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WHO WE ARE 
Free To Shine is an independently-funded, 
nonprofit organisation founded in Australia, 
working to prevent sex trafficking in Cambodia. 
Our work is child protection-focused, human 
rights-based, and designed to strengthen 
families and keep children in education.

Our Cambodian team works with local 
authorities and communities to reach the most 
at risk rural girls, reducing their vulnerability 
to trafficking by improving their access to 
education and providing them with social work 
support.

We don’t build new private schools; we make 
it possible for children to access their local, 
public school.

We don’t rescue or save children from sex 
trafficking; we work to prevent them from 
being trafficked in the first place.

Who do we support?
• Girls who have never been to school.

•  Girls who have discontinued or are on the 
verge of discontinuing their education.

•  Girls left to live independently, alone or 
caring for their younger siblings.

•  Girls living with grandparents or extended 
family with little ability to keep them in 
school.

•  Girls who work to financially support their 
families.

•  Girls living with family violence

Why Prevention?
In 2009, Free To Shine’s founder and Managing 
Director volunteered at an aftercare facility in 
Cambodia for survivors of sex trafficking. This 
profoundly changed the direction of her life:

“ I asked survivors who had been rescued how 
I could help, and I was hardly prepared for 
their answer. I thought they’d want something 
straightforward and easy to provide, like 
university tuition fees, but they didn’t want 
anything for themselves. Instead they wanted 
for no other girl to go through the horrors 
they’d been through. They asked me to go 
out into the rural villages, find the girls who 
weren’t in school, and protect them. They told 
me that if these young girls were in school 
they would not be trafficked.” – NICKY MIH

The United Nations International Labour 
Organisation states that “getting girls into 
schools and keeping them there is vital to 
reducing their vulnerability to trafficking.” 
UNESCO reports that there are 34,780 
female children and 64,431 adolescent girls in 
Cambodia who should be in school but are not.

With the survivors’ suggestions backed up by 
international data,Free To Shine was born.

Accountability  
and Transparency
The trust you place in Free To Shine when you 
invest your resources is deeply important to 
us. Free To Shine is a registered Australian 
charity founded on June 1, 2010 and endorsed 
by the ATO. Our ACN is 143 986 074. Free To 
Shine is governed by a board of directors, 
with all our financials being independently 
audited by a registered company auditor. Free 
To Shine is also registered with the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation 
in Cambodia.



OUR VISION
Educated girls, free from 

sex trafficking, leading and 
shaping their communities  

and country.

OUR MISSION
We prevent the trafficking 

and exploitation of girls 
by strengthening family 
and community systems 

to prioritise the safety and 
education of their children.

OUR VALUES
Safety, Strength, Education, 

Community & Equity.

OUR VISION, MISSION & VALUES

ABOUT OUR VALUES
This year, we held several team workshops 
to define and develop Free To Shine’s 
core values: Safety, Strength, Education, 
Community and Equity. These core values 
guide each and every one of us at Free To 
Shine, informing the decisions we make and 
actions we take; we strive to embody them 
both individually and as an organisation. 

SAFETY
As a child protection organisation working 
to prevent the trafficking and exploitation 
of girls, safety is our number one value. We 
adhere to best practices in child protection. 
We work to strengthen the families and 
communities we partner with so that they can 
prioritise the safety of their children. When 
we are faced with a difficult case and must 
decide what is best for the child, we consider 
their safety first and foremost. As a team, we 
operate under the rule that we must keep 
ourselves and each other safe in order to 
ensure the safety of the girls and families  
we support. 

STRENGTH 
We identify strength and resilience in each 
other and in the girls and families we support, 
and work to build upon that potential, rather 
than focus on weaknesses or shortcomings. 

Your strong support of Free To Shine results in 
a domino effect, providing a solid foundation 
and fuel for our team. Our united team keeps 
us supported from within and motivated to 
achieve our goals. Our team members act as 
powerful role models and pillars of strength 
for the girls and their families. The girls, in 
turn, inspire us all. Ultimately, we hope to see 
these empowered, educated girls and families 
become the leaders and shapers of their 
communities, making Cambodia stronger. 

We are stronger together.



FREE TO SHINE ANNUAL REPORT 2018     |     4

EDUCATION
We believe that education creates choice and opportunity and is the key to 
preventing trafficking and exploitation of girls. As a team, we know that we must 
educate and inform ourselves before we can educate others. We cultivate an 
environment of constant learning, sharing and growth. We seek out and participate in 
strategic alliances and professional networks where mutual learning can be achieved 
through sharing. We know that girls cannot be educated in isolation, so we pass 
what we learn not only onto the girls on our program, but to their families and wider 
communities, our networks and partners, and our donors and supporters. 

COMMUNITY 
It takes a village! Partnership and collaboration are central to our approach. We don’t 
simply serve the girls and families on our program, we partner with them to achieve 
common goals. We adhere to a family-based care model and strongly believe children 
are safest and best supported when they have the chance to grow within their local 
community and network. We also work to build strong relationships with other 
organisations and community stakeholders to support families with localised methods 
and collective action.

EQUITY 
In order to concentrate our efforts where they are needed most, we consider equity 
above equality. We assess and enrol the girls who are most at-risk of trafficking 
and exploitation, from the most disadvantaged families. We provide more intensive 
support and resources to those in crisis. For example, our Social Work services are 
reserved for girls or families faced with particularly challenging times. 

