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Hong Kong PolyU has institutional 
learning outcomes for all its 
undergraduates — as ethical 
leaders, problem solvers and critical 
thinkers. Hong Kong is a relatively 
small place with a high standard 
of living, and many of our students 
have limited exposure to the world 
beyond. Through service-learning, 
students are able to see how others 
live and the everyday challenges 
they face — lacking clean water, 
electricity and access to healthcare. 
We aim to have our students embrace 
social responsibility and broaden 
their horizons through the privilege 
of hands-on learning and the 
opportunity to form relationships 
with people who come from different 
backgrounds as themselves. Their 
work aims to go beyond regular 
community service, as before they 
can participate in these projects 
they must take an academic course 

that teaches them how to approach 
their volunteer work — to think from 
the perspective of the recipients and 
within the existing infrastures and 
culture, while being mindful of the 
context and history of the country and 
community they are serving. Through 
this compulsory service-learning, 
students go outside the classroom and 
have the chance to take on a project 
that helps them to further develop a 
social consciousness. We hope that in 
their professional careers our students 
will be inspired to apply their skills 
and knowledge to help to those in 
need. I am very happy when I look at 
all these projects, to see the passion 
and empathy evident in our students 
and how well they are working with 
local students in Cambodia, Rwanda, 
Vietnam and other countries. The 
service-learning program is a credit 
to our institution and I look forward to 
its bright future.

Words
from Prof. Chetwyn Chan 
Associate Vice President (Learning and Teaching)

Words from Associate Vice President
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In 2010 we took a team of students to 
Cambodia for our first international 
service-learning project. That team 
was composed of 20+ students, mostly 
from Department of Computing.  
At the time it was not even part of 
a credit-bearing subject – PolyU 
had no such subjects then and the 
university had not yet decided to start 
a rigorous, academic credit-bearing, 
service-learning program.  We had to 
solicit for funding from outside PolyU 
to finance the trip and the equipment 
and material needed.   

In 2018, PolyU sent out 11 teams 
under 7 credit-bearing service-
learning subjects with 277 students, 
to Cambodia, Vietnam, Myanmar, 
Kyrgyzstan and Rwanda.  There 
were another 3 student-initiated 
teams with 30 students who went to 
Cambodia and Vietnam.  There was a 
team of 5 students from University of 
Maryland who joined the Computing 
team building a community learning 
center in Cambodia.  The teams from 
Hong Kong, Maryland and Cambodia 

prepared for the service projects 
through video conferencing for 
months before they met in Cambodia 
to implement their designs.  We had 
a number of students from member 
universities of the University Social 
Responsibility Network joining our 
students.  These students worked 
with hundreds of students from local 
universities and youth organizations.   
It was estimated that a total of ~500 
young people were involved in these 
projects, across multiple countries. 

There was also a staff development 
course which took 17 teachers to 
Cambodia to learn how to teach 
service-learning through experiential 
learning themselves - observing the 
students, discussing with NGOs, and 
carrying out their own service project.  
We sent 9 students on SL exchange 
to Brown University, University of 
Maryland and University of California 
– Los Angeles, to learn about civic 
engagement in the US context and to 
work in the communities around those 
universities.

Preface
by Dr. Stephen Chan and Dr. Grace Ngai
Head and Associate Head, Office of Service-Learning
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All of these ISL activities are taking 
place because we have found that 
international service-learning is an 
extremely rich and fruitful way to 
teach.  Beyond the original objectives 
of SL -  social engagement, civic 
responsibility and ethical concerns – it 
is also demonstrably linked to gains in 
leadership development and global 
competency.  What better way to 
learn and practice leadership while 
you are carrying out a community 
service project to be used by real 
people in a team?  What better way to 
learn and practice global competency 
in a multi-national team on a 
community service project in a foreign 
country which speaks a language that 
you do not understand? 

ISL takes many forms, as is evident 
from the very brief outline above, 
involves a large number of staff and 
students from a variety of academic 
disciplines, and takes places in 
many different sites and countries.  
We are necessarily studying the 
program using multiple tools.  This 
book reports on and reviews some 
of the key projects.  In October 2018, 
we are holding a Celebration of ISL 
on our campus to share with the 
community at home - participating 
staff and students, administrators, 
and other stakeholders - the results 
of the labour.  We are conducting a 

number of studies: pre- and post-
surveys of the students’ experience 
and learning outcomes, action 
research on the impact of some key 
interventions, as well as data driven 
analysis of the relationship between 
the key learning outcomes and 
contributing factors in the teaching 
process.  We will report the results in 
a number of publications, including 
papers submitted to the upcoming 3rd 
International Conference on Service-
Learning that we are organizing in 
January 2019 in Hong Kong as well as 
other conferences and journals.  

Along with these projects come the 
stories. This year, again, we are proud 
to have, again, a combined Brown-
PolyU team of storytellers. These 6 
students (2 from PolyU, 4 from Brown) 
have been following some of the 
teams on their projects, to learn about 
what they are doing, to learn about 
the stories behind the projects and the 
people whom they are working with. 
This book, and two documentaries, 
are the result of this Storytellers 
Abroad programme.  This is our 
story – from their eyes.  We hope you 
will find something of interest to you 
in this book, and share with us your 
experiences, insights and aspirations 
relating to this exciting pedagogy of 
international service-learning.

Preface by Head and Associate Head of Office of Service-Learning
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Outside of studying, he tutors in a local prison and 
plays intramural hockey. He loves meeting new 
people, taking photos and getting lost in strange 
places. He hopes to pursue a career in journalism 
and filmmaking. 

Kion You spends his time teaching elementary 
school students and writing for campus 
publications. He loves reading, fishing, and 
listening to music. He hopes to pursue a career 
in education or journalism.

Mirabella is an author, graphic designer and 
entrepreneur. She is the founder and director of  
Art to Reduce Mental Health Stigma (ARMS)- 
a nonprofit that aims to destigmatize mental 
health through art workshops. She hopes to 
pursue a career in writing and political activism.

Jack Brook

Kion You

Mirabella Roberts

Brown University, Year 4, History
California, United States

Brown University, Year 3, English
California, United States

Brown University, Year 3, Literary Arts and 
Public Policy
Maryland, United States

Bios of the Journalists
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At Brown, Mariela can be often be found working 
with people experiencing homelessness or 
reading up on the history of Bachata music. She 
has a strong interest in social justice, equity, and 
equality. Post-graduation, she plans to pursue a 
doctorate degree in African-American Studies 
and Diasporic Studies, with the goal of becoming 
a professor afterwards.

Grew up in Taiwan and Hong Kong, went to 
international boarding school in China. A girl who 
travels solo with her backpack whenever she finds 
cheap flight tickets. She is extremely passionate 
in studying and discussing international relations 
especially in the Korean Affairs. She hopes to 
pursue a career in North Korean human rights 
studies. 

A hospitality student fueled by wanderlust, whose 
interests include entrepreneurship, spreading 
positivity and going against stereotypes. Sarah is 
particularly passionate on the subject of gender 
equality, and she also aspire to manage a 5-star 
beach resort in the Mediterranean Sea someday.

Mariela Pichardo

Gwyneth Sze

Sarah Lam

Brown University, Year 3, Africana Studies & Ethnic Studies
New York, United States

PolyU, Year 4, English & Social Policy and Administration
Hong Kong & Taiwan 

PolyU, Year 4, Hotel Management
Hong Kong

Bios of the Journalist
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International Service-Learning 2018

United Nation

Was the primary need 
addressed by PolyU students, 
as the students’ home visits 
focused on improving dietary 
habits and physical health. 
Students taught beneficial 
stretches, cooking methods, 
eating habits, performed body 
measurements, temperature 
checks, and blood pressure 
analysis.

Access to technology and basic 
literacy are the important keys 
to social upward mobility and 
give hopes to the next 
generations.

When doing home visits, students 
looked around the house and 
bathroom to check if proper 
sanitation standards were being 
met. They also recommended 
ways to maintain a proper, 
sanitary lifestyle, such as washing 
hands thoroughly.

GOAL NUMBER 3, 
“GOOD HEALTH AND 
WELL BEING”

GOAL NUMBER 4, 
“QUALITY EDUCATION”

GOAL NUMBER 6, 
“CLEAN WATER AND 
SANITATION” 
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United Nation Sustainable Development Goals

Setting up solar panels and 
introducing learning tablets 
to children and villagers in 
rural area to provide stable 
and safe energy.

GOAL NUMBER 7, 
“AFFORDABLE AND 
CLEAN ENERGY”

Rwanda

Vietnam
Cambodia

A sustainable project requires 
friendly cooperation and trust 
between sectors. Sharing the 
same vision and goal with local 
NGOs to provide a more 
comprehensive service to the 
service recipients.

GOAL NUMBER 17, 
“PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE 
GOALS”
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Location: South East Asia 
Capital: Phnom Penh

Population: 16,245,729
Official Language: Khmer

Motto:     ..............................................
“Nation, Religion, King”

About 
Cambodia

Cambodia is a buddhist country in 
Southeast Asia surrounded by Laos, 
Vietnam and Thailand. It is famous for 
the UNESCO World Heritage : Angkor 
Wat. A hot topic recently however was 
a movie directed by Angelina Jolie 
and written by Loung Ung based on 
the memory of a 7-year-old Ung who 
experienced the genocide period that 
took away one quarter of the whole 
population in Cambodia during 1975-
1979. In ‘First they killed my father’ , 
it depicts a children who was forced 
to leave Phnom Penh with her family 
because the communist Khmer Rouge 
regime was strong enough to take 
over the capital back then. Then she 
was trained as a child soldier while 
her siblings were sent off the different 
labour camp under the control of 
Khmer Rouge regime. This story is just 
one of the many. 
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During the two weeks when we were 
in Cambodia, we visited Tuol Sleng 
Genocide Museum (S21) and The 
Choeung EK Genocidal Center where 
we were able to touch and feel the 
atmosphere of the dark history of 
Cambodia. S21 used to be a school 
but was turned into a secret center 
for the Khmer Rouge to torture any 
suspected enemies, photos were 
taken and confessions were made 
under extreme harsh conditions and 
tortures. It takes a lot of courage and 
time to sink in the information from 

the audio guide while walking about 
touching the wire bars in this horrible 
place. What is more surprising was 
the Khmer Rouge regime did not want 
to take care of so many dead bodies 
so the prisoners were transported to 
Choeung Ek (The Killing Field) where 
mass murder happened. Cambodia 
faced economic downturn and failure 
soon after that since almost all the 
professionals were killed off. They had 
a hard time rebuilding their nation 
but they are sharing a much stronger 
sense of nationalism now.

Historical Context

About Cambodia
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Department of Computing & 
Department of 

Electrical Engineering

COMP2S01

Technology Beyond 
Borders: 
Service Learning across 
Cultural, Ethnic and 
Community Lines
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Dr. Stephen Chan, Head of the 
Office of Service-Learning and 
the founder of the service project, 
described the project as crucial for 
the community. “Energy is a big issue 
in Cambodia, the infrastructure is 
very underdeveloped, there are many 
people that are without electricity, 
and even when electricity is available 
it can be very expensive and many 
people cannot afford to be connected 
to the grid. So this kind of project 
is in great demand. We know that 
because we have been doing this in 
Cambodia for three years now,” he 
said. This year, the project was altered 
to include more engineering staff and 
instructions. Dr. Chan commented 
on the progression of this project 
compared to the solar panel projects 

implemented by PolyU students in the 
village in the past. “We are very eager 
to see the solar engineering project 
going to the next level and I’m hoping 
we can make a bigger impact.” A new 
service team (EE Team), supported 
by the Department of Electrical 
Engineering and led by Dr. Edward 
Lo, kept focused on improving the 
electricity supply and energy usage 
for low-income families in the village 
of Ohneang Hing by designing, 
constructing and implementing a 
solar energy system. Another service 
team (COMP Team), supported by the 
Department of Computing and led by 
Dr. Stephen Chan and Dr. Grace Ngai, 
focused on enriching the learning 
resources of a primary school in a 
rural village.

Background

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders:
Service Learning across Cultural, Ethnic 
and Community Lines

Handmade seesaw by COMP teamElectrical wiring for lightening by EE team
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COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

COMP Team

EE Team
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Following the steps of students from 3 
different universities: The Hong Kong 
Polytechnic University (PolyU), Royal 
University of Phnom Penh (RUPP) 
and University of Maryland (UMD), 
the journey began in Kampong 
Speu, Cambodia. In two weeks, they 
were separated into teams, built 
a playground, connected cables 
and wires for solar panels, painted 
container into a learning center as 
well as introduced tablets for self-
learning to the children there. 
 
The moment they stepped in to 
RUPP, they started to learn how to 

work and compromise with different 
background of knowledge, skill and 
culture. For the first few days, they 
prepared solar panels and teaching 
materials in classrooms.

Working under the sun from 9am to 
6pm everyday, COMP team is always 
the earliest to arrive and the last team 
to leave the site everyday. Students 
were covered with sweat in their 
working gloves and the back of the 
t-shirt. Out of anything, I only hear 
laughters, discussion and children 
running around the worksite.  

COMP team

Students from PolyU, RUPP, and UMD discussed about the interior design of the Learning Resource 
Centre
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COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders
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The road to Cambodia was long 
for Dr. Chan’s class. Over the 
course of 13 weeks, they have learnt 
about theories and application of 
technology and they had decided 
to use cargo container as classroom 
to provide, a package solution to 

provide a good environment with 
the support of technology: software 
application through tablets, generate 
electricity through solar panels, 
build water system to provide clean 
water for usage, in another word. 
They expected not only to create 
an immediate effect — to advance 
technology and create a more 
comprehensive learning environment 
for the locals — but also to raise 
awareness around global issues, 
enhance students competencies in 
order to exchange their skills and 
knowledge with local partners and 
collaborating universities.
 
This year, Dr. Chan tasked his students 
with the responsibility of building a 
playground for the children. The idea 
of playground seemed rather

INTERVIEW  WITH

Head, Office of Service-Learning
Dr CHAN, Stephen Chi-Fai 

The best group we have 
seen in the past are the 
groups where everybody 
was involved , but not the 
group with clear division of 
labors.

Learn to work together and 
even taking advantages 
of each other’s will enable 
you to go far.
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common and normal to us but most 
of the Cambodians have never heard 
of such thing. As a result, the local 
villagers and Cambodian students 
initially had no idea about what the 
team was trying to do but as soon 
as the PolyU students explained and 
elaborated, things became clearer 
for them. Dr. Chan believes that 
there is a balance of learning about 
ourselves while the students are 
trying to solve the local problems.
 
The other very important element of 
service-learning is the practice of 
leadership. Students are expected to 
work with people from multicultural 
backgrounds overseas. From conflicts 
and arguments, to learn problem 
solving skills. Even though there 
were students from three different 
universities present, they seemed 
instantly getting along well.

Dr. Chan expresses his gratitude 
towards the local community and 
NGO in trusting them to carry out this 
project of addressing some challenges 
the community faces. Indeed, it takes 
years to establish mutual trust and 
commitment; PolyU has proven the 
community they are trustworthy over 
the years. An example of trust was 
villagers built up a concrete base 
as platform before the delivery of 
cargo container once they gained 
confirmation from PolyU.

This would be a great 
opportunity to acquire 
leadership, interpersonal 
and cultural competencies 
for our students.

When I asked what kept him going 
and bringing students in every year, 
he said it was the relationship that the 
locals had and memories they shared. 
Villagers value and treasure the 
containers PolyU has established and 
use them effectively. They have greatly 
impacted the youth. He mentioned 
that there was a Cambodian girl who 
guided him around the first day and 
he found out later that she was one 
of the student of the service-learning 
program from 8 years ago. The little 
girl from slum now graduated from 
university and working at a local NGO. 
It is his strong belief that investment 
and effort must be established in order 
to create a positive impact.
 
He was impressed by his students when 
they took his advice and comment into 
consideration on the design of seesaw 
and tried their very best to not only 
make it attractive but safe to use. He 
understood that there were a lot of 
learning inputs in such a short period 
of time but from his point of view, 
his students did great. They had the 
courage to try something new and to 
work hard:to put planning into reality 
even though they were likely to (and 
did) face a lot of struggles.

