation and illustrated concepts on a whiteboard.  PUC students responded better when I combined white board explanations with Power Point presentations.  They are very accustomed to having visual presentations and actually prefer them.  This is partly due to weaker reading comprehension skills and is a challenge for courses that depend on reading comprehension.   Based on what I learned in my first term,  I found it was actually more useful to use a white board, write the terms and outline material and questions on the board so students had more time to write and process the concepts and ideas after they had been illustrated visually. The impact of this adaptation in teaching style is a slower pace of instruction.  

 Even after almost two terms, students were not at ease with the Socratic teaching style that I use in the classroom.  I believe this is partly cultural since they are not encouraged to ask questions or engage in discussion with an authority figure when concepts have been presented.   I was very encouraged, however, by the progress of many of the students. It has been an experience for them and for me to learn how to help them feel free to ask questions and to participate in problem-solving exercises inside and outside of the classroom.  Being able to supervise four of these students on their senior thesis projects gave me unique opportunities to guide the thought process of the students engaged in their research.   I was deeply impressed by the desire of several of my students to advance their education and understandings of their profession.  They are willing to sacrifice many hours of their time in order to get much needed applied experience.  This was not only true in my Freshwater Ecology and Fish Biology courses but especially true for the senior research students.  These students willingly took six-hour bus rides and stayed in Siem Reap for three days every week for 5 weeks in order to work in the Siem Reap Water Lab.  The Mekong River project students gave up all of their day on Friday , and half of their days on Saturday and Sunday for 5 weeks to prepare materials, and collect and analyze samples.  Can you spell commitment?
Additional Academic Experiences and Collaborations


Being in Cambodia for over six months has allowed us to build a network of contacts in the water and sanitation community working in Cambodia as well as other academic institutions.  One of the most significant outcomes of this network was an international community service project involving students from Bridgewater State University, Pannasastra University, and the Institute for Technology Cambodia.  There is a significant arsenic contamination problem in the drinking water for many of the provinces along the Lower Mekong Basin.   I was fortunate to be able to collaborate with Dr. Davin Uy from ITC on the planning and installation of a community water treatment system to remove arsenic that will serve almost 400 families in Preaek Chrov near Prey Veng.  Truly this was a project demonstrating international community service.  Funds for the equipment and construction were donated by Bridgewater State University and grant funding to ITC.   PUC helped with logistic support and travel to the installation site 3 hours away from Phnom Penh.   After three days of intensive labor with the villagers and one week of settling time, this community now has water that is almost arsenic free and reduced from over 500 ppb of arsenic to under the WHO drinking water guideline of 10 ppb.  Students and staff from all three institutions were significantly impacted by this collaborative project.

Our Impressions of the Kingdom of Wonder: Cambodia
We have been deeply impressed by the people and the country of Cambodia.  Cambodia is called the Kingdom of Wonder, and we feel it is also the “Kingdom of Water”. There is an overwhelming need for help in social services, resource management, water resource planning, health, sanitation and literacy education.  Our travels between the city of Phnom Penh, Siem Reap and the rural villages of Cambodia are pictures of contrasts.  Moving from the densely populated capital city crowded with motorbikes, and seeing many aspiring to drive large and expensive SUV’s is starkly different from the rural countryside where over 80% of all Cambodians live. Folks here live in simple houses on stilts, and get around by using a bicycle, an ox cart and maybe a motorbike.  When you go to these areas, the lifestyle is quite a contrast to the traffic and urban living in Phnom Penh where development is pushing out to the fringes of the city the orphanages and some of the smaller NGO’s caring for the poorest of the poor.