The values above were developed over a series of workshops to explain and represent 
our core beliefs, motivations and principles. The structure of our values forms the 
framework for our decision making and guides the processes in the delivery of our 
program’s mission and vision.



LETTERS  
FROM THE TEAM
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LETTER FROM THE MANAGING DIRECTOR

Running Free To Shine is a privilege, a 
position I’m very proud of. I observe children 
and their families navigating a plethora 
of difficulties founded upon inequity. SO 
Our team of Social Workers and Education 
Officers diligently support them through 
these complexities. 
We’ve assembled a high functioning team and with 
a focus on safety, building on strengths, education, 
community and equity we have supported families 
in overcoming all sorts of barriers; from an 
administrative mistake on a birth certificate which 
without a complex legal process was going to 
prevent their daughter from progressing beyond 
grade nine, to teenagers having to board away from 
home in order to attend high school, to children who 
weren’t enrolled in school because they were trying 
to help their parents earn money to cover daily 
expenses, to teenage relationships resulting in early 
marriage, to the rape of children by neighbours and 
the subsequent court cases, to families risking their 
safety to repay loans, to children suffering illness 
from poor nutrition, to fathers drinking and being 
violent to their wives and children, to deaths from 
lightning strikes, suicide, illness, electrocution and 
construction site accidents. It matters to not to feel 
alone in the world, to know you have support to help 
get you through the most difficult times in your life. 
And it is with patience, skill and commitment that 
our Social Workers and Education Officers work 
with each family member to create environments of 
safety in which they can thrive. 

One mum described to me how she used to run 
away to the forest when her husband chased her 
with a knife, trying to kill her. Six years ago when 
we met them their ten children were mostly not in 
school. The father was coming home drunk every 
day, taunting and abusing his wife and children. 
We worked a lot with him about his drinking and 
the toll it was taking on his family. After six months 
he decided to stop drinking. We also wanted to 
get as many of the ten children back into school 
as possible. Within weeks, the five children who 
were eligible to go back to school did. Six years on 
and dad is still sober and has maintained full-time 
employment and all the children have stayed in 
school.

Another mum was describing her husband’s 
devotion to their children; how he teaches them 
good manners as well as literacy he remembers from 
school. Working seven days a week we rarely see this 
mum so on a rare occasion we did I asked her if she’d 
personally attended any of our community trainings 
and if yes, could she remember anything specific 
she’d learnt in any of them. “Oh yes,” she told me, 
“I learnt to always prioritise my children’s safety 
and education. I’ll always remember that because 
I had planned to go to Thailand to work to earn 
more money. I thought it’d be best for my family 
to have more money to afford the things we need. 
But in your training I asked myself if I really could 
guarantee my children’s safety while I was away,  
and in all honesty, I couldn’t. So I decided to stay  
and find more work here.” 

And then there’s Ry*, an intelligent, determined 
and hardworking child, evident from the day we 



met her. According to her Education Officer, “Ry 
is the strength of her family.” Ry borrowed every 
gardening book we own and taught her mother 
how to grow each of the vegetables we provide. 
Gardening has become her mother’s new source 
of income. Her family were $75 dollars short on 
a payment for their land and they did not know 
what to do. Ry calmly told them not to worry and 
retrieved her life’s savings; she sells vegetables at 
the market, raises countless animals to sell and looks 
after her neighbour’s animals for small payments. 
When Ry handed her parents the $75 they needed 
for their repayment, they were astonished. Ry’s 
strength elevates her entire family and she leads by 
example at only eleven years old. 

Since we’re committed to facilitating the 
coordination of social work services in Cambodia, 
building the capacity of organisations and 
government and creating a national Child Protection 
System for Cambodia, this year we joined the 
Partnership Program for the Protection of Children, 
powered by Friends International in collaboration 
with UNICEF and the Cambodian Ministry of Social 
Affairs, Veterans and Youth Rehabilitation. 

One of the highlights of this year, which you’ll 
read about in this report, is the documentary film 
we created in order to inspire and expose girls to 
the range of professional opportunities in which 
women can and do excel. Twelve Cambodian women 
were interviewed including an executive director, 
a doctor from the children’s hospital, a lawyer, a 
deputy director of a university and a police officer 
specialising in anti-trafficking and child protection. 
Once the documentary was filmed and edited we 

*name changed to protect privacy

conducted a series of screenings and goal-setting 
workshops. 

I’d like to take this opportunity to extend our 
heartfelt appreciation to those who support us in 
making this intensive, family-based support possible. 
This year 15% of our funds have come from events 
and donations, 26% from girls’ sponsors and 49% 
from small business – Thankyou.

Warmest regards,

Nicky Mih

Founder and Managing Director

 

LETTER FROM THE MANAGING DIRECTOR CONT.
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Letter from Sreymom,  
Free To Shine’s Program Officer
I took some time to sit and reflect on the year’s 
achievements, improvements, lessons learned, self-
development and areas for continued improvement. 
It’s very meaningful for me to look back at the year 
and then just smile.

First of all, I would like to mention our Future Goals 
project. Free To Shine created a documentary film 
interviewing 12 extraordinary women as well as 
facilitating a goal setting workshop for the girls in 
rural Cambodia. This project not only benefited 
the girls in our program, but also provided me the 
chance to expand Free To Shine’s network and 
taught me many new skills in filming, video editing 
and many lessons about project management and 
time-frames. The team was self-driven, flexible and 
all very moved by the interviews and camaraderie 
throughout the entire process.