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders
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Patrick chose to take this service-
learning subject because he thought 
it would teach him something about 
game programming and developing. 
Though it did not, he still enjoyed 
this subject because it allowed him 
to travel to Cambodia that he had 
always wanted to see in person and 
not only in the pages of his geography 
textbooks. This international service-
learning experience exposed him to 
variety of culture, religious, economic 
and political situations that he was 
not aware of before visiting. He 
was surprised himself to see Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia more developed 
than he imagined it to be. For a 
non-Cantonese speaker like him, 
it could be difficult to understand 
and comprehend information when 
students were discussing amongst 
themselves. To try to combat feelings 
of  being left out, Patrick tried to learn 
Cantonese and practice English.
 
Patrick is involved in the painting 
team, which was mainly responsible 
for designing and painting the 
container his group would set up in 
the rural area. Other than that, he 
also helped with  setting up the solar 
panels and  chose the appropriate 
apps on the tablets.
 

He also mentioned some of the 
difficulties he encountered while 
working with students from the RUPP 
– language barrier issues again, but 
he was confident to work as a team 
effectively. 

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 1, Aviation Engineering, PolyU
LO Li-yu, Patrick (Taiwan)
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Bella is a freshman in Civil 
Engineering who chose to take 
a service-learning course in her 
freshman year because she already 
have a planning for her second year 
of study.  

Unlike the majority, Bella is not new 
to Cambodia because she visited 
once in primary school. When talking 

about her adaption to the condition 
and development of Cambodia, she 
compares it with her hometown- 
Jakarta, which gives her a sense 
of comfort and familiarity. While 
engaging with the Cambodian 
University students, Bella was 
surprised to find out that their English 
ability and knowledge was richer than 
she had expected. Even though their 
language and education background 
was so different, they were able to 
catch up with the fast working pace 
and learn new things fast. Her favorite 
part of the experience was working 
with her hands, particularly learning 
to set up solar panels. I could feel 
her pride as she told me that solar 
panels were very expensive and 
she was at first very nervous but felt 
accomplished when she drilled a hole 
in the right place. I am particularly 
interested in how international 
students were integrated in classroom 
settings with Cantonese majority 
peers. She mentioned that sometimes 
it could be difficult to comprehend 
information because students are 
more comfortable using Cantonese 
in casual settings. Luckily, her peers 
were very helpful in providing her with 
translation and keeping her informed. 
Bella also made sure to ask a lot of 
questions herself whenever she felt 
confused.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 1, Civil Engineering, PolyU
Sabella Yosephine TJOE

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

(Indonesia)

I have never used a drill 
before, and now I actually 
get to drill something!

23



Maggie is from the University of 
Maryland and joined us with rich 
experience in community service 
back in the U.S.A. She joined PolyU’s 
international service-learning 
program to gain an international 
sense of service-learning, to see and 
learn why and how is it different from 
back home. She was attracted by the 
idea of working with small groups 
with multicultural backgrounds. 
Besides preparing and conducting 
service, she also wanted to practise 
her interpersonal skills, problem-
solving skills and gain more insights 
into social issues around the globe. 
This program provided her with an 
opportunity to engage in cultural 
exchange with local Cambodian 
and students at PolyU through their 
collaborative work. She mentioned 
that she already liked the program 
because of its good mix of tasks such 
as setting up solar panels, designing, 
some physics…etc.
 
Since the PolyU students had a 
semester’s worth of preparation 
in anticipation of this trip, in the 
beginning Maggie felt like it was 
difficult and she had a lot of catch up 
on. She expressed her appreciation 
toward other students for including 
her in the team. She expected the 
teamwork would be changeling 
especially with students from diverse 
background which everyone already 
have different set of expectation, work 
mode and knowledge. She believed 

that this could be solve with effective 
communication and patient.

When we arrived in the village on 
the first day, the kids were collecting 
and piling up the garbage into one 
specific spot and they set it on fire. 
That’s the way they get rid of garbage 
we were told. Maggie seemed very 
worry about this action, particularly 
with the kids burning it and CO2 being 
released from the plastic. Also, she 
noted, the bus engine was still running 
even when we weren’t on the bus. 

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 2, Public Policy, University of Maryland
Maggie LEWIS (U.S.A.)

I am feeling anxious right now 
because I am really concerned 
about global warming and 
climate change. I am in a 
position where I don’t have 
control.
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Sam studies Behavioral & Community 
Health at the University of Maryland. 
She is interested in exploring cultures 
outside of the United States. On this 
service-learning trip, she hoped 
to acquire skills on teaching and 
education. Working with a team of 
students from diverse backgrounds 
allowed her to learn and exchange 
social problems of her own country 
and others.

Indeed, I have also learned about 
critical reflection while interacting 
with people from different cultures. I 
reflected on how our education and 

culture play such a big role in our 
thoughts and actions. While we may 
all see the world through different 
sets of glasses, we do not necessarily 
realize that we are constantly 
comparing and judging others based 
on the standard of our culture and 
values. For example, coming from 
a Chinese family background, we 
were taught not to challenge or ask 
questions of the authorities. While 
it seems easier for the American 
students to raise questions and 
doubts, it takes a lot of courage for us 
to. 

Like any other teamwork, Sam views 
on planning sometimes differed from 
those of sher teammates. She felt like 
she was in a disadvantaged position 
joining in late where other students 
were more informed than she was 
about the project and the nature of 
service-learning. She believed that 
she has been doing great so far with 
the help of others.

When I asked her how did she see her 
own development for the past weeks, 
she gave me a warm smile. This 
project allowed her to practise and 
develop her self-confident as a team 
player. Believing in herself was such 
a powerful thing for her to reach her 
goals.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 2, Behavioral & Community Health, 
University of Maryland

Samantha ALLEY

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

(U.S.A.)

What shapes our thoughts 
and why so.
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Toma was really focused when she 
was working and she wasn’t the 
talkative type. She mentioned that she 
has learnt about Maths and Physics 
in her high school and she has always 
had an interested in building items 
with her hands. This inspired her to 
take this service-learning course in 
her first year, where she could try 
something different from her major.

She believed that her background in 
electrical theories, knowledge of tools 
application and communication skills 
enabled her to be a good team player 
here. In addition to that, students 
were also provided with help from 
lecturers to further practice on their 
time management and goals settings 
in a team prior their visit to the local 
village.

When asked about her expectations 
before visiting the village, Toma 
revealed that she was actually 
confident that her team would be 
able to complete the project through 
smoothly.

In the field, Toma always had a 
pen and ruler kneeling down to the 
ground, measuring the length of 
woods and passed it down to her 
teammates to cut out the boards. Her 

team encountered a problem where 
the wood were not cut accordingly 
to their plan, so they had to modified 
accordingly. At that point, she 
realized that mistakes could not be 
avoided. But what matter was how 
to solve the problem and be flexible. 
It was challenging to work with 
students from 3 different universities, 
especially when everyone was on 
different learning stage and pace. 
She also believed that it was the 
perfect platform and timing for her 
to strengthen her interpersonal skills 
while learning from others.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 1, International Shipping and Transport 
Logistics, PolyU

Tomiris SAGYNBAY (Kazakhstan)
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It was not difficult to locate Eddie in 
the big classroom, he was the only 
one using his computer to design 
teaching materials while others were 
getting their hands in fixing the solar 
panels. Eddie’s major was not exactly 
the more relevant to this computing 
course but I was curious to find out 
how his design major could be utilized 
in a computing service-learning 
course. He admitted that he expected 
this trip to be messy and tough 
because there were a lot of things 
that he was not familiar with. Not only  
the new theories and technological 
aspects of the course he experienced 
in lectures but also how to interact 
and compromise with different ideas 
in a team.

He joked to me when I was writing 
notes down. Indeed, when I was 
walking around with camera and 
notes, it was not difficult to see 
students sweating from head to toes, 
sometimes even the back of their 
t-shirts. There were tires that the team 
put aside for later use, and the local 
children were standing on the tires 
and they were having fun. It came 
to his surprise when he asked the 
students from RUPP that the children 
had never seen such things before.

I couldn’t agree with him more. For 
us, growing up in a big city with a 
comfortable environment and luxuries 
we often define happiness in terms of 
the our possessions . 

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 3, Social Design, PolyU
WONG Lok Man, Eddie

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

(Hong Kong)

Journalists should have 
done a survey on students’ 
weight before and after this 
service-learning trip. If one 
loses weight, that implies he/
she worked very hard. If it’s 
the other way around, that 
would be interesting.

Comparing to us, we have 
taken a lot for granted and 
we have different definition 
toward happiness.
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Ian was attracted by the idea of 
international exposure when he was 
choosing his service-learning subject. 
He knew that this subject would allow 
him to build a learning center for 
children in Cambodia.

When asked about the differences 
between his expectation and the 
condition in Cambodia, he mentioned 
that the teachers warned them about 
the poor living condition such as 
unstable water supply for shower or 
Wi-Fi connection. He was more than 
happy to stay in a nice hotel with the 
basics. 

From our conversation, it seemed like 
Ian wanted to get involved in every 
teams. He wanted to try out a bit of 
everything such as the control room, 
cutting the wood, and  decorating 
inside of the container.

Ian then mentioned that it was a great 
opportunity for him to practice using 
English to communicate and express 
himself. He appreciated the fact that 

other students would slow down when 
they are talking or switch between 
word choices in order to help him 
understand better. Overall, he really 
enjoyed the multicultural environment. 

His team progress was a bit behind 
with the progress comparing to other 
team. His frustration was obvious 
when one of his teammate stood 
strong for his own opinion instead of 
trying to work as a team. After many 
tries and tutors’ comment and advice, 
his team picked up their working pace 
and completed the task at the end of 
the day. This is all part of the learning 
- compromise and teamwork.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 1, Computing, PolyU
CHENG Lam To, Ian (Hong Kong)

I want to contribute with my 
knowledge and skills.
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She was not a student. She was not a 
Professor. She was the local translator 
for the computing team and she was 
also a close friend of this program. 
Simouy used to be a service recipient 
of PolyU service-learning project 
when she was 16 years old. Now she 
is all grown up and involving in social 
and volunteer work. She is currently 
working in an NGO to help out in 
women facing issues such as domestic 
violence, sex trafficking and inequality 
problems. She provides possible 
solutions to her clients and empowers 
them at the same time.
  
She shared about her friends and 
family members’ concern toward her 
safety by taking up such a risky job. 
Despite all of reservations, she has 
shown no regrets on her commitment 
to help the disadvantaged groups. 
She believes that she is part of the 

change that is occurring in Cambodia 
and, even if it’s small, she says, at 
least she could contribute. 
During the service trip, Simouy 
was working hand in hand with 
the students. Other than arranging 
transportation and meals for the 
students, she picked up gloves and 
paint to work in the field. It was hard 
to imagine that she took her annual 
leave from her job to volunteer her 
help with translation for this service-
learning team. She knew better than 
anyone else that the government can’t 
improve the lives of all, that’s where 
the international communities step in 
to fill the gap. And she was ready to 
do anything that would help to make 
it easier.

She saw this international service-
learning trip as a valuable chance for 
the Cambodian students, for them 
to pick up pieces of knowledge and 
skills while working with international 
community. Simouy would continue 
to work with NGO after this project 
completes and she already look 
forward to the next service-learning 
trip with the youth. 

INTERVIEW  WITH

Local Translator
Simouy Seng

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

(Cambodia)

Not only the international 
students, the local 
Cambodian students 
would gain a lot from this 
experience as well.

29



Vibol is the only male student 
volunteer from RUPP, however he gets 
along with others very well. He said 
there was not much chance for him to 
work with people from multicultural 
backgrounds so this was actually a 
very valuable opportunity.He admitted 

that it was difficult for him at first 
because he did not know how to 
communicate with his teammates 
and was unfamiliar with the context 
of service-learning. However, he 
adapted really quickly. Not only did 
he build up friendships, but he also 
gained technological experience and 
knowledge that would be beneficial. 
The biggest take away for him during 
this trip was teamwork especially in 
intercultural context. He admitted that 
he needed to keep on working in this 

area. What even more important was 
that he got to understand the social 
problems and condition his country 
is facing in rural area and how he as 
a student could contribute to it the 
amelioration of these issues using 
his knowledge and skills. This was 
definitely a very rewarding summer 
but created a practical learning 
foundation that was related to his 
major.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 3, Community Development, Royal 
University of Phnom Penh

Set Vibol (Cambodia)

It’s my first year to join and 
I will definitely apply again 
next year.
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Red was like the tutor assistant, 
she helped out with logistics, meal 
arrangements and routine everyday. 
The interesting thing was: she was a 
volunteer. She completed her service-
learning subject in Rwanda last year 
with the computing team.
 
Coming from an Aviation major 
background, she has always enjoyed 
task-oriented courses where she 
could see the products of her labor 
and thus gain a sense of achievement 
from her work. Last year she had an 
amazing experience in Rwanda so 
she decided she would follow the 
team this year in Cambodia and offer 
as much help as she could.

Similar to the current team, her 
team was multicultural. Besides that, 
she has to engage with students 
from majors that she wouldn’t have 
otherwise. She was impressed by how 
everyone fit in and found their place 
to contribute in the team.
 
She describes service-learning as 
bidirectional learning. While our 
students are helping to improve 
the living condition of the service 

recipients, they are gaining from the 
experience as well. Red, for example, 
came away with her service-learning 
trips a more aware of social issues, 
understanding of struggles, and 
inspired.

She believed there are many 
beneficial layers regarding service-
learning program. It helped 
students to shape their thoughts 
and perspective, raised awareness 
toward global issues and allowed 
them to bring back to Hong Kong and 
continue serving the community in 
needs.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Student helper, 
Year 2, Aviation Engineering, PolyU

Lo Xian Lin, Red (Malaysia)

Everyone in my team 
was so passionate in the 
subject; no one talks about 
getting a good grade. We 
would scarify some sleep 
just to prepare more and 
better.

Most of the time, we think 
we are in a superior position 
where we are helping them. 
But it is really difficult to 
define the definition of 
happiness, chances are: they 
are happier than most of us.

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders
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Sister Phearum, it is not difficult to 
picture her to a strong independent 
woman on a motorbikes waving and 
smiling to the children. Sister Phearum 
volunteers to teach the children in 
this village and she takes care of the 
containers PolyU established here. 

She was not originally from this village 
but she moved here when she married 
her husband. She was more educated 
than any other villagers here so the 
monks here suggested she become 
a teacher. She is satisfied with her 
job though she is only supported with 
little payment. Most of the time, she 
spends money out of her own pocket 
to purchase textbooks, study materials 
and whiteboard etc. to teach the 
children here.

For a while she did not have the best 
relationship with the village chef and 
she could not teach here. One day 
she heard an announcement that 
the King of Cambodia was going to 
visit so she discussed with her family 
and then made a brazen decision to 
ask the king to build a school for the 
children in this village. Then it came 
to everyone’s surprise that the King 
promised her he would do so and 
now even children from the poorest 
families can afford to send their kids 
to school.

Her story and bravery are certainly 
what I look up to. I wonder what the 
motivation behind all these was. She 
understand this more than anyone 
does: 

She knows that these children 
have a better chance than the last 
generation, education will provide 
them a wider variety of occupational 
choices, not just the option of hard 
labour. She comes here almost every 
day to make sure that the children go 
to school.

When I asked her what impact the 
service-learning program has on this 
village, she said it was crucial because 
better facilities and conditions attract 
the children to come and encourage 
them to learn. Seeing them being able 
to write and read, she sees a bright 
future for them that is much different 
from that of the past generation. In 
order to reach the goal, it takes all 
sectors and international community 
to ensure progress. It might be a long 
process but it is going to change lives 
of thousands. 

INTERVIEW  WITH

Local Villager

Sister Phearum/ 
Chan Phearum (Cambodia)

Acquiring literacy and 
education are the only way 
to upward social mobility.
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The EE team focused on improving 
the electricity supply and energy 
usage for low-income families in the 
village of Ohneang Hing by designing, 
constructing and implementing a 
solar energy system. Ms. Panha EK, 
the NGO partner from Young People 
Do, explained on the necessity of the 
project for the community. “I think 
the electricity is very important for 
this community because before we 

were here the villagers have to cook 
very early, the children can only study 
in the night with oil lanterns which 
were very dangerous and could 
burn their wooden homes,” she said, 
adding that she found the village and 
picked it to receive service because 
she recognized the intense need for 
electricity was greater than other 
villages.