In our personal interactions with students from poor families and travels to the village areas, we have seen many levels of wealth and poverty and have come away asking who is really poor.  Though this is a philosophical reflection, many of the poor in and from the village areas seem to have a positive outlook and attitude, and in many cases are more “wealthy in spirit” than many of their fellow Cambodians working multiple jobs to live a more affluent lifestyle in the cities.   In almost all of our interpersonal interactions in Phnom Penh, Siem Reap, Pursat and surrounding communities, we have been warmly welcomed.
We have also been impressed by the importance of culture and family to the people here.  They put great emphasis on visiting their family members at social events and holidays and take great pride in explaining some of their cultural traditions about holidays, food and even historical monuments.  Our travels in the country have taken us to the contrasts of the Royal Palace, to the Killing Fields of Choeng Ek, to the architecture and evidence of past history of Angkor Wat and surrounding temples as well as the current condition of people living in floating villages on the Tonle Sap.  In all of these places, once Cambodian people know that you are here to help their people and their country, they are extremely grateful.  We have visited the homes of two of my colleagues at PUC, and their families welcomed us and even asked if we could come and visit with them at other family social events.  Cambodians appreciate sharing what they have with you and make you feel welcome no matter what level of society they come from.  We have been fortunate enough to attend some Khmer language classes and have been able to talk about the contrasts between Khmer culture and American culture in the context of this class.  
The Calgary and Rotary Club Connections to Cambodia
En route to Cambodia, we stopped in Calgary, Alberta for training at the Center for Affordable Water and Sanitation Technology (CAWST).  While in Calgary, we visited the Downtown Calgary Rotary Club because of the support of the Middletown Rhode Island Rotary Club project in Siem Reap.  We briefly talked with the international projects sub-committee about our work in Cambodia as well as addressing the Rotaract Club at the University of Calgary about the Water for Cambodia project.  We had the pleasure of visiting Rotary Clubs of Phnom Penh and the Metro Phnom Penh Rotary.  Walter Haessel of the Downtown Calgary Rotary Club came to Cambodia in late January, and I was able to join him and Jon Ridge for a meeting of the Phnom Penh Metro Rotary Club.  During my time in Calgary, I had met Walter, Jon and Dave Scott because of their involvement in the Sustainable Cambodia project in Pursat.  This Rotary connection enabled me to assist Dave Scott and his team at Sustainable Cambodia in Pursat by giving a refresher workshop on water quality testing methods in early February.  Their project is meeting the health, sanitiation, and drinking water needs for rural Cambodians much like the Water for Cambodia Project in Siem Reap.
As part of the technical support team for the Siem Reap Water Lab, I made the six-hour bus trip to Siem Reap in December, January, March and almost every week from late April to early June.   During the second term, most of these trips were in support of a student senior thesis project being done in collaboration with the Siem Reap Water Lab .  As part of my Freshwater Ecology course we brought PUC students to work in the lab and gain practical training experience on drinking water issues in villages in rural Cambodia.  Our Cambodia experiences were documented in our blog called Cambodia Chronicles on wordpress.com at curry508.wordpress.com.
None of this would have been possible without the support of BSU and the Presidential Fellowship.   This was truly a life changing experience for me personally and my wife, Elizabeth.   Cambodia is now part of who we are and our vision for helping students to engage in their world.  I suspect this will shape my professional direction and contributions at BSU for many years to come.   For this unique opportunity, I am eternally grateful.

Photographs of Our Journey from Bridgewater through Calgary to the Kingdom of Wonder.
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Visiting the Downtown Calgary Rotary Club Meeting
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Visiting with village chief at Moat Kla floating village drinking water project
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Moat Kla floating village family with Rotary Water for Cambodia Biosand Filter. 
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Pannasastra University Freshwater Ecology Class community service learning trip to Siem Reap Water Lab and Water for Cambodia project
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Pannasastra University Freshwater Ecology student Te Borano and Siem Reap Water Lab staff assistant, Seung Seur, collecting drinking water samples from biosand filter at Moat Kla floating village home .
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Pannasastra University Freshwater Ecology lab exercise on bacteria in the Mekong and Tonle Sap Rivers
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Training workshop with Sustainable Cambodia staff in Pursat, Cambodia
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