Secondly, providing gender equity training for 
our team was another part of the year that I feel 
extremely proud of. I am very passionate about 
gender equity and helping others step out of or 
acknowledge inaccurate gender stereotypes. I ran 
two trainings for the team and recruited a co-
facilitator to add more value to the trainings. These 
trainings proved to be very useful for our team’s 
communication, understanding and they also gave 
me the opportunity to improve my own knowledge 
about gender equity.

The third aspect of the year I wish to highlight is our 
increased relationships with government agencies 
and Child Safety Organisations. The collaboration 
for child protection and community development 
among related stakeholders is key to Free To Shine’s 
success. Our team attends regular meetings in 
Siem Reap with the Committee for Women and 
Children, Siem Reap’s Educational Support Network, 
Social Worker Meetings and others by invitation 
from Siem Reap Social Affairs, Veterans and Youth 
Rehabilitation. These relationships are extremely 
important for processing a Memorandum of 
Agreement between Free To Shine and the Ministry 
of Education, Youth and Sport and the Ministry of 
Social Affairs. This work and new partnerships also 
gave me new learning opportunities like working 
to get visas for our foreign staff. In addition I also 
attended many workshops and community trainings 
focused on sustainable development for non-
government organisations.

In addition, updating Free To Shine’s library 
management system was an important aspect of 
my year. Free To Shine puts a lot of importance on 
our mobile library and with over 600 girls in our 
program, collecting and recording enough books 
took many, many hours. Free To Shine received many 
great donations and we were able to purchase many 
new books for our girls as well. In our new selection 
we have inspiring books like “I am Malala”, “Test 
of Life” and “A Proper Woman”. I would also like 
to mention that a very generous donor purchased 
a copy of “A Proper Woman” for every girl on our 
program aged 14+, we are very thankful for his gift 
and so happy to see such a great book in the hands 
of so many. 

Finally, I would like to highlight our teamwork and 
the positivity that surrounds our work. Our team 
often faces difficult and stressful decisions so it 
is very important that everyone feels supported 
and we look out for one another like family. Our 
Education Officers are very skilled at risk assessment 
and truly care for our girls. They work hard to 
learn everything about a situation, then brainstorm 
possible solutions and refer to our Social Work 
Program for severe cases. I am very proud of 
everyone at Free To Shine for creating such a good 
working environment and for supporting each other 
as much as we do. I am very happy that we have a 
strong, passionate and caring team. Thank you for 
your continued support of Free To Shine.

LETTERS FROM THE TEAM



LETTERS FROM THE TEAM

Hello, my name is Bona and I am an Education 
Officer at Free To Shine. 
I have been working with Free To Shine for almost 
2 years, and I have experienced and learnt a lot 
from this job. Free To Shine is helping girls be free 
from exploitation and trafficking by facilitating their 
access to education. In rural areas, the poor families 
are living in complex and difficult situations and 
many parents have chosen to take their children 
out of school in order to make money for the family. 
Some work can be dangerous for the girls and 
many of the families do not realise this.  Another 
important part of our job is to explain to families 
the importance of education and that it is the best 
way for them to improve their living conditions. The 
girls in our program are supported in many ways and 
their safety is our number one priority. Moreover, 
we visit them monthly to see how they are doing 
in school or if there is something that has changed 
within their family, we even check on their other 
family members too. Now they are like one part of 
a big family because they always tell me everything 
about their family and I deeply care about each 
family. All in all, I have learnt a lot about their lives 
and I really love my job because it allows me to 
help my people in a sustainable way. Thank you to 
everyone who supports Free To Shine, we are so 
thankful!

My name is Sayorn and I am an Education 
Officer at Free To Shine.
 I have worked at Free To Shine for nearly two years 
and it is my dream job. I always used to go to Free 
To Shine’s website and check if they needed new 
members and eventually they did! While working 
with Free To Shine, I found a new world for me, 
meeting with girls and their families. They are 
not too different from me, born from uneducated 
parents, financial issues and also violence. These 
situations push me to work hard and to help them 
not just because of work responsibility, but from the 
heart, from a girl who faced it all before and wanting 
to help navigate hard situations. I always remind 
myself “don’t let a bad situation destroy your whole 
life. It just appeared in a short period of time but 
if you give up, it is forevermore. Just keep fighting 
and be strong, keep your dream alive. You can do 
it, believe in yourself!” Whenever girls feel down, I 
always talk with them and help them overcome their 
obstacles and focus on the future. Girls inspire me to 
keep strong when I feel down because they need my 
help and I can’t give up, the community needs our 
help too. Working at Free To Shine is like working 
with family, we all work together to accomplish our 
goals and provide the best service we can. I am so 
appreciative to all sponsors and people who support 
Free To Shine. Your help makes huge changes to our 
girls’ lives. We really need your support to continue 
our girls’ dreams and improve this large community. 
Thank you again for your incredible support!
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LETTERS FROM THE TEAM