EE Team

The power-charging station built by EE team
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Panha EK from Young People Do talked to the villager
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The 18 PolyU students worked with 
the local students from the Royal 
University of Phnom Penh (RUPP) 
with the goal of building three solar 
power-charging stations by wooden 
rack and solar charging panel and 
connecting them by three electrical 
grids to the houses of the villagers. 
They first had a site visit of the village 
to understand the need for electricity, 
topography and distribution of the 
houses. They conducted a strategic 

need-based analysis of every house in 
the village in the form of an interview 
with the household owners. Though 
some villagers expressed a sense 
of uneasiness regarding foreigners 
altering their community, they 
expressed resounding gratitude to the 
volunteers. One villager expressed her 
difficulty of performing everyday tasks 
like cooking without a ready supply of 
electricity and her excitement about 
the project.

Students interviewed the villagers in order to understand their needs
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With the data of topography and 
distribution of the houses, the students 
headed back to RUPP a few days 
to design and construct solar panel 
systems. They also needed to decide 
where were the best locations for 
the three power-charging stations. 
They then back to the village to 
further develop the solar systems 
and install basic electrical appliances 
like LED light bulbs and fans for the 
villagers. Finally, they demonstrated 

their systems to the villagers and 
explained how to use them. After 
their hard work, dedication, and 
countless hours spent building under 
the sun, the villagers could enjoy 
the free electricity generated by the 
stations at home. PolyU students have 
been returning to the village for two 
years, making this project even more 
meaningful for the lives of the villagers 
to have a sustainable energy system.

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

Students constructed the solar panels at RUPP
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Dr. Edward Lo, the team leader and 
the Associate Professor & Associate 
Head of Electrical Engineering 
Department of PolyU,  commented the 
students for being able to work across 
a myriad of academic departments 
to take the course and succeed. “Not 
all of them are engineering students 
so before we came here, we did have 
quite a number of hours of training - 
on the operating system of this kind 
of PV panel, a little bit of the design, 
and even basic training on how to use 
the basic tools. Some of the students 
have never used tools before,” he 
said. “Beyond the technical aspects 
of the project, the students had to 
interview the villagers to find out 
where to install it and through this 
they find out more about the life 
in Cambodia and understand the 
culture more from interacting with 
the local students,” Dr. Lo added. Mr. 
Sean Leung, staff from the Office of 

Service-Learning, commented on the 
necessity of the cultural exchange 
between the PolyU students and 
the Cambodian citizens, both the 
villagers and the RUPP students. “I 
think this project can shorten the gap 
between the students and citizens,” 
he said. Overall, Sean complimented 
the students for their hard work. “Our 
students are very responsible and they 
are all passionate about this project” 
he said, adding that the project’s 
success was also relied heavily on 
the project leader, Dr. Lo.  “We have a 
very experienced project leader, Dr. 
Lo, and he takes care of everything.” 
Panha also complimented the PolyU 
students as workers, “even though 
they are not experts of construction, 
they are willing to learn. With the help 
and guidance of their teachers they 
can make the stations stronger and 
learn from time to time,” she said.
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Dr. Lo guided the students how to contruct the solar panel
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“I think it’s a process of learning 
because many of us don’t have the 
exact experience to work in the field. 
It makes me nervous as I’m afraid 
that even though we have been 
thinking about the plan over and over 
again, the plan still doesn’t work. But 
we will do our best with our time. I 
think we are starting to understand 
what can we do in a team: me and 
my teammate Freda can take notes; 
some RUPP students are really good 
at hammering and drilling.”

STUDENT GROWTH

Year 3, Food Safety & Technology, PolyU

Year 2, Radiography, PolyU

Geyyaratana Wirasutta

Luk Chun Fung

Everyone knows how they 
can contribute to the team.

“I think the RUPP students are really 
helpful. On one occasion, we had to 
tighten a screw, but the space was 
too small that we couldn’t use our 
screwdriver there. We couldn’t come 
up with a solution so we were just 
looking for a smaller screwdriver. 
But the RUPP students made use of 
nails, making one end flat to use as a 
screwdriver.”

Think out of the box, nothing 
is impossible!

(Indonesia)

(Hong Kong)
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Year 2, Environmental Engineering and 
Sustainable Development, PolyU

Year 2, IT Engineering, RUPP

Ivan Istanto

Ngin Hak

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

(Indonesia)

(Cambodia)
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“There were different opinions when 
we first started but once everyone 
explained their opinions, everything 
worked out. The hardest part is 
the communication between PolyU 
students and RUPP students because 
both of our first language isn’t English. 
But in the end, everyone understood.”

I have learned how to 
communicate with different 
people.

“I come to this project because I want 
to learn about solar panels and I want 
to learn how to communicate with 
the students from different countries. 
I can learn about what they eat and 
how they make friends. It’s been good 
they like to speak and participate a 
lot.”

“I feel happy to have this chance to 
make friends from different countries.”



The staff of the project were 
extremely helpful and supportive 
throughout the long days and 
overbearing heat. They also 
understood the importance of the 
learning opportunities the students 
had while working overseas and thus 
gave the students enough space and 

freedom for personal growth. This 
unique learning opportunity gave 
students the opportunity to gain a 
sense of worldly appreciation, learn 
how to close cultural gaps and form 
meaningful friendships both with 
other PolyU students and cross-
culturally. 
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Living Environment for 
Low-Income Communities 
in Developing Regions

Department of 
Building Services 

Engineering 

BSE3S02
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Dr. Tim Wong and Dr. Horace Mui, 
who teach the Building Services 
Engineering (BSE3S02) service-
learning subject “Living Environment 
for Low-Income Communities in 
Developing Regions” took their 
classrooms to Cambodia for the 
first time this summer. Offering their 
students the opportunity to apply 
what they learned in the classroom to 
the real world, the professors tasked 
their students with the responsibility 
of building water filtration systems 
for Cambodian families in a village in 
the Kampong Speu province. To carry 
out this task, PolyU partnered with the 
NGO Young People Do and the Royal 
University of Phnom Penh (RUPP), 
who served as both translators 
and physical laborers on site. This 
collaboration made the consultation 

of the villagers being served possible 
throughout the process and ensured 
that students could carry out their 
work as respectfully as possible. 
While students expected their time 
in Cambodia to be a one-sided 
experience of giving, in which 
they provided a service to people 
in need, it was an exchange. The 
construction of the water filtration 
systems, which totaled 12 in all, was 
successful because PolyU students, 
RUPP students, Young People Do, and 
the villagers worked together both in 
planning and carrying out the physical 
task. Through their interactions with 
one another, they exchanged culture, 
history, laughs, and dreams, as well 
as lasting memories and lifelong 
friendships.

Introduction

BSE3S02 Living Environment for 
Low-Income Communities in Developing 
Regions
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The village of Kampong Speu was 
hand selected by Dr. Wong and Dr. 
Mui along with Young People Do 
during a preliminary visit to the area; 
they determined that the village’s 
large population of youth and elderly 
people warranted the service. 
Inhabitants of the area experience 
a number of day to day challenges 
such as having little to no access to 
electricity and no system of sanitation. 
However, the most pressing issue 
they face, villagers say, is a lack of 
access to clean water. Typically, the 
villagers rely on large ceramic jars 
which are positioned just beside 
their huts. During the wet season, 
these jars are uncovered to take in 
the rainwater, providing villagers 
with a convenient water source, and 
if they ration their usage during the 
dry season, a reliable one as well. 
However, the water tends not to last 
into the dry season because of its 
necessity in the everyday lives of the 
villagers—from drinking to cooking 
to washing. Because it does not go 
through a filtration process before 

it is used, villagers use water that 
is not safe for consumption. Should 
one lift the jar cover, bacteria can 
very clearly be seen swimming in 
the water; the contamination of the 
jars is exacerbated by pollution and 
the reality that the jars are rarely, 
if ever, cleaned. Consumption and 
consistent usage of dirty water can 
be detrimental to one’s health, 
particularly that of children who 
are made susceptible to diseases 
such as diarrhea, which, according 
to UNICEF, is the second leading 
cause of death amongst Cambodian 
children aged under five. The issue 
of water insecurity is not foreign 
to villagers in Cambodia. In 2014, 
United Nations Cambodia reported 
that 6.3 million out of 14.9 million 
residents—particularly 60 percent 
of rural areas—lacked access 
to clean drinking water. This is 
disproportionate compared to the 
access of Cambodians living in Phnom 
Penh, where about 80 percent of folks 
living in the capital have access to 
clean water.

Issue Context

 BSE3S02 Living Environment for Low-Income Communities in Developing Regions
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The BSE service-learning project was 
joined by 20 PolyU students who, 
over the course of a semester, were 
taught the importance of healthy 
indoor living environments. Designed 
to promote civic responsibility and 
engagement as well as a simple 
understanding of how one can 
improve the quality of an indoor living 
environment, students were taught 
how to build a water filtration system 
using basic materials such as stone, 
sand, and cement. Construction of 
these systems began in Hong Kong, 
where students from this course 
built a prototype water filtration 
system under the guidance of their 
professors. This activity would prove 
itself invaluable to students on site in 
Cambodia, where it contributed not 
only to their knowledgeability about 
the construction but also to their 
confidence in doing so. It was clear 
from the time that students stepped 
into Kampong Speu that they had a 

strong understanding of the job at 
hand, carrying out each task swiftly 
and with little support from their 
professors.

Building the systems was an elaborate 
process that began with the students 
splitting into their pre-assigned teams 
of 5-6 individuals, surveying the land 
of their client, and discussing amongst 
each other the location they felt was 
best suited to serve as the site for the 
filtration system. They then, with the 
help of the RUPP members of their 
teams, consulted the homeowners 
about their preferences for the 
location of the water filters and 
offered their own recommendations. 
Students attempted to accommodate 
the desires of homeowners, but 
occasionally pushed back when the 
villagers’ wishes conflicted with the 
recommendations they had received 
from course instructors. 

Project Details
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After determining where the systems 
would be located, students marked 
the location and dug a hole for the 
base. They nailed three wooden 
planks together and placed the 
board inside. The students checked 
that the hole they dug was level and 
jumped on the board to ensure that 
it could withstand the eight layer 
brick foundation that would be built 
on top of it. The process of building 
the foundation was the most time 
consuming as students were required 
to mix their own cement. This, coupled 

with limited tools, some of which 
needed to be shared amongst teams 
and the necessity of more construction 
supplies such as sand, prolonged the 
process. Because only four days out 
of the 11 that were spent in Cambodia 
were allotted for the construction of 
the systems, an anxiousness could be 
felt amongst the students at the end 
of their first day building. Not a single 
one of the six teams had managed to 
complete their first system, and while 
they were only expected to finish one, 
their target was two. 

 BSE3S02 Living Environment for Low-Income Communities in Developing Regions

Students mixed the cement by their own
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Students described the experience of 
building the water filtration systems 
as a rollercoaster of emotions. While 
they had been briefed about the 
conditions they would be working 
under prior to their arrival to 
Cambodia, namely the boiling sun 
and physical demands of their duty, 
these obstacles did not materialize 
as realities until they were in the thick 
of the project. Still, they maintained 
positive and reassuring attitudes 
through and through. At the end of 
their third day on site, when some 
teams still had yet to complete their 

first systems, their morale faltered 
only slightly; they stayed a few hours 
later to continue working, and on the 
next day, they came back and put 
their all into the completion of not only 
the first but also the second system. 
On the final day, they requested to 
skip their lunch to have additional 
time to work on the project. When they 
finished—having met their maximum 
target of 12 water filtration systems—
it was a celebration of cheerful 
screams, beaming smiles, and 
incredulous laughter.
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The process of carrying out a service-
learning trip is long and strenuous. 
It requires many moving parts and 
leaders with the ability to adapt 
and respond quickly to changes 
in circumstances. From having 
observed the BSE team I can say with 
confidence that Hayley is one of those 
people. A PhD student in BSE, Hayley 
was recruited by her mentor Dr. 
Mui to serve as a student leader for 
this project. Her duties ranged from 
checking in students at the hotel in 
Kampong Speu to providing students 
with on-site support. For students she 
was a wonderful resource, as she was 
always ready and willing to support 
them when they reached a roadblock 
in their construction process. While 
Hayley lended a hand whenever 
possible, she took each moment of 
participation to correct students’ 
techniques and to provide tips on how 
they could quicken their process while 
maintaining the quality of their work.

Hayley described the students’ 
experience with service learning 
as one of transformation. “In the 
beginning, they weren’t sure how 
to use a hammer, cement, but after 
some time working they’ve gotten 
it.” She says the Hong Kong students 
have been able to improve their 
comfort and skill with manual labor 
through their interactions with the 
RUPP students, who with no hesitation 
at all took on the task of shoveling 

and cementing, all while providing 
translation services as needed. 

At the student forum, Hayley 
facilitated a short talk about the 
BSE project for other students 
participating in service learning 
projects in Cambodia and was 
beaming with pride as she recounted 
the four-day long process of building 
the systems. She emphasized the 
many obstacles students faced—
waiting nearly a day for sand delivery, 
having limited tools, dealing with the 
rain—and noted determination as 
the defining quality in the students’ 
success. While she was modest in 
pointing out her own contributions to 
the team, this project could not have 
achieved what it did without her. 
For both administrative leaders and 
students, Hayley was the glue that 
kept everything together.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Student Leader (PhD Student)
Building Services Engineering, PolyU

Hayley Tsang
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INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 4, Aviation Operations & Systems, PolyU
James Singh

BSE3S02 Living Environment for Low-Income Communities in Developing Regions

I was shocked to learn that he was 
not a student leader like Hayley, but 
rather a fourth year aviation student 
who prior to taking this course was 
not familiar with the topic of indoor 
environment quality and water 
filtration. He was drawn to take this 
course due to PolyU’s service-learning 
requirement.

James described this project as 
demanding, but extremely rewarding. 
He is pleased to have had the 
opportunity to have provided a 
service that will improve the quality 
of life for the villagers. From the 
time of the students’ arrival in the 
village, the locals desired to be a part 
of the work they were doing. They 
commonly observed the students as 
they worked or got involved directly, 
recommending techniques on how to 
apply cement to the bricks or to speed 
up the process. “Their smiles drive you 
to work harder,” James said of them. 

According to James, the water the 
villagers are now consuming is 10-15 
percent cleaner than the unfiltered 
water they previously drank. The 
systems appeared to be sound in 
quality, but students from RUPP will 
visit the village on a monthly basis to 
check the quality of the tanks and to 
make any necessary repairs. 

In the days leading up to the 
construction of the water systems, the 
students were required to prepare 
for their journey to Kampong Speu 
at the Royal University of Phnom 
Penh, where they received cultural 
sensitivity trainings, participated in 
team building activities, and prepared 
their supplies. When I was first 
introduced to James, he was standing 
at the front of the classroom directing 
teams of students on what supplies 
to pack and what their usage would 
be. His clarity and knowledge of the 
project was made clear immediately. 

Their smiles drive you to 
work harder.
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While BSE3S02 is a course open to 
level three students of all majors 
and was described as rewarding by 
all the students that participated, it 
was especially transformative for 
Raymond. As a third-year student 
majoring in Civil Engineering, this 
service-learning course provided 
him with the opportunity of hands 
on experience in his future field. He 
expressed that he has an interest 
in lending his skills abroad and 

providing free engineering services 
for low-income communities in the 
future. Therefore, this experience 
has laid the foundation for his future 
endeavors, particularly giving him 
a sense of the amount of work, 
from logistics to physical labor, 
that is required to run a successful 
international service project. Though 
it may be difficult, he says, “this 
experience makes [him] want to work 
harder to achieve [his] dreams.”

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 3, Civil Engineering, PolyU
Raymond Wan

This experience makes me want to work harder to achieve my dreams.

(Hong Kong)
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Damien, known to his friends as 
Cola, joined the course intent on 
developing his professional skills 
and gaining a global experience. 
Despite the semester’s worth of 
preparation he received before 
traveling to Cambodia, he says he 
felt some uncertainty going into the 
project because he was not quite 
sure how large the tanks they would 
be working with would be, or if the 
materials would be the same as the 
prototype they had created in Hong 
Kong. The materials did vary a bit 
from the prototype due to the same 
materials not being available in Hong 
Kong. However, Cola was able to work 
through unfamiliarity with some of 
the supplies through the support he 
received from his teammates.

