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Teaching eager students

By ELIZABETH LIEW
alltherage@thestar.com.my

I’VE always wanted to be a kindergarten
teacher. I’m not sure why; maybe it was
because I had such wonderful memories

of my kindergarten that I wanted to give the
same experience to other children.

Earlier in March, I volunteered to teach
children in Sabah. I chose to volunteer
with Humana Child Aid Society (HCAS) in
Semporna for many reasons, but mostly
because their cause is a novel one. They are
providing education for stateless children
who have no access to education because of
their parents’ illegal status.

Their mission fascinated me. I had loads
of questions. What is the methodology of
teaching? Are these kids even eager to learn,
or were they forced to attend school? Who
are these children? How do they manage
in school? How do they get to school? How
far out do they live? What kind of environ-
ment do they grow up in? What is life like
for these children? Is it embarrassing to
start kindergarten at 13? What lies ahead
for some of them when they finish primary
school at 19?

I experienced some of the heart-break-
ing answers first-hand. What I breathed
and lived every day for the three months in
Semporna was only a fraction of what these
children have been through.

The hot showers that I missed for three
months, were something the children had
never experienced. Their showers consist of
a big well in the corner of the house, or just
outside their makeshift house with a flimsy
curtain for privacy.

There are things that I take for granted,
such as privacy, which does not exist in
their vocabulary. In Semporna, the children
sleep with six other siblings on a bed in the
bedroom, while their parents sleep on the
floor with the baby.

The “tiring” two-hour bus rides to and fro
school in a comfortable air-conditioned 40-
seater bus that I used to dread, seemed like
luxury fit for a queen, compared to what the
children have to endure.

Some of these children walk 20-30 min-
utes to school in the hot scorching sun, past
huge nauseating rubbish dumps, and often
navigated potholes larger than car wheels.

One day, I walked a sick child home. He
had a nail in his foot, from playing around
the backyard where his dad was fixing
the house. He limped but kept walking
through tarred road, bushes and long weeds,
unpaved roads, past coconut trees and
finally, we reached his barren house. His liv-
ing room was completely empty except for a
TV in the living room.

Are the children eager to learn? Eager is
probably an understatement. These kids are
hungry and starving to learn. They pull a
face when we tell them it’s a public holiday
and school is closed. They ask me if they
can come in on weekends. The Year Six kids
pounce on my suggestion for additional
English classes – “Ya ma’am! Mau kita!”
(Yes ma’am, we want!).

They crowd around the dusty
makeshift library, excitedly flipping
the books. For some of them, this is
the first time they have held a story-
book in their hands.

When we had to cram the entire
school into one class as we needed
to make space for another event, the
children continued to do their exer-
cises without complaining about
the cramped space.

The legs of two
long tables gave
way at one of the
island schools,

leaving only the planks on the floor. The
children didn’t let that interfere with their
zest to learn – they knelt on the floor and
continued to write.

For some of these children, it is their
first time in a real school. They might have
attended religious classes prior to this,
which meant they only knew how to write
in jawi. The Roman alphabet is foreign to
them, and many struggle to learn them. At
14, some are learning from Year One books.

When they finish their primary school
education, some of

these children will

likely be 16, or have reached adulthood.
Their cracked voices and slick John Travolta
hairdo belie the fact that they’re in Year
Three and will finish school when most
other adolescents their age would have
graduated and made plans to see the world.
For some, they would be lucky if they ever
leave Semporna.

Currently, there are 10,000 children (and
still counting) enrolled in HCAS schools,
concentrated mostly in Lahad Datu and
Semporna. HCAS projects are funded by
international aid agencies, several local
plantations, multinational companies, as
well as foreign (mostly European) compa-
nies.

q Elizabeth blogs at chroniclesofmadlove.
wordpress.com where she shares her travel
experiences and discusses various issues.

To know more about HCAS’ work,
check out their Facebook page at

www.facebook.com/groups/
BorneoChildAidSociety/.

the children at the school are always eager to have their workbooks marked.

elizabeth Liew volunteers as a teacher in semporna, sabah.

Hassan (left) is 12 and has just started Kinder 1. He
has never been to a proper school, and only recently
enrolled when an individual sponsor stepped up to
fund his fees.

Resource-scarce children grab at the opportunity to
learn, and take nothing for granted.
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