Hello, I am Saify, an Education Officer  
at Free To Shine. 
Before this position, I had never worked with a non-
profit organisation and it has been an incredible 
experience to learn so much, so fast. Before I started 
working here, I learned that Free To Shine helps 
girls in rural areas in Siem Reap who struggle with 
poverty and violence in their families; especially, 
girls who are at risk of sex trafficking. I have now 
visited many girls and learned about their families’ 
conditions. It is a big surprise when I meet parents 
who do not prioritise their children’s safety and 
education. Some girls were left with grandparents 
since they were babies, and others study and work 
at the same time to try and earn money to support 
their families. The girls are very strong, and I really 
appreciate their hard work to overcome the many 
difficulties they face. I would like to carry on working 
with Free To Shine because I want to see our girls 
have a bright future and be successful and graduate 
school. Thus, they can improve their families to 
be better. Working with Free To Shine, I have 
learned a lot from the whole team such as how to 
communicate and react to girls who have problems, 
how to work very closely with many people and 
also how to problem solve difficult scenarios. I find 
the whole team very supportive as I can approach 
anyone, anytime to discuss concerns I have in my 
work. Finally, another reason I am glad to be working 
here with Free To Shine is because the organisation 
takes a lot of care and pays attention to the team’s 
health and safety. I strongly believe that I provide a 
good benefit to the organisation and the girls and 
will continue to learn and use that knowledge to help 
my community. Thank you for your support, we all 
really appreciate it.

My name is Ronouch and I am an Education 
Officer at Free To Shine.
I have been working with Free To Shine since 
October 2016. It is a great experience to work with 
the community especially with the young girls. I 
have learned how to identify concerns, human rights 
violations and the importance of schooling. When I 
started here at Free To Shine, I learned that there are 
many people that need our help and support. I did 
not know that so many people were living in difficult 
conditions and ignored by society. Many do not 
know their basic human rights or they experience 
violence within their family. People sometimes 
assume that people in difficult situations are there 
because they do not work hard but that is not true, 
they work very hard but cannot break the cycle of 
poverty and inequality.

Therefore, I am really pleased to work with Free To 
Shine because I can provide girls care and safety 
by visiting them every month and learning about 
their living conditions. When a girl in our program 
experiences a problem, I am happy to be involved 
to help them solve it calmly. Working with Free To 
Shine has taught me how important investing in 
girls’ education is and that education is the best 
way to improve someone’s future. I also have learnt 
from the girls’ problems to prevent another girl 
from the same situation, case by case. As I am one 
of the many female staff members at Free To Shine 
I also give value to my education and I have never 
felt tired or discouraged from pursuing my own 
education and training. I would like to say thank 
you for your valued support in my education. I have 
also learned a lot about team work while at Free To 
Shine. We cooperate very closely with each other 
even our team’s management is quite open with us 
to share the work and advise me to do my best and 
to voice any concerns I have. We have an agenda 
meeting every Monday and Friday and girl concerns 
are shared in a meeting twice a week. I am happy to 
work with Free To Shine and I will continue to do my 
best to help our girls and the community. Thank you!



Free To Shine conducts an agricultural training.  
A Free To Shine team member received a 
Bachelor degree in Agriculture and delivered 
group training sessions. Team members learned 
about the types of seeds we distribute, how to 
yield the best produce and the nutritional value  
of the vegetables provided.

TIMELINE

Trafficking In Persons Report released rating 
Cambodia a Tier 2 country, highlighting it as a 

source, destination and transit country  
for human trafficking. 

July 2017

August 2017

Free To Shine celebrated many staff graduations 
including Bachelor degrees in Law, Social 
Science, Education, Agriculture and a Masters 
Degree in Entrepreneurship Management. 
Meanwhile, the team was busy with back-to-
school deliveries for our beneficiaries and 
community presentations leading up to the  
start of the school year.

October 2017

In collaboration with another local NGO, Caring 
for Cambodia, Sreymom, Free To Shine’s Program 
Officer planned and facilitated a two-part Gender 
and Equity training for the entire team.

December 2017

Free To Shine joined the ReThink Orphanages 
Network where we work to educate the public 
about the harmful practices of the orphanage 

model as it coincides with tourism  
and exploitation.

September 2017

Free To Shine planned and hosted Siem Reap’s 
first ever Vegan & Vegetarian Food Festival.  

It was Free To Shine’s first fundraising event in 
Siem Reap and was an incrEDIBLE success with 

15 restaurants, cafes and farms and over 200 
people in attendance.

November 2017

year at a glance
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Free To Shine received funding to improve the 
team’s safety during their long, daily commutes. 
With the funding, we purchased comprehensive 

first aid kits, smart phones and a two year 
subscription to the VeriSafe application to 

streamline emergency response. 

May 2018

Free To Shine and Project Futures team together 
to host ‘From Trauma to Triumph’ in Queensland 
with special guests Somaly Mam and Sina Vann. 

Somaly is a best selling author and human 
rights activist listed in Time Magazine’s 100 

most influential people and Fortune Magazine’s 
Most Powerful Women. Sandy Bolton, MP, was 
the evening’s MC and facilitated emotional and 

memorable discussions with  
all the women involved. 

March 2018

Free To Shine finalised it’s ‘Choose Your Own 
Adventure’ experience as a way to educate 
tourists and visitors about life in rural Cambodia 
without exploiting or disrupting the communities 
with which we work. Referencing 8 years of case 
studies, participants are asked to navigate the 
difficult decisions that many of our beneficiaries 
face with varied outcomes and related effects.  
This user experience is now available for those 
visiting Siem Reap, Cambodia and will help raise 
funds for the program.

June 2018

Free To Shine filmed a documentary interviewing 
successful Cambodian women to show young 
girls the range of careers available to them. 
A series of 14 screenings and goal setting 
workshops were delivered throughout Siem 
Reap Province. The project reached 349 girls 
and aimed to inspire and broaden their ideas 
about the many pathways that can lead to career 
success.