“They’re very outgoing and friendly,” 
Cola said of his RUPP teammates. 
Around his neck, he wore a kroma 
scarf, which had been given to him 
and all his fellow students from PolyU 
by the RUPP students as a gift. He 
admired their outgoingness and their 
desire to engage with Hong Kong 
students. He noted that language was 
sometimes a barrier between Hong 
Kong students and RUPP students, but 
with the use of simple English these 
obstacles were overcome with ease. 

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 2, Building Services Engineering, PolyU
Damien Ho (Cola)

BSE3S02 Living Environment for Low-Income Communities in Developing Regions

(Hong Kong)
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A service project, particularly one 
led by foreigners, is doomed to fail 
without the presence of a good 
community partner. This BSE project 
was extremely fortunate to be 
supported by Young People Do, which 
connected PolyU with the village 
in Kampong Speu and helped with 
logistics. Som Oun, a recent college 
graduate who studied English, was 
Young People Do’s representative 
during the trip and served as an 
integral part of the team, providing 
translation services and directly 
participating in the construction of the 
water filter systems. 

For Sam, there was never an 
opportunity for idleness during this 
trip because he was constantly being 
called upon for support by his team 
members, villagers, and teachers. 
When the group experienced its 
largest hiccup, running out of sand, 
Sam immediately called a local 
shop to get the supplies delivered to 
the village as soon as possible. His 
support of PolyU’s service was evident 
throughout the project. It was rare to 
see Sam without a smile and he was 
always willing to lend a hand.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Representative of NGO, Young People Do
Som Oun

Sam Oun from Young People Do and student participant

(Cambodia)
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Chea Chany is a mother of two 
currently living on the outskirts of 
the village of Kampong Speu. A 
stay at home mother, she tends the 
household—cooking, cleaning, and 
caring for her children—while her 
husband works as a farmer and 
agricultural laborer. She was the 
recipient of the first water filtration 

system built by Raymond and Cola’s 
team. They each recalled their time 
with her and her family fondly, with 
Cola noting that when they were 
having difficulty mixing the cement, 
she immediately stepped in and 
showed them how it was supposed to 
be done.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Villager
Chea Chany

BSE3S02 Living Environment for Low-Income Communities in Developing Regions

(Cambodia)
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BSE3S02 Living Environment for Low-Income Communities in Developing Regions

Raymond & Cola’s Team

Given their distance from Phnom 
Penh, it is easy for the inhabitants 
of Kampong Speu to be overlooked. 
The village students worked in was 
located about 30-40 minutes outside 
of the center of town and even 
residents of that area often could not 
locate it. Due to the work of students 
from PolyU and RUPP, 12 households 
now have drinking water that they can 
consume with a bit more ease than 
before. It is unknown as to whether 
they would have been granted with 
this peace of mind had PolyU not 
provided this service. 

While like any project, it was not 
without its small hiccups, in the end 

the students met their goal. They left 
Cambodia with what they had hoped 
for—success—and so much more. 
Along the way, they were allowed 
a peek into the lives of low-income 
Cambodian communities, which 
provided them with a better sense of 
their own privilege and the realities of 
the world outside of Hong Kong and 
their respective countries. They also 
built extremely strong friendships and 
gained the satisfaction of knowing 
that their hard work bore fruits 
that could not have been acquired 
elsewhere. This experience was 
once in a lifetime and all students 
appeared to have been changed 
because of it.

Conclusion
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Serving the Community 
through Teaching English

English Language Centre

ELC2S02
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From the moment PolyU students 
stepped into the classrooms of 
Emmanuel Christian School (ECS) 
to the moment they left a week 
later, the entire three-story complex 
reverberated with an enthusiasm. 
It took almost no time for a special 
connection between PolyU tutors and 
Cambodian students to grow. 

2018 was the third year in which PolyU 
sent its students to ECS, a primary and 
secondary school in the Thnout Chrum 
village, located about 60 kilometers 
southwest of Phnom Penh. Just like 
similar programs in Guangdong and 
Taiwan, PolyU’s English Language 

Centre (ELC) subject, “Serving the 
Community through Teaching English 
(ELC2S02),” sought to provide vibrant 
and instructional English courses 
to two target areas: primary school 
students enrolled at ECS and a 
group consisting of students from 
the Human Resource Development 
Institute (HRDI), a private college in 
Phnom Penh, and ECS teachers. As 
part of ECS’s “English Week,” 30 PolyU 
students got to immerse themselves 
in the classrooms as tutors, both 
teaching and learning from the 
Cambodian students, who welcomed 
the visitors from Hong Kong with open 
arms.

Introduction

ELC2S02 Serving the Community through 
Teaching English
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ECS operates entirely on private 
funding to provide free education 
to 444 students in 28 villages in and 
around the Thnout Chrum area.  
In addition to basic education, 
ECS offers music and art, physical 
education, technology literacy, English 
learning, and community activities. 
The principal, Heng Samphors, 
states the numerous goals of ECS in 
educating its students as meeting 
international standards in English, 
maths, and reading; promoting active 
partnerships within the community; 
providing a safe and supportive 
learning environment; and instilling 
religious values like kindness and joy. 

According to a school-wide survey 
done in 2017, over a third of ECS 
students wanted to become doctors, 
and many others desired to eventually 
become teachers, policemen, nurses, 
and engineers. However, according 
to Chum Sokunthy, a grade seven 
teacher, many students drop out 
because of circumstances at home, 
and have to begin working at a young 
age. Sokunthy also said that the 
surrounding village is extremely poor, 
and that ECS was founded 

in this specific location because 
there was no public school the local 
students could feasibly get to. It 
is into this context that PolyU has 
exercised its partnership with the 
school, specifically targeting English 
language as a way in which both ECS 
and PolyU students could learn and 
grow.
 
In order to better understand the 
cultural context from which the 
Cambodian students came from, 
PolyU students were educated 
in cultural sensitivity, and before 
entering into ECS, visited several 
important historical sites that have 
contributed to forming the national 
Cambodian identity. The group 
visited places in Cambodia such 
as the S-21 (Tuol Sleng Genocide 
Museum) and the Killing Fields, 
educating themselves on traumatic 
events Cambodians faced only a 
few decades ago. This education 
allowed for greater empathy among 
PolyU students and facilitated deeper 
relationships that formed between 
them and their Cambodian students.

Issue Context

 ELC2S02 Serving the Community through Teaching English

Chum Sokunthy, a grade seven teacher
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The two-semester course that 
prepared students to go to Cambodia, 
ELC2S02, featured 13 weekly class 
meetings, literature readings, 
reflections, curriculum creation, and 
direct service. In total, students spent 
around 140 hours throughout the 
semester and the summer engaged 
in teaching activity as part of their 
service-learning requirement. 

Learning objectives for ELC2S02 
included introducing students to 
service-learning, raising awareness 
on global social issues, helping 
students in their presentation skills, 
having students address complex 
challenges in realistic situations, 
enhancing students’ skills in 
communication and teamwork, and 
nurturing students’ sense of social 
responsibility and awareness. Many 
of these important student-learning 
objectives could only be met outside 
of a Hong Kong classroom. The 
overseas trip provided an once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity for PolyU students 
seeking to grow their sense of global 
citizenship. 
Each team of PolyU tutors was 
required to create a “teaching 
kit,” filled with icebreakers, songs, 
language games, and vocabulary 
exercises, all revolving around 
different stories created by tutors 

themselves. These kits were then 
submitted to the course instructors 
for review, and the instructors made 
sure each kit was culturally and 
academically suitable for use in 
the classrooms. Stories were fun, 
engaging, and brightly illustrated, 
with titles such as “A Day in the 
Desert” and “What Can Mr. Ostrich 
Do?” Each story also carried with it 
a moral lesson, such as learning the 
value of collaboration, which was 
taught through a story featuring five 
siblings. PolyU students also had to 
create a “persuasive communication 
presentation” that would attempt to 
persuade the instructors to choose the 
teaching kits they had created, as not 
all kits were chosen to be used at ECS. 

Student Preparation
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The vast majority of PolyU students 
who were part of ELC2S02 were 
not English or teaching majors, 
but came from a variety of fields 
such as nursing, engineering, and 
business. Many had no prior teaching 
experience, like Gurpreet Singh, 
a fourth year hotel management 
student, who said that his teacher, 
Eric Tindall, “taught me how to teach 
from the ground up. He taught me 
what teaching should look like.” 

 ELC2S02 Serving the Community through Teaching English

It’s life that impacts life, and 
it’s my job to pass it forward,

Gurpreet Singh

Students’ expectations for the service 
trip varied, as some prioritized the 
learning aspect, some prioritized the 
service aspect, and others simply 
wanted to experience a foreign 
country. For Singh, his expectation 
was that he would hopefully impact 
and inspire at least one student to 
value and pursue English learning 
long term. “It’s life that impacts life, 
and it’s my job to pass it forward,” 
Singh said. A younger student, first 
year Yeung Wing Tsam, who studies 
financial services and seeks to 
become a social worker, wanted to 
expand her worldview and experience 
new cultures, as she had not travelled 
outside of Hong Kong and China in 
her entire life. In addition, she said, 
“we also wanted to give them a new 
way to learn English.” 

“I would like the [PolyU] students to 
gain teaching and presentation giving 
experience,” Eric Tindall said. “And I’d 
like them to get out of Hong Kong and 
try to understand the wider world. In 
Hong Kong, everyone is always busy 
and stressful, and life doesn’t have 
to be that way.” Overall, students 
expected to grow as both teachers 
and global citizens through the 
service-learning subject.
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The PolyU students immersed 
themselves in ECS for a week, 
teaching eight 40-minute lessons 
each day (four lessons in the morning 
and four in the afternoon). As a whole, 
PolyU students taught seven classes 
simultaneously, and each teaching 
group of three to five remained with 
the same Cambodian students for the 
entire week.

In addition to the teachers from 
PolyU in each classroom, local 
Human Resource Development 
Institute (HRDI) students were 
present in each room, stepping in to 
impose disciplinary measures when 
classroom situations grew out of 
control. However, these instances 
rarely occurred. HRDI students 
were not allowed to translate to the 
Cambodian students, allowing for 
a fully immersive English language 
experience. Because many of the 
HRDI students grew up in similar 
circumstances as the ECS students, 
they provided an additional layer of 
cultural sensitivity and awareness for 
the PolyU students to learn from and 
take advantage of.

Students were engaged in a variety of 
classroom activities organised by the 
PolyU tutors, keeping each class fresh 
and captivating. In the fifth grade 
classroom, the entire class sat in a 
group in the front at times, listening 
to a teacher read a story and ask 
students questions. At other times, 
students divided into small groups, 

where they worked on crossword 
puzzles together. In other instances, 
teachers raised questions to the entire 
class at once. 

In one class, teachers created a song 
(to the tune of the nursery rhyme 
“Are You Sleeping”) to get the class 
to attention: “Pay attention, pay 
attention / be quiet, be quiet / we 
want to have fun, we want to have fun 
/ follow us, follow us.” The third grade 
students picked up the song in the first 
lesson and for the entire week used 
it to quiet down before instruction. In 
another class, second graders passed 
a ball around the classroom while 
listening to music, and when the music 
stopped, the student with the ball had 
to stand up and talk about himself or 
herself in English to the entire class. 
In grade six, students started off 
their week but formulating their own 
classroom rules, which took shape as 
“no fighting,” “come to class on time,” 
“pay attention to the teacher,” and 
more. 

Throughout every class and 
throughout the entire week, the 
ECS students participated with wild 
enthusiasm, shouting out answers and 
rushing to be the first ones to answer 
questions. The lack of air conditioning 
amidst sweltering heat did not sap the 
energy of the children, which uplifted 
the energy of the teachers, creating 
an enthusiastic classroom tone that 
remained constant for the entire 
week.

Primary Education Program Experience
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Adjacent to the classrooms bustling 
with PolyU tutors and primary 
school students, other PolyU team 
members focused their efforts on 
educating the teachers (and aspiring 
teachers) themselves. The goals 
for the teacher training program, 
led by Chris Shepard, were similar 
to the ones of the primary school 
program, as PolyU students assisted 
HRDI students and ECS teachers in 
their English communication skills. 
Most of these service recipients were 
teachers or future teachers, but others 
were studying English for broader 
purposes. Hong Kirin, a first year 
English literature student at HRDI, 
aspired to own businesses. He said,

Teacher Training Program Experience

 ELC2S02 Serving the Community through Teaching English

I want to have connections 
with other countries and be 
able to communicate with 
them,

thus requiring a strong grasp of 
the English language. He said that 
although he had been learning

English for the past ten years in 
school, the Cambodian English 
education was “not good” and he 
benefited from the lessons 
provided by PolyU.

The PolyU students created a 
“Speaking Workshop Manual” 
designed to improve English fluency 
and general communication, leading 
the Cambodians in a wide variety 
of activities the PolyU students had 
designed. These included activities 
like “What do I do,” a game where 
students placed a sticky note on their 
forehead with a random career, and 
had to ask others questions to find out 
what the career was. Other activities 
included sharing favorite memories, 
playing a version of Bingo that 
bettered pronunciation, and fostering 
dialogues that encouraged proper 
intonation of sentences.  In an activity 
called “Dream House,” a favorite of 
many, the participants drew out what 
their dream house would look like - 
many of the Cambodians designed 
luxurious villas in the countryside, 
where the air was fresh and they 
could grow mangos and coconuts by 
the beach.

Overall, these games were fun and 
interactive aiming to help older 
Cambodian students and teachers 
better their communication skills, 
which would help them in their future 
careers. Chom Sokunthy, a ECS 
grade seven teacher, found great 
value in the pronunciation games and 
interactive activities, both of which 
she would utilize in her classroom 
moving forward.

Hong Kirin
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Within all students, at least some 
degree of both “service” and 
“learning” was achieved, and with 
many students, the experience 
in Cambodia was one that 
fundamentally altered how they 
viewed the world. The PolyU tutors 
gained a wide variety of skills and 
experiences throughout their time in 
the classroom. For many, it was their 
first time in a developing country like 
Cambodia, and as a result grew in 
their empathy for those with lower 
standards of living. Others found 
value in interacting with different 
types of people and working in 
teaching teams for the entire day. 
Many found their communication skills 
to have grown considerably, as they 
were forced to give precise English 
instructions to their students and 
communicate to those whose English 
fluency levels were much lower than 
theirs. 

There was also an overwhelming 
sense of love that flowed from the 
students to the tutors. Gurpreet Singh 
was inspired as “all my students were 
so willing to learn, and many of them 
even wanted to be English translators 
when they grew up.” He had initially 
hoped that he could inspire at least 
one student, and by the end of the 
program, believed that he had done 
that and more. 
The PolyU students also learned to 
navigate and handle challenging 
classroom situations that an 
academic course could not have 
prepared them for. “On the first 

day, there are a lot of hiccups and 
growing pains,” Eric Tindall said, but 
continued on by saying that these 
issues were resolved quickly and 
efficiently as teaching groups grew in 
synergy. Singh stated that the main 
problem his own classroom faced 
was not accurately knowing the level 
of English fluency his students were 
at, which led to impromptu midweek 
adjustments from the teaching team. 
He also cited large disparities in 
English fluency between students in 
the classroom as another problem. As 
a result, he said that he and his fellow 
teachers resorted to utilizing a wide 
swath of teaching methods, which 
allowed students different learning 
opportunities to take advantage of. 

Yeung Wing Tsam expressed the 
same sentiments, and said that her 
cohort of teachers made sure to call 
on the students who were less fluent 
and expressive and invite them to 
participate more during the lessons. 
However, she said that overall, “the 
students exceeded our expectations.” 
Singh agreed, saying, “The hardest 
part of the trip was the part before 
Cambodia.” 

On the last day of the program, Singh 
said, “They’ve taught us more things 
than we’ve taught them.” He also said 
that he learned the value of sharing, 
contentment, and generosity, as 
he saw Cambodian students share 
everything they had with those who 
did not have things like pencils or 
snacks. 

Learning Outcomes
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Impact and 
Looking Ahead
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 ELC2S02 Serving the Community through Teaching EnglishImpact and 
Looking Ahead

The last day of class turned out 
to be an emotional rush for both 
students and teachers. When I asked 
PolyU tutors “what was the biggest 
challenge you faced during the 
week?” numerous people responded, 
“saying bye.” After the bell had 
sounded, dismissing the last batch 
of students in the afternoon, many 
began bursting into tears, clinging 
on to their teachers, refusing to allow 
them to leave. Many of the tutors also 
began to cry, as they were unable 
to fathom leaving the students after 
forging intimate relationships with 
them. 

In regards to concrete outcomes 
in the service recipients, it is near 
impossible to calculate and quantify 
how much each Cambodian student 
grew in their English language skills, 
and what the Cambodian students 
gained cannot be accurately gauged 
by any objective measure. Some 
PolyU students were concerned with 
the short-term nature of their service 
project, questioning how much of an 
impact, if any, they would have on 
these students in only a week. 

Singh did not blow out of proportion 
his perceived impact on the 
community: “I know I can only give a 
little contribution,” he said, “but a little 
contribution is still a contribution.” 
Eric Tindall said, “they [Cambodian 
students] have very few educational 
opportunities. Good jobs in Cambodia 
like business, tourism and taxi driving 
all require English, so even a few 
words in English that we teach can 
help with that.” Only time can tell 
the impact that these PolyU students 
had on ECS, impact that may not 
be realized until years in the future. 
Tindall said, “These Cambodian 
students will remember for years, or 
maybe for their entire lives, about the 
time that they had these new teachers 
from a foreign country come and 

work with them.” 

Despite the many positives emanating 
from the program, many aspects of 
the service could be improved, largely 
around better catering curriculum to 
the skill level of the students. Singh 
ascertained on the first day that their 
curriculum was too easy for some 
students, too hard for others, and 
just right for the rest. He said that 
he underrated his fifth graders’ skill 
level, and even on the first day, when 
teaching students animal vocabulary, 
found that some of the students 
knew all the words beforehand. As a 
result, Singh and many other teachers 
adjusted their curriculum difficulty 
as they went along, but as a whole 
wished for better knowledge of the 
students’ English fluency beforehand. 
This issue could be resolved through 
communication between teachers at 
ECS and PolyU students during the 
semester. The ECS teachers would be 
able to better explain the skill level 
their students were at, and PolyU 
students would be able to better cater 
their services to the students. 

In regards to a more long-term 
impact, Singh said, “ECS teachers 
told us that they would implement 
the activities we taught them when 
teaching their kids.” As a result, the 
pedagogy they had introduced to ECS 
would not be immediately forgotten 
after they left for Hong Kong; rather, 
the local ECS teachers would carry 
these methods on, inevitably shaping 
and modifying these methods to 
better teach the next generation 
of bright students in Cambodia. 
Hopefully the enthusiasm found in 
both the PolyU teachers and ECS 
students will not be quickly forgotten, 
so that both those in Hong Kong and 
Cambodia will hold this short term 
experience close to their hearts and 
become more empathetic, socially 
responsible global citizens. 71
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Healthy Lifestyle 
Challenges for Developing 
Communities

School of Nursing

SN2S03
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In the scorching heat of the 
Cambodian summer, students 
engaged in the “service” aspect of 
the service-learning course SN2S03 
“Healthy Lifestyle Challenges for 
Developing Countries.” Students 
engaged with two local communities 
to help improve residents’ health 
and wellness: the first was Sen Sok, 
a district found northwest of capital 
city Phnom Penh, and the second 
was Kampong Speu, a province 
found further west of Phnom Penh. 
Both communities were extremely 
poor, and faced numerous problems 
regarding individual health and 
hygienic living standards.

This service-learning course was 
open to all PolyU students, not just 
those in the School of Nursing, but 
the class selected for those who had 
basic healthcare knowledge, good 
communication skills, and a sense 
of responsibility. After completing 
the course and the service trip, 
students gained an awareness of 
health issues in Cambodia, learned 

themselves how to maintain a healthy 
lifestyle, interacted with people 
they would never have interacted 
with otherwise, and provided basic 
health assessments and education 
to local villagers. More broadly, 
they learned to appreciate the 
pace of life Cambodians lived, and 
many discovered that economic 
development did not always correlate 
with increased happiness. 

As to their actual projects, students 
adopted a health assessment based 
on the concept of “Global Health” 
and integrated with background 
information of the service site with 
respect to healthy lifestyle. Using 
information from this survey, which 
touches on nutrition, exercise, 
substance abuse, and overall health, 
students developed a personalized 
health promotion plan for each 
household they visited, and sought to 
influence three factors of everyone 
they interacted with: affective factors, 
behaviors, and cognition.

Introduction

SN2S03 Healthy Lifestyle Challenges for 
Developing Communities

74



Student efforts were focused in Sen 
Sok Ty 5, a village about twenty 
kilometers northwest of Phnom Penh. 
Sen Sok Ty 5 is a relatively newly 
settled area, as Phnom Penh residents 
had been pushed out of the city as the 
government repossessed their homes 
for development. Many villagers 
initially refused to leave, leading to 
shady house burnings that left them 
with nothing. As a result, people move 
to Sen Sok with no resources, and 
must start their lives from scratch.
The Sen Sok villages appeared quite 
decrepit from an outsider’s point of 
view: residences were no more than 
wooden shacks with sheet metal 
roofing, trash was littered across the 
central unpaved road, large ponds 
of murky water filled vacant lots, 
and children ran around the village 
barefoot. However, Kan Sreypov, a 
financial officer and administrator 
at local NGO Young People Do, said 

conditions have vastly improved in 
the past decade: for example, she 
said that no longer are three or four 
families living in a single home. 
Sen Sok has had a Cambodia-China 
Friendship Hospital for villager use, 
but according to Sreypov, “people 
don’t want to go to the hospital 
because they have no money.” Even if 
they got a prescription, Sreypov says, 
they have no money to buy drugs. 
Although there are policies in place 
to create health affordability, such as 
special ID cards for indigent residents 
that would offset fees, many locals 
run into bureaucratic red tape issues 
that prevent them from getting the 
care they need. “Even if they’re sick, 
they rarely go to the hospital,” Sreypov 
said. Many rely on foreign medical 
groups like PolyU to come and assist 
them, and Sreypov said that the 
majority of groups come from China, 
Taiwan, and South Korea.

Issue Context

SN2S03 Healthy Lifestyle Challenges for Developing Communities
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The second group of students from 
the course were based in Angtunloub, 
a small village in Kampong Speu. 
Angtunloub sits about an hour and a 
half’s drive away from Phnom Phen 
and thus is home to families that 
rarely, if ever, have the opportunity 
to visit hospitals or doctors when 
they fall ill. As for Sen Sok Ty 5’s 
inhabitants, impediments to their 
ability to do so all boil down to one 
thing: money. Most of the households 
in Angtunloub rely on farming and 
agriculture for a living; families 
usually make just enough to sustain 
themselves and rarely have savings or 
excess income.

Angtunloub’s community lived 
in slightly better conditions than 
inhabitants of Sen Sok Ty 5. Most 
families lived in seemingly well-
constructed homes with multiple 
rooms, though they were often 
small and had tin roofing. The roads 
were also unpaved, but were clear 
and devoid of litter. They did not 
seem to slow down passing cars or 

motorcyclists. Ms. Phyllis Pang, the 
subject leader of this course, said 
she deliberately tried to find a place 
with “not too many issues” - like the 
fundamental infra structure, so that 
students could focus on their work 
and not be concerned so much with 
the amount of additional support the 
community needed.

Comparatively to other service-
learning projects that took place 
concurrently with this nursing project, 
there were a few children around 
when the students were working, as 
they were in school and returned 
around midday, just a bit before 
PolyU students were finishing up. 
The Angtunloub team’s community 
partner for this project was the 
Bopha Foundation for Community, 
an NGO that was created in 2011 to 
increase local children’s’ access to 
education. The organization is run by 
Chanbopha “Bopha” Khen. Bopha is a 
23 year resident of Angtunloub Village, 
currently in her final year at Angkor 
Khemara University. She started the 

Kampong Speu Details
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During the semester two class that 
preceded the trip, students attended 
weekly classes as preparation for 
their service. Topics during the 
lectures included taking vital signs, 
learning about smoking and alcohol 
reduction, improving diets, and 
carrying out proper physical exercise. 
The class also prepared them for 
the foreign environment they would 
be transplanted to: “Because teams 
had come to the village before, we 
learned what the community was 
like,” said Yuen Ki Ng, a second year 
nursing student.

Teams of two PolyU students worked 
alongside a Cambodian Student from 
the Royal University of Phnom Penh, 
who served as a translator. In Sen 
Sok, PolyU students visited homes 
that stretched down a single road, 
diligently seeking out local residents. 
After two days of house visits, students 
spent a morning at the local market, 
analyzing foods and prices that 

they would factor into their health 
recommendations. Afterwards, on the 
last two days, students returned to the 
same houses they had visited prior 
and gave their recommendations, 
which largely fell in the realm of 
not smoking and drinking, eating 
healthier, and performing stretches. 
Overall, a total of approximately 40 
hours was spent on site in both the 
Sen Sok and Kampon Speu district.

The Sen Sok and Kampong Speu 
villages are not disregarded after 
the week that PolyU spends in the 
community; rather, residents in the 
village are reevaluated after a year, 
to observe whether their conditions 
have gotten better or worse with 
PolyU’s recommendations. Year old 
stickers marking house visits from 
previous years can be seen up and 
down the road, as PolyU has made 
sure to comprehensively cover the 
neighborhood and maintain good 
relations with its residents.

Bopha Foundation because of her 
own difficulties pursuing education 
both as a youngster and higher 
education student. Today, while she 
is still studying herself, she along with 
the help of her team teaches English, 
Chinese, and Khmer to local children. 
There is no cost associated with the 
service.

Bopha’s support of the work of 
SN2S03 students stems from her 
prioritization of health. To achieve 
success, she said, “The first thing we 
need to have is our health.” Without it, 
Bopha says, no work can be done in 
the community and no advancements 
can be made.

Program details
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The reasons that students chose the 
course varied, but were also quite 
similar. Po Yi Yeung, a third year 
construction student, said that she 
wanted to do the nursing trip because 
it provided her with an opportunity 
to experience a foreign country she 
had never gone to before. Yuen Ki 
Ng did not think she would ever get 
the chance to return to Cambodia, 
and wanted to understand the health 
situation of Cambodia, as maybe in 
the future she might treat Cambodian 
patients in Hong Kong. Others came 
to Cambodia for the opportunity they 
had to help those less fortunate than 
them. 

The largest health problems PolyU 
students faced in Sen Sok were the 
overuse of ingredients such as sugar, 
MSG, and salt. MSG and salt, students 
found, were incredibly cheap at the 
local market, leading to outlandish 
overuse by locals. Students also found 
an overreliance on deep fried food, 
and also observed high prevalence 
cases of heart and stomach problems 
caused by consumption habits. 
Additionally, Mey Senghour, an RUPP 
translator, said that he also saw 
clients ingesting mislabelled or faulty 
drugs, which often led to serious 
health problems. 

Students were also confronted with 
hygiene problems that could not be 
solved by any individual: Yuen Ki Ng, 
for example, was worried about all 
the rubbish in the streets, and the fact 
that many villagers burned rubbish, 
creating toxic fumes. Ng did not 

blame the villagers, and wondered 
if the government ever stepped in 
to help clean up the streets. Overall, 
the outward conditions of Sen Sok 
Ty 5 worried PolyU students, and 
many grew in their empathy for those 
poorer than them.

However, after actually interacting 
with locals, students were a bit 
shocked at what they saw—they had 
expected to meet individuals without 
enough food to eat, but instead often 
found the opposite. In many ways, 
as Yeung said, “the village conditions 
were a lot better than I had expected.” 
For Yeung’s group, health suggestions 
ran along the lines of buying more 
local fruits and vegetables, which 
were affordable when looking at 
market prices and family income, 
and stretching daily, as villagers 
often worked in jobs where only one 
repetitive motion was done, such as 
sewing clothes. 

The “learning” aspect of the service 
learning trip took many different 
forms. For Yuen Ki Ng, it was the 
Cambodian people themselves that 
inspired her. “In Cambodia, although 
the people are very poor, they have 
a very joyful and happy face,” she 
said. “In Hong Kong, however, even if 
you are poor or rich, the expression 
on your face is pretty bad.” Others 
remarked that the skills they had 
gained in Cambodia—communication 
and teamwork, mainly—would help 
them better navigate their future 
careers. 

Participant experience
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The biggest difficulties PolyU 
students faced in Sen Sok were 
mainly logistical problems, such as 
not finding their target families in 
their homes when the PolyU students 
needed to visit them. Additionally, 
communication between the PolyU 
students and the Sen Sok locals 
also became disjointed at times, 
because certain things became lost 
in translation—for both the PolyU 
and RUPP students, English was not 
their first language, so hitches in 
translation surfaced intermittently. 
Yuen Ki Ng stated that enthusiasm 
among the RUPP students had not 
been the greatest, as they had to 
translate the same set of health 
questions to every household. To add 
to issues of translation, Mey Senghour 
said that some of the villagers were 
ethnically Vietnamese and spoke no 
Khmer, requiring an additional line of 
translation to Vietnamese. However, 
as team chemistry grew throughout 
the course of the week, both PolyU 
and RUPP students learned to speak 
more confidently to the locals, and as 
a result, the connection between the 
students and the service recipients 
grew stronger and more trusting.
After finishing the service, PolyU 
students were proud of what they 
had done, and certain they had done 
something good for Sen Sok, but 
unsure of the degree to which their 

work impacted the service recipients. 
“They listen to us but we are not sure 
if they will follow,” said one student, 
which was followed by murmurs of 
agreement by those surrounding 
her. Receptivity among villagers was 
usually good, but could be a mixed 
bag at times. To counteract apathy 
and ingrain their recommendations 
into the villagers’ minds, some teams 
got crafty: one group, for example, 
used sweet words to convince a young 
woman to practice her recommended 
stretches daily. “After doing this 
exercise you will become more 
beautiful and fit,” a PolyU student told 
her. Kan Sreypov said that overall, 
“50% of the community follows our 
teaching,” which is a high percentage, 
as many of the recommendations 
advocate breaking free from 
addictive behaviors.  
Throughout the course of the week, 
the legion of blue shirted PolyU 
students made their presence 
known in the village, so much so 
that when an elderly woman saw a 
team of students approaching, she 
immediately hid the cigarette she was 
smoking. Whether or not the woman 
will quit smoking, the PolyU students 
will probably never know, but their 
job, to educate Sen Sok Ty 5 residents 
on better health practices, had been 
done.
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Dr. Wong was the teacher in charge 
of the nursing course in Sen Sok. It 
was Dr. Wong’s first time participating 
in the health promotion program in 
Cambodia. In the past thirteen weeks 
before coming to Cambodia, PolyU 
students had been equipped with 
adequate knowledge on the subject 
via intensive trainings.
 
Dr. Wong emphasized that students 
undertaking this nursing subject did 
not necessarily need to master the 
technical skills of conducting health 
assessment, but more importantly 
they looked for students’ passion to 
serve those in need. Because of that, 

he was very pleased with students’ 
performance regarding their attitudes 
towards the project throughout the 
two weeks in Cambodia.

The biggest obstacle for Dr. Wong 
would be the language barrier. As 
PolyU students depend on local 
Cambodian students for translation in 
order to communicate with villagers, 
the role of Cambodian students 
in the project was very important. 
However, in this particular project 
in Sen Sok, there were a shortage 
of local students joining which has 
imposed challenges to students whilst 
conducting the service.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Clinical Associate
Dr. Wong Wai Kit
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Furthermore, Dr. Wong thought that 
health promotion is definitely the 
priority need of the Sen Sok village. 
Given that the project has already 
been running for five years, he is 
confident about the effectiveness 

of the project. Some students have 
expressed their concern about the 
hygiene conditions in the village, 
yet, Dr. Wong believed that with 
PolyU’s current resources, students 
can contribute most by educating 
villagers starting from the personal 
level. Tackling hygiene issues required 
sophisticated work on infrastructure 
planning and it would be best to leave 
them for the government to deal with.

In terms of the cultural aspect, Dr. 
Wong is glad that students got to 
learn more about the history of 
Cambodia through visiting S21 and 
the Killing Field. Although the visits 
to the historical sites were quite 
unpleasant as students learnt more 
about Cambodia’s dark history, it led 
students to reflect and appreciate 
the bravery of the Cambodian 
Government in admitting their past. 
With subsequent debriefing sessions, 
Dr. Wong reckoned that the process 
was very beneficial to students’ 
personal growth in terms of exercising 
their critical thinking.