April 2018

Free To Shine joined 3PC (Partnership Program 
for the Protection of Children), a networking 
partnership that aims to strengthen child 
protection systems around the world. As a new 
member, Free To Shine received a comprehensive 
one day child protection training from Friends 
International.

February 2018

Cambodia’s first ever Arts Therapy Conference, 
‘Nourish’, took place in Phnom Penh. Free To 

Shine’s Social Workers and Program Coordinator 
attended the 4 day conference and subsequently 

incorporated new art therapy methods in 
their social work interventions and community 

trainings. 

January 2018



OUR  
IMPACT
OUR  
IMPACT
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Social Work Program
In Cambodia, access to social work is extremely 
limited, especially in rural areas. According to 
UNICEF, in 2016 Cambodia had only 1 Social Worker 
for every 25,000 people. In mid-2016, Free To Shine 
established a Social Work Program to improve our 
Family-Based Care model and child protection 
efforts. We are fortunate to now have three 
experienced and competent Social Workers to help 
provide intensive tailored support to the girls and 
families we enrol. 

Since its introduction in 2016, the Social Work 
Program has become a central and integral piece 
of our mission to strengthen families and the 
communities in which they live, to keep children safe 
and in education. It is internationally recognised that 
Social Workers play a key role in protecting children, 
including preventing and responding to violence and 
exploitation. Access to social work support is widely 
considered to be pivotal in minimising risk factors 
that increase the probability of child trafficking, and 
strengthening the protective factors that promote 
children’s safety. Finally, Social Workers play an 
important role keeping children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds in school, which can subsequently 
expand opportunities for employment among a 
variety of other benefits in later life. Children living 
in poverty need more than just teachers’ support to 
succeed, they need social workers to address the 
underlying root causes of their absences or poor 
performance in school. 

Family-Based Care 
Our Social Workers adhere to a Family-Based Care 
model, which recognises the best place for a child is 
within a safe home with their family. It is a common 
finding within child protection research that children 
are more likely to experience positive outcomes 
when raised within a safe family environment, 
where positive relationships to family members, a 
sense of belonging, connection to community, and 
cultural identity are maintained. Because we believe 
in keeping families together, and understand that 
children exist within the context of an interactive 
ecological system of relationships, it is important 
that our Social Workers support, and collaborate 
with, the family and community as a whole as 
opposed to exclusively focusing our support on 
the girls we enrol. Further, by utilising a strengths-
based framework, our Social Workers draw on 
and connect the existing strengths and resources 
within the family and community, and build upon 
the factors which protect children, weaving a strong 
safety net of support. We believe this approach 
is more sustainable, because as families and 
communities become stronger and more educated 
via our support, they are in turn more capable and 
likely to prioritise the safety and education of their 
young ones. According to UNICEF Cambodia, a 
holistic model of Family-Based Care that focuses on 
prevention “provides a more cohesive, sustainable 
and cost-effective way to address child protection, 
resulting in longer-term, more sustainable impacts 
for children”. 

SOCIAL WORK



Case Management 
Our three Social Workers work closely with our 
Education Officers, and intervene when particularly 
challenging cases arise. Our Education Officers are 
trained to monitor their cases for “red flags” that 
potentially place children at risk. This might include, 
but is not limited to: safety issues, prolonged 
absence from school, substance misuse, family 
violence, death or illness of a family member and 
lack of nutrition. When any of these concerns are 
identified, the case is discussed with a Social Worker 
and the Program Manager within a Safety Meeting, 
and where necessary, referred to the Social Work 
Program for more intensive support and case 
management. When a referral is accepted and target 
concerns are identified, Social Workers develop a 
tailored intervention plan to address the concerns 
with the overarching goal of first prioritising safety 
within the home and then supporting the continued 
education for the young person.   

Some key Red Flags to 
identify a child at risk, 
leading to a referral to 
the Social Work Program 
include: 
•  A safety issue or incident at home 

 or at school 

• Chronic absence from school

•  A girl or sibling stops attending school 

• Alcohol or drug abuse in the family

• Family violence 

• Death or serious injury in the family

• Hunger

• Children living alone 
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SOCIAL WORK

Referral Workflow for Social Work Program
At the close of the 2017-2018 fiscal year, 19.3% or 112 girls and their families were receiving social work support. 
These cases remain under the case management of the Social Work Program indefinitely, until the red flags for 
concern are addressed, risks minimised and the family situation has stabilised, allowing for the child to return 
to school. A monitoring plan is developed and the case can then be referred back to the Education Officers for 
regular monthly visits, discussed through Safety Meetings and Case Conferencing. The case studies below are a 
few examples of our social work intervention.

REFERRAL TO SOCIAL WORK PROGRAM APPROVAL DECISION

REFERRAL NOT ACCEPTED 
TO SOCIAL WORK PROGRAM 
AND CASE RETURNED TO EO

REFERRAL ACCEPTED 
CASE IS TRANSFERRED TO 
SOCIAL WORK PROGRAM

RETURN TO EO AND DISCUSS REASON 
WHY ‘NOT APPROVED’ AND PLAN TO 
CHECK IN NEXT MONTH FOR UPDATE

PROGRAM COORDINATOR 
ADDS INFORMATION TO:

MASTER DATABASE, CONCERN LOG
& GIRLS CHECKLIST

SOCIAL WORKERS
ADD INFORMATION TO:

SOCIAL WORK SUMMARY LIST 
& SOCIAL WORK CASE NOTES

WHY NOT APPROVED:
• NO CONCERN OR NOT SIGNIFICANT

• NO RISK OF DROPOUT

EDUCATION OFFICER 
(EO) REPORTS CASE 
IN SAFETY MEETING 

(WITHIN 48 HOURS)

EO & PROGRAM 
MANAGER (PM) 

COMPLETE 
INTERNAL

REFERRAL FORM

PM DISCUSSES 
INTERNAL REFERRAL 
FORM WITH SOCIAL 

WORKER (SW)

IDENTIFY RED FLAG 
FOR CHILD AT RISK

THE SW TEAM CREATE AN INDIVIDUAL 
INTERVENTION AND SAFETY PLAN FOR EACH 
CASE AND PROVIDE ADDITIONAL SUPPORT TO 
THE GIRL AND HER FAMILY UNTIL THE THREAT 

OR CAUSE FOR CONCERN IS ADDRESSED



Free To Shine first came into 
contact with Sopheak’s family 
during one of our community 
trainings in their village. 
Sopheak’s father spoke to 
Free To Shine’s Education 
Officers about his daughter and 
family situation and an initial 
assessment was scheduled for 
later that week. 

The assessment revealed that 
Sopheak’s family was living in 
extreme poverty, had substantial 
loans and lacked consistent 
income. Sopheak was walking 
4-5km to school each way alone, 
which raised safety concerns. 
She also suffered from poor 
health and nutrition, making 
her feel weak and negatively 
affecting her performance and 
attendance in school. 

Soon after the initial assessment, 
at just 10 years old, she dropped 
out of school completely. The 
family’s precarious financial 
situation along with Sopheak’s 
discontinued education placed 
her at a higher risk of trafficking 
and other forms of exploitation. 

Due to the above factors, 
Sopheak was enrolled in our 
program and soon after referred 
to our Social Work Program for 
more intensive intervention.

Intervention TIMELINE

 November 2016
•  Sopheak’s family moves away from their rural hometown to another 

village closer to town in search of work. Sopheak then drops out of 
primary school due to health problems, lack of transportation and 
insufficient family income.

•   Free To Shine Social Worker San meets with Sopheak’s father to 
speak about the importance and long-term benefits of education. 
They discuss where Sopheak can re-enrol in school, but the local 
school is far from their new home. 

•  The case is discussed in a Safety Meeting, all options are considered 
and a plan is made to follow up with the parents individually and 
together to prioritise Sopeak’s education. 

December 2016
•  Sopheak moves in with her grandmother in order to be closer 

to school and begins attending school regularly. This is a great 
achievement, but considered a temporary solution, as the family 
would prefer to live together. 

December 2016 - January 2017
•  San continues to speak with Sopheak’s parents and regularly visits 

Sopheak at her grandmother’s house to monitor her attendance in 
school and wellbeing. During the visits, San delivers school supplies, 
extra class tuition, library books and other resources. 

February 2017
•  Sopheak’s situation changes again and she returns to live with her 

parents in order to help take care of her younger siblings. Sopheak 
once again discontinues primary school, leaving grade 4. The family 
moves houses a second time and San works hard to track them down.

March 2017
•  San continues to work with the parents, encouraging them to return 

Sopheak to school. He advises them about the Cambodian law which 
requires children to attend school until a minimum of grade 9. 

•  San meets with the family once again and they finally agree to re-
enrol Sopheak in school after the upcoming holidays. San encourages 
them to send her back before the holiday so she does not fall further 
behind. After some deliberation, the family agrees and San assists in 
calling the local School Director and registering Sopheak in grade 4

•  San follows up to confirm that both Sopheak and her younger sister 
are re-enrolled in school and attending classes regularly. Sopheak’s 

SOCIAL WORK CASE STUDY  |  SOPHEAK

Social Work 
Case Study: 
Sopheak
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father says that he wants to follow Free To Shine’s advice and keep 
his daughters enrolled in school and in our program. He reports to 
San that his daughters are so happy to be back in school. Sopheak 
receives a great score on her first exam.

•  San delivers new uniforms and other school materials to Sopheak’s 
home and checks in with each family member. 

April 2017 - May 2017
•  Sopheak is still regularly attending school. Her old bike is replaced 

with a new, better functioning one by the Free To Shine team so that 
she has more reliable transportation.

June 2017
•  Through regular school and home visits, San observes that Sopheak is 

doing very well in grade 4 and has near-perfect attendance. Sopheak 
regularly comments on her new bike and how much easier it is for her 
to get to and from school. 

July 2017 
•  San learns from the family that Sopheak was injured in a motorbike 

accident. She was riding with her uncle across a bridge and was 
thrown from the bike into a pond. A passerby helped Sopheak and she 
was taken to the hospital. Sopheak suffered from a chest injury and 
stayed in hospital for 5 days. San spoke with the family and scheduled 
a home visit once Sopheak was discharged from hospital.

•  San visits the family and speaks with them about the accident. 
Sopheak reports that she is having nightmares, feels anxious 
and fearful around loud noises, is still in pain and is experiencing 
flashbacks and other symptoms of trauma. San notes that Sopheak 
is shaking and has trouble talking about the accident. Sopheak once 
again stops attending school during her recovery. She is taking 
medicine to manage pain. San encourages Sopheak and her parents 
to talk with the doctor and report her symptoms of trauma. 