SN2S03 Healthy Lifestyle Challenges for Developing Communities

81



Kim Suan is a participant of the 
nursing project in Sen Sok. She joined 
the program because she’s interested 
in knowing how the slum villages in 
Phnom Penh looked like. Phnom Penh 
is the capital of Cambodia and Kim 
Suan was quite shock to learn about 
the poverty situation in Sen Sok. In 
addition, she has learnt a lot about 
health promotion and communication 
skills whilst working with PolyU 
students.

Grew up as a street child on the 
streets of Siem Reap, Kim Suan first 
learnt English by begging foreign 
tourists for money. At the age of 
nine, Kim Suan met two people that 
has changed her life completely: 
an Australian woman named Tania 
and a Cambodian man named Rem. 
Tania and Rem are the founders of 
the Green Gecko Project, an NGO 
that supports former street children 
and their families in Siem Reap. Since 
then, Kim Suan lives in the NGO that 
did not only support her life and her 
studies, but has also been helping her 
family to start-up business to self-
sustain. Being inspired by Tania and 
Rem’s work, Kim Suan was aspired to 
run her own NGO someday to change 
the lives of even more street children.

As Kim Suan majors in Community 
Development, the experience of 
interacting with slum villagers has 
motivated her to continue with her 
work as she recognized that 

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 1, Community Development, RUPP
Sarah Kim

This journey is not just 
about educating villagers, 
but it’s also about building 
friendships. That’s very 
important because 
friendship never expires.

No matter where you are, 
lots of people still need help. 
Lots of them are uneducated 
or unemployed and I feel like 
they have been left out by 
the society.
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a lot of people need help in her 
country. Seeing litters piling up in 
every corners of Sen Sok, Kim Suan 
was mostly motivated to tackle the 
environmental issues in Cambodia. 
While it is important to provide basic 
education for villagers regarding their 
health, Kim Suan thought that the 
government should also step in with 
policies to help alleviate the situation 
at the same time.

Although Kim Suan and her team 
were skeptical if the villagers would 
follow their suggestions and change 
their eating and living habits just after 
two visits, she is confident that with 
more future visits, villagers would 
definitely start to live more healthily.

Kim Suan loves the Service-Learning 
program a lot and she said that this is 
what she lives for.

It was heartbreaking to see 
their living conditions and 
there’s no word to describe 
it. A young kid was wearing 
a big smile to us but he has 
no idea what’s going on.

It’s crazy out there. You only 
saw those on the television 
and when you see it with 
your own eyes, it is shocking.
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SN2S03 is a perfect course for nursing 
students, who learn essential skills 
such as checking vital signs. For 
this reason, nursing students made 
up about two-thirds of the class. 
Stephanie, however, was a welcome 
exception—a part of the one-third of 
the class who registered merely due 
to their own interest.

Stephanie’s interest in the course 
stems from her own independent 
exploration of what constitutes a 
healthy lifestyle. Over the past year, 
she has gone through her own health 
journey and saw this course as an 
opportunity to not only learn more 

about healthy living, but also to 
share that knowledge with others. 
The course was not necessarily what 
she expected, given the emphasis 
on understanding various nursing 
specific techniques and theories. 
However, Stephanie said she feels 
grateful to have had this opportunity 
as it has contributed to her personal 
growth. The course was challenging 
for Stephanie, particularly because 
she was one of the few-non nursing 
students.  “I think it was tougher 
on me [than the nursing students] 
mentally,” she said. “But they helped 
me a lot.” 

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 2, Fashion & Textiles (in Technology), 
PolyU

Stephanie So (Hong Kong)
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Working in the village, she said, 
she felt a personal responsibility to 
perform her tasks well. She made the 
active effort to be careful and diligent 
about what she was doing. When 
her clients appeared to have some 
difficulties, Stephanie adjusted her 
approach to meet their needs. When 
she felt unsure about anything, she 
consulted her teammates for support. 
“[The villagers] are counting on us. 
Whatever we recommend, they will 
follow.”

Ms Pang said that students like 
Stephanie are a wonderful addition to 
the course because they bring other 
talents to the group—talents which 
she tries her best to foster. Stephanie 
was given the opportunity to design 
team tee-shirts for the group, which 
they wore at the student forum in 
Phnom Penh.
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Kay Tam was drawn to “Healthy 
Lifestyle Challenges for Developing 
Countries” due to her interest 
in health, hygiene, and disease 
prevention. She had the opportunity 
to take this same course with service 
components in Hong Kong last 
year and chose to take it again to 
better understand health issues 
affecting low-income communities 
in Cambodia. For Kay Tam, this was 
an opportunity to perform her own 
comparative study. In Hong Kong, 
she said, preferences were most 
important when providing clients with 
recommendations for improving their 
health. However, in Cambodia, price 
was most important. 

Overall, one of her most common 
recommendations for clients was for 
them to reduce their usage of MSG 
(Monosodium Glutamate). Though 

MSG is known to be harmful and a 
possible cause of health concerns, 
many Cambodians continue to use the 
substance because of its accessibility 
price-wise and the additional 
flavoring it adds to food. Through 
persuasion and the suggestions of 
alternatives such as ginger, Kay 
Tam and her team convinced one 
villager to commit in reducing their 
MSG usage from 3 spoonfuls to 1.5 
spoonfuls in just one week.

Like many students in the course, 
Kay Tam fears that villagers will 
not continue following their health 
plan now that the students are no 
longer around to serve as support. 
However, she is happy to have had 
the opportunity to meet them and 
provide them with truly life changing 
information.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 2, General Nursing, PolyU
Kay Tam (Hong Kong)
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Nem Noon, aged 48, is a former boxer 
living in Angtunloub Village. In his 
fighting days, he was knocked out and 
suspects the experience has left him 
with a head injury, which to this day 
remains undiagnosed. He is a father 
of two children, Khun Sokhim (12) and 
Nem Sarem (10) and agreed to take 
part in PolyU’s health assessment 
program to better the health of not 
just himself, but his family as well. 
 
While PolyU nursing students Melody 
and Sylvia were assessing his health 
by taking his blood pressure, (pictured 
below) his daughters watched 
beside him, intrigued by what the 
students were doing. Through the 

recommendation of one of the team 
teacher, Carmen, they were invited 
by RUPP Engineering student and the 
team’s translator, Vatana, to join their 
father. They can be seen participating 
in exercises.

It was recommended to students 
that they get the whole family to 
participate when sharing health 
recommendations, particularly 
children because they can serve as 
motivators for adults to change bad 
habits. Nem Noon promised to reduce 
his cigarette consumption. To hold 
him to this commitment, the students 
provided him with a dry erase 
calendar to keep track of the days 
he had gone without smoking and to 
mark where he had relapsed. He was 
also asked to sign a contract agreeing 
to the terms of reduction they had 
set. His daughter Nem Sarem was 
also asked to sign and to check in on 
her father’s progress each day by 
checking the calendar.

The involvement of the children is 
also a potentially sustainable action 
because if they grow up to utilize the 
PolyU students’ recommendations, 
health consciousness will become a 
community value that may one day 
make the students’ role obsolete. This 
is the goal of the project.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Villager
Nem Noon

SN2S03 Healthy Lifestyle Challenges for Developing Communities

(Cambodia)

87



88



“Healthy Lifestyle Challenges for 
Developing Countries” offers students 
the opportunity to understand the 
essentiality of basic self-awareness 
and healthy living. Through their 
exploration of Cambodia and 
interactions with the villagers, PolyU 
students were exposed to the realities 
of everyday Cambodian life, which 
unfortunately for some means limited 
access to health education. Carrying 
out this project was for many students 
exciting, challenging, and emotional. 
In one word, transformative.

There was one point in the Kampong 
Speu team’s journey when a student 
began to cry. After revisiting a client 
to receive an update on their health, 
one team learned that their client 
had made the commitment to quit 
smoking cigarettes altogether since 
their initial visit and had not yet had 
their usual few sticks. The student 
expressed that he hadn’t expected to 
become so emotional during this trip, 
but could not hold back the tears. He 
felt pride, appreciation, and gratitude 
all at once.

As with any other international service 
trip, there were small logistical 
hiccups that occurred during the 
team’s time in Cambodia. However, 
the students and team leaders 
took each obstacle in stride to 
ultimately complete their tasks with 
what appeared to be the simplest 
ease. The profound impact on to 
all participants: service recipients, 
local students and PolyU students. 
PolyU students spoke highly of their 
Cambodian teammates, particularly 
their supportiveness, kindness, and 
openness. Real friendships were built 
over the course of just two weeks in 
Cambodia, which the students say 
they will never forget.

Next year, the course will be taken to 
Indonesia, where Ms. Phyllis hopes 
it will have this same but perhaps 
different impact as the team is 
collaborating with a local medical 
school. Profound impact on to all 
participants: service recipients, local 
students and PolyU students.

Conclusion
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Location: Central Africa
Capital: Kigali

Population: 11.9 Million
Official Languages: Kinyarwanda, 

French, English
Motto: ‘UBUMWE, UMURIMO, GUKUNDA 

IGIHUGU’
“Unity, work, patriotism”

About 
Rwanda

In Central Africa, bordered by 
Uganda, Burundi, Tanzania, and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo lies 
the mountainous nation of Rwanda. 
Known admiringly as “The Land of a 
Thousand Hills,” Rwanda is a vibrant 
country made up of rich rolling 
hills, savannah, and well-preserved 
swamps. 
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It is estimated that 800,000 people 
were killed during the genocide, 
the majority belonging to the Tutsi 
ethnic group. To this day, the bodies 
of genocide victims are still being 
discovered.

During their time in Rwanda, the 
Technology Beyond Borders team 
visited the Rwandan Genocide 
Memorial museum in Kigali and the 
Nyamata Church Genocide Memorial. 
In 1994, thousands of Tutsis and 
persecuted Hutus fled to Nyamata 
Church in the hopes of evading the 
genocide. Despite Rwanda being a 
deeply religious, particularly Christian 
country, grenades were tossed 
inside by Hutu nationals, killing and 
wounding many. Today, the clothing, 
bones, and skulls of victims are on 
display at the site in remembrance. 

The Rwandan genocide is 
remembered as one of the most 
devastating events to ever occur 
because the acts of violence were 
committed by not outside forces but 
rather friends, neighbours, and family 
members. Rwanda is still healing; 
this process has been aided by the 
implementation of reconciliation 
policies, in which the nation comes 
together annually in remembrance of 
the genocide, both perpetrators and 
survivors receive counseling, 

Historical Context

About Rwanda
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and it became illegal to discuss one’s 
ethnic ancestry. Rwanda is a nation 
from which the world could learn. Its 
people are not afraid to discuss the 
genocide and because they face their 
history head-on instead of running 
from it, they have what our world 
powers will never have until they 
contend with their own histories—a 
future they can be proud of.

These visits set the stage for our 
students’ work in the country—
allowing them to feel a bit of the pain 
Rwandans have suffered as a result 
of the genocide and to feel a greater 
appreciation for the resilience of the 
Rwandan people.

In preparation for their journey to 
Rwanda, PolyU students participated 
in a screening of Terry George’s 2004 
film “Hotel Rwanda” which retells the 
tale of the infamous 1994 Rwandan 
genocide. They also watched 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s 2009 
Ted Talk “The Danger of a Single 
Story” which breaks down common 
misconceptions about the capabilities 
of African peoples.

Students’ Preparation of Rwandan History in Hong Kong
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Department of Computing 

COMP2S01

Technology Beyond 
Borders: 
Service Learning across 
Cultural, Ethnic and 
Community Lines
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Within two weeks of June 2018, 
sixteen PolyU students undertaking 
the COMP2S01 course have built 
solar systems and performed simple 
electrical wiring for poor families in 
Rwanda. Before leaving Rwanda, 
students have also trained local 
people, including students and 
villagers, to build and maintain the 
systems.

The “Technology Beyond Borders” 
team’s accomplishment of successfully 
wiring 135 houses was no small feat. 
This project required each participant 
to be dedicated, diligent, and swift 
in carrying out their jobs. There was 
no room for students to go even 
the slightest bit off task because 
after wiring one home, another was 
waiting.

Introduction

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders: 
Service Learning across Cultural, Ethnic 
and Community Lines
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Sixteen PolyU students and eight 
University of Rwanda students were 
divided into four teams: two teams 
in charge of Inventory, one in charge 
of tools, and the other one in charge 
of consumables. Originally, each 
team consisted of four PolyU students 
and Two Rwanda students, but as 
time went by and students’ skills 
developed, they split into smaller 
groups to speed up the wiring process 
and to benefit more families.

About the Team

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders
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Aside from performing indoor 
electrical wiring which allows 
electricity to pass through different 
rooms of the houses from the battery 
given by PolyU, students have also 
built charging stations in the village. 
Depending on how frequent villagers 
use the battery, the usage time of 
the 12V 12Ah battery varies. Once the 
battery is fully discharged, villagers 
can bring their battery to the nearest 
charging station for recharge.

About their Work
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The solar panel team was tasked with 
the responsibility of setting up solar 
panel stations, otherwise known as 
charging stations, in central locations 
of the village. They were installed at 
homes that were at the epicentre of 
where electricity was being installed. 
This way, neighbours had to travel 
only a short distance to charge their 
batteries and cell phones. 

About the Charging Stations

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders
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Rwanda is known as the Land of 
Thousand Hills. Villagers’ houses are 
scattered amongst the hills which 
could not be accessed by vehicles. 
Students have been climbing steep 
slopes every day during the two 
weeks to get to different houses. The 
Mapping Team has even been going 

back and forth the area to map out 
the houses in the beginning of the 
project. On rainy days, it imposed an 
even more challenging situation to 
students. Carrying heavy equipment, 
students persevered with teamwork, 
determination and their passion to 
serve.

Special Challenge of the Project
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During their stay in Rwanda, the 
Technology Beyond Borders team was 
supported by the African Evangelistic 
Enterprise (AEE). A non-profit started 
in 1984, AEE is a deep rooted fixture in 
the Rwandan community, committed 
to supporting its people through 
evangelization and community 
development. Having witnessed the 
transformation of Rwanda from its 
days before the genocide, during, and 
after, since 1994 AEE has committed 
itself to aiding in the redevelopment, 
recovery, and healing of the nation. 
Today, AEE provides a number of 
services to Rwandan communities 
that include but are not limited to the 
fostering and advising of self-help 
groups, financial literacy classes, and 
self-development workshops.

Though PolyU’s service learning 
courses are not religiously affiliated, 
the university’s relationship with 
AEE draws on the fact that people 
are called to serve communities for 
different reasons. In Rwanda, AEE 
was a tremendous help to the team, 
as they helped plan logistics such as 
transformation, meals, and housing. 
The team stayed at the AEE guest 
house and had breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner there. When students were 
working in the mountains of Kigali, 
about an hour away from AEE, the 
organization packed, transported, 
and served the food to students and 
staff on site.

PolyU’s relationship with AEE is five 
years strong. For the past three years, 
the university has worked closely 
with Innocent Habiyaremye, an 

enthusiastic and deeply committed 
employee of AEE. Day to day, he 
works with communities in Gasabo, 
checking in on and working with its 
self-help groups. Innocent directly 
oversaw the project from start to 
finish: planning pick up from the 
airport, daily logistics, recruiting 
University of Rwanda students to 
participate, and putting together 
PolyU’s first community day in 
Rwanda. He accompanied the 
students into the mountains each of 
their eight days of work and helped 
with the installation of electricity and 
solar panels.

As students said their goodbyes 
to Innocent before heading to 
the airport, a mixture of loss and 
gratitude sat between them. The 
students thanked Innocent for his 
kindness and generosity and he 
them for their investment in Rwanda. 
“I hope God has seen and that he 
blesses [all the students],” Innocent 
said.

Community Partnership

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders
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Service learning projects require 
flexible participants—students who 
are able and willing to adapt to 
changes with continued dedication 
and investment to the task at hand. 
Brian is one of those students. 
Selected as a member of the solar 
panel team, Brian’s process of 
preparing for the trip to Rwanda 
consisted of two weeks of pre-
preparation. This was unlike students 
belonging to other teams who had 
just one week’s requirement of pre-
training. However, given that he 
was tasked with perhaps the most 
important responsibility, helping with 

the construction of “charging stations,” 
this training was essential.