•  The case is discussed in a Safety Meeting with the Social Workers and 
Program Manager. A plan is put in place to follow up on her health 
and attendance with school.

•  San and Kongkea (another Free To Shine Social Worker) team 
up to conduct the next family visit. They talk at length with each 
family member and notice improvement in Sopheak’s demeanour. 
Kongkea asks Sopheak questions about the accident, and she is 
more composed and able to relay the sequence of events. Kongkea 
suggests that Sopheak write down her feelings and memories of the 
incident to help her recover. She also suggests that Sopheak keep 
a journal of her dreams, as she is still experiencing nightmares and 
difficulty sleeping. Kongkea and San encourage the family to speak 
with Sopheak’s teachers about the accident and see if she can finish 
the school year early, as she has already completed her final exams.



OUR SOCIAL WORK PROGRAM  |  CASE STUDIES

July 2017 - December 2017
•  Kongkea and San continue to visit Sopheak regularly. Just a few 

months after the accident, Sopheak is doing much better and has 
returned to school. She tells her Social Workers she can now drive 
over the bridge where the accident happened and that journaling 
about her feelings and dreams has helped a lot. San and Kongkea also 
meet with Sopheak’s teacher and are told that “Sopheak is doing very 
well in her studies and is always helping other students”. 

December 2017
•  Sopheak and her family move back to their hometown. Free To 

Shine liaises with Sopheak’s new school to ensure that she re-enrols 
immediately and is all set to begin the new school year. Sopheak is 
happy to be back in her hometown, surrounded by old friends who 
support her. She says she is no longer frightened and is able to control 
her emotions. Sopheak’s father has secured a new job in construction 
and the family’s financial situation is improving.

January 2018
•  Sopheak has made extraordinary progress and is referred back to 

Free To Shine’s Education Officers.

February 2018 - Present
•  Sopheak continues to receive monthly visits from her Education 

Officer to address her family situation, health, education and safety. 
She and her family are doing very well and we are excited for 
Sopheak’s bright future!

“ I want to thank Free To Shine 
and my sponsor who support my 
studying. Without your help maybe 
I cannot attend school. I promise 
that I will try to study until finish 
grade 12 and help others in the 
future.” -SOPHEAK

Impact
In addition to the progress 
detailed above, Sopheak and her 
family have benefited from other 
aspects of our program over 
the years. Just like every family 
on our program, Sopheak’s 
family receives 10 types of 
seeds monthly and assistance 
in growing a vegetable garden. 
They have been successful 
in growing a variety of fruits 
and vegetables (particularly 
zucchini) which has dramatically 
improved Sopheak’s health and 
energy levels, and supplements 
the family’s income when they 
sell excess vegetables to their 
neighbours. They also received a 
water filter, which has minimised 
the children’s absences from 
school due to waterborne 
illnesses. 

Sopheak’s Father: “Many thanks 
to Free To Shine who always look 
out for my family and support 
my children’s education and 
health! Even though my family 
moved a lot you never stopped 
motivating and supporting my 
daughter to be in school.”’

Sopheak has told her social 
workers that she hopes to 
become a nurse when she’s older 
so she can help people who go 
through traumatic events like her 
accident. 

*Name has been changed to protect  
her identity. 
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SAFETY

OUR TEAM’s SAFETY
Safety is the most central of our five Free To Shine 
values, guiding all the actions we take and decisions 
we make. As a child protection organisation, 
ensuring the safety of our beneficiaries is our main 
focus. However, we must carefully consider the 
safety of our team as well. Without a safe, secure 
and solid team, we would be unable to deliver our 
program and keep the girls safe. 

Our Education Officers and Social Workers have 
extremely difficult jobs and face risky situations 
almost every day. Four out of five of their weekdays 
are spent out in the field conducting family and 
school visits and delivering resources. The villages 
where we work are spread out around the province, 
some in very rural areas that are challenging to 
access. Our team members travel up to an hour 
and a half each way by motorbike to ensure each 
girl on our program is visited regularly. These 
motorbike trips can be gruelling, especially during 
the rainy season filled with heavy monsoons, 
lightning storms and flash floods. The dry season 
also presents challenges as temperatures reach 
into the 40’s°C/104°F. To reduce risks while 
travelling, the teams travel in groups, take breaks 
and communicate risks with each other. Still, we 
worry about their safety on the roads, especially 
as traffic accidents are consistently the leading 
cause of death in Cambodia. More concerning still 
is the fact that ambulance service in Cambodia is 
almost nonexistent and public emergency telephone 
numbers often go unanswered. 

Once the teams reach their destination, they may 
encounter additional risks and safety concerns. 
When conducting family visits, they enter our 
beneficiaries’ homes to assess the environment, 
monitor the girls’ safety and check in with the 
parents. Most of the time, they are welcomed by 
the girl and her family and treated with respect. 
However, many of the families we work with struggle 
with issues such as alcohol and drug abuse, family 
violence or other conflicts, so our staff have to 
proceed with caution and be on the lookout for red 
flags. They conduct these visits in pairs so that they 
have some support if needed. 

Considering all of the above, we took several key 
steps this year to improve the safety of our team: 

First, in December 2017, all 20 members of our team 
in Siem Reap received Primary and Secondary Care 
First Aid training and became certified First Aiders 
through AITS First Aid Cambodia. The training 
taught us how to assess a scene, gather medical 
information, check for head and spinal injury, treat 
wounds, injuries, dog and snake bites, and perform 
CPR, among many other things. These skills are 
crucial for our team not only to ensure their own 
safety, but also to be able to help our beneficiaries 
and their families if we are present during an 
emergency situation. 