In Rwanda, Brian’s days were 
especially long as after writing his 
nightly reflection and having dinner 
along with the other students, he and 
his teammates had to prepare their 
supplies for the next day’s work in the 
mountains. Some nights he didn’t get 
to sleep until 1 am and by 7:30 am 
was up to build again. A rising junior 
majoring in physiotherapy, Brian’s 
commitment to the project stems from 
his desire to help others. He described 
his experience in Rwanda as a deeply 
moving and impactful one, where he 
was given the opportunity to create 
deep bonds with students from the 
University of Rwanda and to witness 
how others have dealt with adversity. 

“In just 24 years, they have done 
so much,” he said admiringly of the 
Rwandan people, regarding the 
genocide. “Other countries, genocide 
happens and the history is erased. 
But here, they learn from it and move 
forward.”

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 2, Physiotherapy, PolyU
Brian Chan (Hong Kong)
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Sam studieMin Yi was drawn to 
“Technology Beyond Borders” due to 
its course content and the opportunity 
to gain practical skills she could 
apply during her time in Rwanda. 
She described her time in Rwanda 
as comfortable—the people were all 
very friendly and welcoming—and far 
better than she had anticipated. In 
preparation for their trip, Min Yi says, 
the students received a description 
of the “worst case scenario” Rwanda 
they might encounter. The reality 
was completely different and Min Yi 
had no problems, apart from  a skin 
allergy that kicked in near the end of 
the trip.

As part of the solar panel team, the 
project was especially demanding 
for Min Yi. However, she reflected 
positively on her experience. She 
enjoyed interacting with the villagers 
and noted their kindness. At her 
favorite house, she was offered a 
kitten after playing with one for a bit. 
“They don’t want to only be the people 
who are given things,”  she said. “They 
also want to be the ones who give 
some things to others.”

She says her experience abroad 
has inspired her to pursue her own 
social enterprise in the future and 
credits this service-learning trip with 
setting her on the path to doing so. 
“Volunteerism can damage a country 
or a local community, she noted. 
Min Yi says the lessons and 
conversations on privilege she and 
her classmates had before heading 
to Rwanda set her on the path to 
building this knowledge. She was 
careful about how she interacted with 
locals--always trying her hardest to 
be respectful and not disrupt their 
everyday happenings.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 2, Enterprise Engineering & 
Management, PolyU

Minyi MAK

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

I need to learn how to help 
people in the right way.

(China)
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Throughout the two weeks spent 
working in Rwanda, it was rare to 
see Elysee without a smile. From the 
7:45 AM departure time to the end 
of a long day hiking and working in 
the mountains, he was either sharing 
jokes with local students or engaged 
in conversation with PolyU students. 

 His decision to participate in the 
project was influenced by the 

opportunity to help his community 
and to meet PolyU’s undergraduates. 
“As a Rwandan, it was a happy feeling 
to see my fellow Rwandans’ first time 
turning on a light,” Elysee said. From 
the PolyU students, he noted learning 
a bit of their culture, notably language 
and music.

While he may not have the 
opportunity to participate in the 
project next year (as he will be 
taking on a full time job following 
graduation), Elysee describes his 
experience as rewarding and one 
that would hope to have again, if 
given the chance. Prior to working 
with the “Technology Beyond Borders” 
students, he had never visited Kigali’s 
Gasabo district. Interacting with the 
villagers and getting a glimpse of 
how they live exposed him to another 
side of Rwanda. The experience 
also allowed him to gain the skill of 
installing simple electricity, which he 
was previously unfamiliar with. 

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 4, Monetary Economics, University of 
Rwanda

Nyuzwenimana Elysee (Rwanda)
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Karen is a final year student studying 
Language and Speech Sciences and 
she joined the program because 
she wanted to experience the life in 
Rwanda. The biggest takeaway from 
the trip for Karen was to experience 
Rwanda’s beautiful culture and also 
the relationship with the community.
 
Within the team, Karen usually was in 
charge of the organising work such 
as collecting money from students 
and communicating with teachers 
as student representative due to her 
sophisticated personality.
 
Since Karen was a language student, 
she was not experienced in handling 

electricity. Karen mentioned that 
she didn’t have any concept on how 
circuit runs before the start of this 
course. As students were required to 
design the circuit of the indoor wiring 
system, Karen has spent a lot of time 
in studying circuit before she went to 
Rwanda.
 
Regarding the geographical location 
of the village, Karen has also 
encountered some physical problems. 
As Karen was not good at sports, the 
journey to the villagers’ houses has 
been a huge challenge for her. Heavy 
tools and supplies such as batteries, 
hammers and wires that Karen and 
her team were carrying have further 
imposed burdens to them. Houses 
that students served were usually 
quite isolated and required long-
distance walks as they were the ones 
that needed help the most. Karen 
recalled that on average, it took her 
team 45 minutes to get to a villager’s 
house from the starting point.
 
Despite encountering many technical 
and physical problems, Karen still 
enjoyed the trip very much and wish 
to join the course again if she had the 
opportunity.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 4, Language and Speech Sciences, PolyU
Karen Ling

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

(Hong Kong)
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Gedeon is 23-year-old student 
studying French Education at the 
University of Rwanda. His major 
interest included photography and 
producing Hip-hop music. (He has 
shared his self-produced music with 
the journalists and we actually found 
them very nice and professionally 
made.) Gedeon worked part-time as 
a wedding photographer in hopes 
to be able to afford a camera in 
the near future. In short, Gedeon 
loves Rwanda and he believed that 
his country offered high degree of 
freedom to its people and that it was 
easy to live there.

Having lived in the rural area of 
Rwanda since he was born, Gedeon 
was used to climbing up and down 
steep slopes of the Rwandan hills. 
Few years ago, Gedeon moved 
to the city for university where he 
sometimes missed home. Yet, he 
did not want to return. He wished 
to build his foundation in the city 
after graduation. When asked if he 
wanted to make his interest into his 
future career, as a photographer 
or music producer, Gedoen sighed 
and explained that there were little 
opportunities for these careers in 
Rwanda.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 4, French Education, University of 
Rwanda

Gedeon Iranzi (Rwanda)
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Gedeon was particularly keen on 
meeting the PolyU students because 
in his university, there were not many 
chances to interact with foreigners. 
The only time he met foreigners 
within his university was during a 
theatre course. During the two-week 
Service Learning project, Gedeon was 
delighted because PolyU students 
genuinely had interests in knowing 
him and his country.

Through interacting with PolyU 
students, Gedeon understood that 
people from another part of the world 
were actually curious of his own 
culture and that they were eager to 
develop friendships with him. Gedeon 
have met friends from PolyU that 
he wouldn’t have been able to if it is 
not for this project. When asked to 
describe his relationship with his new 
friends from PolyU, he said

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

They walked towards me 
and started a conversation. 
I don’t mean that I like to be 
the centre of attraction. But 
it’s just so happy to receive 
attention from foreigners.

We are a team. We go up 
and down together. We 
have a common goal.
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Tommy is a year 3 PolyU student 
majoring in Property Management. 
He loves travelling to new places and 
that’s why he joined the course. The 
intensive training courses students of 
COMP2S01 have undertaken before 
leaving for Rwanda has equipped 
Tommy with simple computing 
knowledge and more importantly, 
confidence in building solar systems 
for villagers.
 
Tommy reckoned that the biggest 
challenge for him was the tight 
schedule throughout the two weeks. 
After building systems for the whole 
day, students arrived at the dormitory 
and right away they had to begin 
their reflection session. Dinner would 
be served after that, followed by their 
preparation for the next day. On most 
of the service days, students were 
not able to sleep until 1:30am. Tommy 

understood that such arrangement 
was to maximize students’ learning, 
but also admitted that it has not been 
easy for him.
 
Time constraint has also been another 
aspect that Tommy and his team 
struggled with. Given that it took at 
least an hour for students to get to 
and fro houses, and that they must 
arrive at the gathering point by a 
certain time, time was of the essence. 
However, as time went by, they had 
more experience and has learnt to 
complete the tasks faster. Being one 
of the fastest team in wiring houses, 
Tommy and his team were very proud 
of their work.
 
All in all, Tommy thought that 
everyone in the project was very kind 
to each other and he had such a 
great time in Rwanda.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 3, Property Management, PolyU
Tommy Wong (Hong Kong)
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Sandrine joined the service learning 
project because she would like 
to interact with foreigners. By the 
end of the project, not only has she 
befriended with some PolyU students, 
she has also learnt how to build solar 
systems which she never thought she 
would be doing before. The biggest 
takeaway for Sandrine from the 
project will be the interpersonal skills 
she gained. It’s hard to work with 
people and it’s even harder to work 
with people coming from a different 
culture. Sandrine and her team has 
done really well in accepting each 
other’s differences and embracing 
different ideas.

Through interacting with PolyU 
students, Sandrine has also expressed 
her desire to know more about 
Chinese culture.

It was also Sandrine’s first time to be 
in charge of mapping out the village. 
Although the job of the mapping team 
was extremely physically demanding, 
Sandrine had a fun time doing it 
together with her teammates. If 
there’s an opportunity, Sandrine said 
she would definitely join the project 
again.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 4, Finance, University of Rwanda
Sandrine Ishimkie

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders

I originally know little about 
China or Hong Kong, but 
now there are so much that 
I want to learn about them,

Thank you PolyU teachers 
and staffs, for thinking 
about the people of Rwanda 
and providing them with 
electricity.

(Rwanda)
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On the PolyU students’ final day in 
Rwanda, it seemed that not a single 
eye was dry as everyone said their 
goodbyes. Though it had only been 
two weeks, the students said, it felt 
like they had known each other 
(the AEE staff and University of 
Rwanda students) for much longer. 
The highlight reel of this trip was 
endless, from the students singing 
traditional Rwandan songs together 
in Kinyarwanda on the way to the 
village or exploring the Kigali City 

Center together. Each house wired, 
which was ultimately 135 in total, was 
a testament to the successful cultural 
exchange that occurred between 
the students as well as their ability 
to work together and commitment 
to seeing the project through. The 
completion of the area they were 
working on was years in the making 
and thanks to the efforts of PolyU 
students, UoR students, local villagers, 
and of course, AEE, it has finally been 
achieved. 

Conclusion

COMP2S01 Technology Beyond Borders
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Vietnam is a country in Southeast Asia, 
bordered to the north by China and 
to the west by Laos and Cambodia. 
Its capital is Hanoi, in the north, and 
its largest city is Ho Chi Minh, in the 
south. Today, the country boasts a 
population of 94 million, making it 
the 14th most populous country in the 
world.

Location: South East Asia 
Capital: Hanoi

Population: 94,569,072
Official Language: Vietnamese

Motto: ĐỘC LẬP – TỰ DO – HẠNH PHÚC
“Independence, freedom, hapiness”

About 
Vietnam
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The Vietnam War (1955-1975) was a 
defining era for Vietnam, as millions 
of civilians and soldiers died while 
fighting mainly with and against 
the United States—the majority 
of Americans believe the war to 
be unjustified. Millions of other 
Vietnamese were wounded and 
left mutilated, and many faced the 
long lasting consequences of poison 

gas. As a result, Vietnam’s history in 
the past half-century has revolved 
around recovering from the war, both 
economically and physically. In the 
aftermath of the war, the Vietnamese 
Communist Party, the leading political 
group in the country, has pushed 
for economic liberalization and 
integration into the global economy.

According to a forecast by 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, Vietnam 
may be the fastest growing emerging 
economy by 2025. Vietnam also has 
a young population, with a median 
age of 30. Its largest industry is 
tourism, followed by industries such 
as agriculture, textiles, and services. 
Nevertheless, residents in Vietnam 

suffer from a myriad of political and 
economic issues, mainly poverty 
in many areas outside of the main 
metropolises, as Vietnam’s per capita 
GDP is ranked 129th in the world. 
Out of this poverty has arisen a host 
of other issues, including problems 
regarding health, education, and 
pollution.

Historical Context

Current Issues

About Vietnam
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United Nation

The SN service learning project in 
Vietnam fulfilled and adhered to 
several different UN Sustainable 
Development Goals. Goal number 
three, “good health and well being,” 
was the primary need addressed 
by PolyU students, as the students’ 
home visits focused on improving 
dietary habits and physical health. 
Students taught beneficial stretches, 
cooking methods, and eating habits, 
and performed body measurements, 
temperature checks, and blood 

pressure analysis. 

Another sustainable development 
goal addressed by PolyU students 
was goal number six, “ensure access 
to water and sanitation for all.” When 
doing home visits, PolyU students 
made sure to look around the house 
and bathroom to check if proper 
sanitation standards were being met. 
They also recommended ways to 
maintain a proper, sanitary lifestyle, 
such as washing hands thoroughly.

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
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Vietnam

A sustainable project requires 
friendly cooperation and trust 
between sectors. Sharing the 
same vision and goal with local 
NGOs to provide a more 
comprehensive service to the 
service recipients.

GOAL NUMBER 17, 
“PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE 
GOALS”

Was the primary need 
addressed by PolyU students, 
as the students’ home visits 
focused on improving dietary 
habits and physical health. 
Students taught beneficial 
stretches, cooking methods, 
eating habits, performed body 
measurements, temperature 
checks, and blood pressure 
analysis.

GOAL NUMBER 3, 
“GOOD HEALTH AND 
WELL BEING”

About Vietnam
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Healthy Lifestyle 
Challenges for Developing 
Communities

School of Nursing

SN2S03
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A team of 24 PolyU students and 14 An 
Giang University student volunteers 
rode in a ferry to arrive at Tiger 
Island, a small island about 200 
kilometers southwest of Ho Chi Minh 
City. It was there, in the island with a 
population of about 20,000, that the 
PolyU students set up camp to begin 
their week of service, in which they 
would dispense health education to 
locals. 

The course, entitled “Healthy 
Lifestyle Challenges for Developing 
Communities,” saw students visiting 
homes in the Hoa Hung commune, 
where they met locals and performed 
comprehensive health questionnaires. 
After assessing the information they 
gathered, teams worked vigorously 
to create a tailored health plan for 
each service recipient, returning to 
their homes to explain how to better 
their unique health situations. Often, 
this included recommendations to quit 
smoking and drinking, modify diets, 
and perform beneficial stretches. To 
prepare for these visits, students had 
spent a semester prior learning about 

health, as well as learning how to take 
vital signs. 

For a week, students stayed in 
communal homestays, living and 
eating and performing service 
together. The students spent mornings 
and afternoons immersed in the 
villages, which, according to the local 
clinic director Thanh Tai Nguyen, 
suffered from limited medical 
knowledge, lack of government aid, 
and a high rate of unemployment. 
The Hoa Hung commune has had 
clinic support with vaccinations and 
health information distribution, so 
PolyU students continued off these 
efforts, going directly to the villagers 
themselves, instead of expecting 
the villagers to call for help. Overall, 
students met with a variety of 
reactions: some villagers were polite, 
some less so. Some promised to God 
they would change their behavioral 
habits, and some refused to change. 
Nevertheless, PolyU students diligently 
worked to visit all of the houses they 
had planned to check up on, and did 
so by the end of the week.

Introduction

SN2S03 Healthy Lifestyle Challenges for 
Developing Communities
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The students also got to visit several 
Vietnamese cultural sites to learn 
more about the country’s culture 
and history, such as the Vietnam War 
Remnants Museum, the FITO Museum 
(traditional medicine museum), 
and the memorial of president 
Ton Duc Thang. All of these visits 
allowed students to gain a more 
comprehensive sense of the rich, yet 
often painful history of the Vietnamese
, helping them gain a fuller sense of 
empathy for the locals. 

Throughout the course, students 
grew in numerous ways. Many had 
to overcome timidity and shyness, 

and confidently approach homes 
to dole out medical knowledge. 
Other students learned to work 
better in teams, having to be patient 
through constant translation and 
cooperation in tasks. Many grew in 
their empathy, having never visited 
an area like rural Vietnam prior to 
the trip, and experienced a different 
side of the world. Overall, the Vietnam 
service trip provided an invaluable 
experience to every student, and 
as Ellen Ku, the course instructor, 
said, “students don’t think health is 
important before the trip, but after 
they come back, they think it is very, 
very important.”

SN2S03 Healthy Lifestyle Challenges for Developing Communities
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The nursing service-learning course 
attracted many students who had 
no affiliation with PolyU’s nursing 
program. As a result, some students 
initially chose the course because 
they wanted to help others, but some 
chose it because they wanted to 
explore a new country. Alison Tse, a 
second year physiotherapy student, 
wanted to take the trip because she 
had always been interested in caring 
for the aging population. Others, 
like Zac Lui, simply chose the course 
because all of their friends were also 
doing it. As a result, different types of 
students gathered at Tiger Island and 
were required to cooperate in their 
service mission. Regarding difficulties 
non-major students felt, some found 
their health advice to be lacking. “We 
don’t have enough information and 
we are not professionals,” said Zac 
Lui. “We just give basic help.” 

A sense of inadequacy in expertise 
often left students pondering over 
what advice they could give, but 
thankfully all of them had expert 
teachers to help guide their 
consultation process. Zac Lui summed 
up what he learned from the trip as 
“One word: empathy.” He was initially 
shocked at the hygienic environment 

in the houses he visited, and thus grew 
in his understanding of how those 
poorer than himself lived. Lui was 
also moved by the graciousness and 
kindness of the An Giang University 
students, who eagerly gave up time in 
their days to help the PolyU students 
in their projects. Lui called Hong 
Kong people more “cold blooded,” 
and said they were concerned “only 
about themselves,” so visiting a 
place like Tiger Island, where living 
is much slower and more communal, 
helped him expand his vision of what 
society could look like. Alison Tse 
thought everyone should take a trip 
like this to better the health of local 
neighborhoods. “Everyone has elderly 
people in their homes,” she said, 
and could grow in empathy towards 
the elderly through interacting with 
and helping Tiger Island locals. She 
mentioned one elderly lady that her 
team visited, who lived alone and 
suffered from chronic loneliness. 
Initially, “we didn’t know what to do,” 
she said, but their course instructor 
Ellen told them to find a sense of self 
importance within the elderly woman. 
Tse’s team thus spent their return visit 
encouraging her, as well as telling her 
to go and visit her brother. 

Experience for non-major students
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People like this, Tse said, were not just 
present in Vietnam, but also in Hong 
Kong. Although the service trip does 
not directly apply to the non-major 
students’ future careers, many non-
major students saw it as useful for 
their future lives. Zac Lui, for example, 
wants to become an air traffic 
controller, a job critically dependent 
on teamwork. He found the teamwork 
element of the service trip to be an 
area he grew and matured in. For 
Alison Tse, who wants to become a 
physiotherapist, she learned to simply 
listen and understand the problems 
of other people. She had always been 
a very talkative person, but during 
this trip, she learned how to stop and 
truly understand what those around 
her were saying, as well as observe 
the good work her teammates were 
doing. This will help her in her future 
job, one that requires lots of listening 
to better understand the physical 
conditions of the clients she is working 
with. “Overall, I learned how to care 
for the international community 
more,” she said.

Moreover, PolyU and An Giang 
University students simply had fun 
on the trip, sharing laughs with 
each other and with locals. Students 

learned to immerse themselves in a 
community and let go of the stresses 
and fears that they had back in 
Hong Kong. Students cooked for 
their homestay families, learned 
Vietnamese words and phrases, and 
spent long nights enjoying the cooler 
weather and playing card games with 
each other.

SN2S03 Healthy Lifestyle Challenges for Developing Communities
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It’s the 4th time that Ellen was here, 
she expressed her delight seeing 
some of the students from An Giang 
University that joined last year. 

It is her strong belief that the theories 
students learn in class will only 
be valuable if they are applicable 
in real life situations. “Healthy 
Lifestyle Challenges for Developing 
Communities” focuses on health 
because health is everyone’s most 
important resource, regardless of 
where they come from. In this service-
learning course, students had the 
opportunity to conduct surveys with 
locals, provide a health assessment, 
and a health proposal promoting 
long-term healthy lifestyle. In their 
assessments and recommendations, 
they covered topics such as eating 
habits, doing exercise, reducing 
or quitting cigarette and alcohol 
consumption, and maintaining 
personal and environmental hygiene. 
Ms Ku hoped her students would learn 
to accept differences while learning 
from peers, be inspired, and would 
contribute to the United Nation’s 
Sustainable Goals. The four main 
goals she expected them to take away 

from this course are: 

1. Application of knowledge and 
skills to deal with complex issues in 
the service

2. Reflection on roles and 
responsibilities

3. Empathy for people in need
4. Understanding the linkage of 

SL and academic content in the 
subject

She shared that while empathy is 
difficult and takes time to learn, this 
program provided a platform for 
students to practise empathy through 
their struggles. While students came 
from different majors, they all shared 
one thing in common that would allow 
them to achieve success in the future: 
the ability to apply the knowledge and 
theories they learned in the classroom 
to practical settings.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Clinical Associate
Ms. Ellen Ku

Our students have the 
privilege to receive a 
professional education and 
have access to resources in 
the world.
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Ivan shared that he was surprised by 
how Vietnamese villagers he visited 
did not know how to wash their 
hands properly. By demonstrating 
the correct way to do so, the villagers 
received a great reduction in their 
likelihood of getting sick. Ivan seemed 
anxious on the first day of service, did 
not know where or how to start. With 
the great hospitality of the Vietnamese 
students from An Giang University, he 
started to develop more confidence 
and clear ideas on how to structure 
his service with his team.

He definitely did not expect the 
language competencies of his 
Vietnamese partners. He mentioned 
that the students were so helpful not 
only in the service but in other ways as 
well. They even offered to recommend 
and help the PolyU students purchase 
Vietnamese coffee. They were also 
eager and willing to share their 
culture with them.

When we returned to the homestay 
after the service, I saw a little boy 
running into Ivan’s arms. Even though 
they did not share the same language 
and culture, they still shared quality 
time together.

During the service, Ivan’s team was 
chatting with the service recipient, 

asking her if she has been eating 
and feeling unwell. They did not rush 
through the questions just for the sake 
of completing the task but they were 
actually pouring their heart to connect 
with them in order to evaluate 
and come up with a better health 
assessment plan.

One of the most memorable moments 
while following his team was with an 
elderly woman who did not have any 
sons. She was very delighted to see a 
boy and wanted to take photos with 
Ivan. She was always smiling and 
even served his team coconut drinks 
while they were doing her health 
assessment.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 1, Nursing, PolyU
Ivan Tsui (Hong Kong)
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Fanny chose to take this subject 
because she wanted to leave the 
comfort zone to learn from the outside 
world. She believed that very soon she 
would be very busy with her work in 
the following years of study. 

She felt herself developing her 
interpersonal skills, leadership skills 
and problem solving skills during 
this service trip. She admitted that 
sometimes she found it difficult to 
express herself because there were 
more words in her head than she 
could express in words. After 3 days of 
service with extreme humidity and hot 
weather, she felt exhausted and easily 
distracted but she did not give up. 
Instead, I found her working harder 
and harder every night after returning 
from debriefing trying to improve the 
health assessment to maximize the 
benefits to the local villagers.

What she did not expect was the great 
hospitality of the service recipients.

Once, her service recipients treated 
them with smoothie from their mini-
store while her team was conducting 
the service and mentioned their 
favourite drinks over chats. She felt 
extremely grateful for the villagers’ 
taking their time out of their daily 
routine to cooperate with them. She 
was happy with what she could give 
to them. For example, introducing the 
food pyramid or playing games with 
them regarding the diet.

After this overseas experience, Fanny
is inspired to conduct more projects 
to make small changes in the world. 
She believes she is the biggest 
beneficiary of this trip because she 
has learnt empathy and how to work 
with a team of different ages and 
personalities that will contribute to her 
future career.

INTERVIEW  WITH

Year 1, Nursing, PolyU
Fanny Cheung

They treat us like friends 
but not like some strangers 
coming here for 2 weeks to 
conduct a project.

SN2S03 Healthy Lifestyle Challenges for Developing Communities

(Hong Kong)
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Journalist Reflections

“The power 
of positive 
change.”

JACK BROOK

Brown University,
Year 4,  History

I had the privilege of bearing witness 
to the power of positive change. In 
Rwanda, I saw villagers smile as they 
gained light in their homes for the first 
time, and in Cambodia I saw families 
receive water filtration devices, 
ensuring they would no longer have 
to drink dirty rainwater. All this came 
about through two well-planned and 
executed service projects. I admire 
PolyU’s commitment to combining 
academics with hands-on learning 
and their careful approach to 
ensuring sustainable and uplifting 
service. I came away from this 
summer inspired and impressed with 
the passion of the PolyU students as 
they engaged in their service. I also 
am optimistic about the long-term 
success of the projects to provide a 
lasting impact for the communities 
since local students and community 
members in Cambodia and Rwanda 
were taught the skills to maintain and 
expand PolyU’s work. I am grateful 
for the Office of Service-Learning 
for bringing me along and offering 
me this wonderful opportunity to tell 
stories that highlight how applying 
empathy and embracing human 
connection can make a difference in 
the world.
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Journalist Reflections

When I first arrived in Hong Kong, I felt 
very uncertain about this summer. I 
wasn’t quite sure I agreed with service 
learning, particularly the idea that 
within just two weeks time students 
can leave a positive, sustainable, 
and lasting impact on a community. I 
feared, and frankly, expected that the 
work students would be doing would 
be volunteerism, which I define as 
tourists going abroad to engage in 
service work that has little impact on 
the community, is often unsustainable, 
and tends to be inequitable (in terms 
of benefits 
provided to those 
serving and those 
being served). 

The opportunity 
to document 
service-learning trips in Cambodia 
and Rwanda has changed my mind 
completely. I am honored and grateful 
to have had this opportunity; it has 
been the experience of a lifetime. 
From having observed the student 
nursing and water filter teams in 
Cambodia to the solar panel team in 
Rwanda, I can say with confidence 
that within just two weeks, PolyU 
students forever changed the lives 
of the people they worked with—the 
NGOs, local students, villagers, and 
me. While they were only abroad for a 
short time, the services they provided 
will have very real and lasting impacts 
on those served.

Though I was not personally engaged 
in the service-learning projects I 
observed, at the end of each, I came 
away feeling a very strong sense of 
loss because unbeknownst to me 
while the projects were in progress, 
I had grown attached to both the 
students and the villagers. I am proud 
just to have been able to witness the 
work PolyU students did. Other schools 
could learn a thing or two from PolyU, 
particularly what responsible and 
impactful service-learning looks like.

MARIELA PICHARDO

Brown University, 
Year 3, Africana 
Studies & Ethnic 
Studies

“Change my mind 
completely.”
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Journalist Reflections

I would like to take this opportunity 
to express my appreciation towards 
Grace and Stephen’s efforts in 
organizing the Service-Learning trips. 
Through my experience as a journalist, 
observing students’ changes before 
and after the program, I realized how 
life-changing the service projects 
could be. 

After experiencing the projects in 
Myanmar, Cambodia and Rwanda, 
I think that the Service-Learning 
program is one of the best things 
about PolyU. Service-Learning has 
been a more Western concept and 
I believe that PolyU is the pioneer 
to integrate it into the university 
education system of Hong Kong. 

Through the course, students are 
trained to develop empathy for 
others as global citizens, meanwhile 
understanding that people of different 
nationalities should not be treated 
differently. After studying in PolyU for 
four years, I’ve learnt that the world 
is not about defining boundaries or 
forming divisions; it is about spreading 
positivity to one another whenever we 
can.SARAH LAM

PolyU, 
Year 4, Hotel 
Management

       “Life-changing.”
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Journalist Reflections

When I first heard about the Service-
Learning projects I was skeptical 
that the projects could actually 
make deep-rooted systematic 
change. However, after speaking 
with the villagers in Cambodia and 
Vietnam, local students and the PolyU 
students, my skepticism was relieved. 
The villagers expressed nothing 
but gratitude for the students. The 
PolyU students were respectful of 
the communities they entered into 
and overall seemed like they were 
passionate about their community 
service work. 

Personally, I could not have asked for 
a better job. I loved everything about 
this summer! From getting to learn 
about the PolyU and AGU students’ 
work to sightseeing with them, I 
gained meaningful life experiences 
and formed life-long friendships. 

I am so grateful for this opportunity!

Brown University, 
Year 3 Literary Arts and 
Public Policy

“Meaningful
 life experiences.”

MIRABELLA ROBERTS
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Journalist Reflections

There are numerous things that I 
have gained over the course of this 
summer through immersing myself 
in the service projects performed by 
PolyU students. Like these students, I 
have become endowed with a fuller 
sense of the world, and through 
their enthusiasm, developed a 
greater sense of empathy for those 
in different countries. Overall, what 

I saw was an abundant sharing of 
joy between PolyU students and their 
service recipients, and although I am 
unsure of the long-term impacts that 
these service projects were aiming 
for, I know that this experience was 
formative for all parties involved, 
including myself. 

KION YOU

Brown University,
Year 3, English

“Endowed with 
a fuller sense of 
the world.”
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Journalist Reflections

In the beginning of the first trip, I 
joked around with the students asking 
them to come to me and share if 
they have any conflicts within the 
groups in order to make the book 
more interesting. But it turns out to 
be a very rewarding experience with 
growth and compromises. I saw the 
transformation of individuals, into a 
more considerate and compassionate 
person with global awareness.

I also learnt and discovered a lot 
about myself while working in a 
multicultural environment. This 
experience allow me to apply my 

passion toward journalism and writing 
while gaining inspiring stories and 
meeting amazing people that I would 
not be able to otherwise.

Extremely grateful to have this 
opportunity and platform to spend 
time doing what I love as  a job. 

“It is a dream 
come true.”

GWYNETH SZE

PolyU, 
Year 4, English & Social 
Policy and Administration
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As Brown University’s Swearer Center 
for Public Service enters its fourth 
decade, we are guided by values, 
principles and student learning 
outcomes that are in parallel with 
our partners at the Office of Service 
Learning at Hong Kong Polytechnic 
University.  The affinity between our 
two Centers is even more apparent 
after reading the reflections and 
insights from the stories presented 
in this book. These stories bring to 
life the experiential learning of Poly 
U students and depict meaningful 
engagement that results in sustained 
and impactful change for both 
students and community members.

A key value of the Swearer Center is 
that of reciprocity: relationships that 
are built on respect and collaboration 
in which people of all communities 
are co-creators of knowledge and 
work together for positive social 
change. The stories told by the Brown 
and Poly U Storytellers Abroad 
students demonstrate collective giving 
and receiving between students 

and the people they were serving 
in Cambodia, Rwanda, Laos, and 
Vietnam.  This book is filled with 
stories about respect, mutual trust 
and, in the case of the Cambodian 
water filtration system, students who 
expected one-sided giving but found 
themselves actually in a reciprocal 
exchange. 

Likewise, the Swearer Center 
values ethical and engaged student 
leadership, which is a hallmark of 
these stories. In many situations Poly 
U students had to work as a team, 
respecting each other as learners, 
change-makers and leaders. As they 
struggled to coordinate projects amid 
limited language skills or difficult 
weather conditions, and managed 
the challenges of coordinating 
with people from three different 
universities, they became leaders. By 
leading each other to find solutions 
to difficult challenges, they learned 
about themselves.  

Epilogue
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Another shared Swearer Center and 
Poly U value is that of academic rigor. 
The student learning described by 
the stories in this book echoes the 
learning outcomes of the Swearer 
Center: critical reflection; integrative 
learning; cultural understanding 
and humility; ethical practice; civic, 
public and community engagement; 
and effective action, collaboration 
and leadership. The stories describe 
Poly U students’ growth in empathy, 
awareness of responsibility, cultural 
appreciation, reflection on their roles, 
and a deep understanding of their 
own privilege.  

In this book, the storytellers highlight 
an interview with Som Oun, a 
community partner and translator 
working with the Poly U students 
to build water filtration services in 
Cambodia. The storyteller writes, “A 
service project, particularly one led by 
foreigners, is doomed to fail without 
the presence of a good community 
partner.”  We recognize that the work 
of the Swearer Center is only possible 
through long-standing and reciprocal 
partnerships with community 
organizations and community 
members; this is the path that leads to 
sustained change and more just and 
equitable communities. 

Just as we value our relationships 
with community partners, we deeply 
appreciate our growing international 
exchange with Hong Kong Polytechnic 
University.  Like any good story, the 
experiences described in the book 
leave us eager for more.  We look 
forward to our continued partnership 
and mutual growth and to ongoing 
student service learning exchanges 
between our two universities.

Mathew Johnson 
Associate Dean of the College 
Executive Director 

Betsy Shimberg
Assistant Dean of the College 
Director of Student Development 

November, 2018
Providence, RI 
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