We then purchased comprehensive first aid kits, one 
for each group to carry with them when working out 
in the field and one to keep in our Siem Reap office. 
We consulted with AITS First Aid Cambodia to select 
and order first aid kits with all the supplies we might 
need from an internationally recognised supplier. 

Finally, we received support to purchase smart 
phones for each group, allowing us to purchase a 
two year subscription to a new safety application 
called “VeriSafe”. The application streamlines 
communications in emergency situations and has the 
following capabilities: 

•  A Help Button that immediately notifies everyone 
on an emergency list. 

•  When the ‘Help’ button is pressed, a five second 
countdown begins, and when it reaches zero, the 
Emergency Contact(s) are sent a text message and 
email alerting them of the situation.

•  The message includes a link to the team’s GPS 
location, allowing for a speedy response. 

•  The Contacts also receive an automated phone call 
to alert them - just in case they don’t see the text 
message.

•  An “At Risk Button” is also included to manage 
team members’ safety in risky situations. After 
pressing the “At Risk” button, the team member is 
then prompted to confirm their safety at different 
intervals. If too much time passes without a safety 
check then the emergency contacts are notified 
with the GPS location. 

In addition to the technology above, AITS has 
offered to support Free To Shine in emergency 
situations and be “on-call” if assistance is needed. 
These measures will improve our communication 
as a team and our ability to respond quickly and 
efficiently in case of an emergency. 



GENDER EQUITY
One of Free To Shine’s five core values is EQUITY. 
We made a conscious decision to choose the word 
equity (which means to give everyone what they 
need to be successful) rather than equality (which 
means to treat everyone the same) as it more 
accurately represents us as an organisation and 
guides the choices we make. We don’t believe we 
should treat every one of our beneficiaries exactly 
the same, as there are some cases that require 
additional resources and attention. For example, 
we have an extenuating circumstances fund that 
supports the girls and families who need it most. 

“ I have found that gender equity is a roadmap 
for raising equality between genders. It’s really 
important to think freely and honestly in order 
to understand and educate people about gender 
role stereotypes. Once people understand the 
stereotypes and how they can be harmful they can 
start to change their mindset to improve relations 
and build harmony in the family and community.” 
 - SREYMOM, PROGRAM OFFICER

Gender equity is important to Free To Shine as an 
organisation. We have chosen to support girls not 
because we don’t believe trafficking happens to 
boys - it most certainly does - but because 99.4% 
of people trafficked for sex globally are women and 
girls*. Additionally, taking into account the cultural 
context of where we work, women and girls in 
Cambodia have historically been subject to strict 
gender norms and stereotypes. Though there has 
been progress in recent years, these norms are still 
very engrained in the culture and are even taught in 
schools. 

“ A Gender equity program is crucial in order to 
achieve change for girls and women in education 
and leadership. Old, traditional Cambodian culture 
places too much value in masculinity, although it 
has slightly changed, there is still a large gap in 
equality between men and women. With Gender 
Equity programs, people will have the opportunity 
to enact change and improve their community 
regardless of their gender.” - SREYMOM

This year, we took several steps to promote gender 
equity in the Free To Shine workplace as well as in 
the communities where we work. 

As evidenced by her words above, Sreymom, our 
Program Officer, is extremely passionate about 

EQUITY

promoting gender equity in Cambodian society 
and within our workplace. In September, Sreymom 
sought out a partnership with the Gender Equity 
Program Manager at Caring for Cambodia, another 
charity in Siem Reap supporting youth. Together, 
they co-developed and facilitated a full-day training 
for our staff members focused on the complex, often 
sensitive topic of “Gender Roles & Stereotypes”.

The training aimed to examine and challenge the 
participant’s attitudes and beliefs about gender, 
to create a safe forum for discussion and to gain 
higher understanding of other gender identities. 
Throughout the day they covered topics such as 
the differences between sex and gender, traditional 
gender roles, stereotypes and power dynamics and 
gender. Thanks to Sreymom’s encouragement and 
provoking facilitation, the day was packed full of 
reflective activities, debate and lively conversation. 
The training concluded with an activity where 
participants honestly reflected on what they learned 
that day – and several reported that the way they 
thought about gender had changed.

Sreymom then held a second gender equity training 
for the team to keep the conversation going and 
deepen our understanding of gender equity. 

It is our plan that the knowledge and skills our 
Education Officers and Social Workers gain from 
these trainings will assist them in relating to and 
working with the girls and families we support. 
Already, our Education Officers and Social Workers 
have started to incorporate more discussion of 
gender-related topics into their regular check-ins 
with girls and their families. Next year, once our staff 
members feel comfortable and well-versed in the 
subject, we plan to conduct a community workshop 
focused on gender and equity. 

* Global Estimates of Modern Slavery, 8.7 Alliance, International 
Labour Organisation, Walk Free Foundation and International 
Organisation for Migration, Geneva, 2017
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HOUSE BUILDS

BUILDING HOUSES
This year Free To Shine built five houses. When 
Free To Shine receives a house build donation we 
choose a family from our house build assessment 
list and determine who receives the donation based 
on  severity of need. When completing a house 
build, Free To Shine involves the entire family in all 
stages. We strongly believe the family receiving 
the donation should design and plan the home they 
want to live in. It is also important to use locally 
sourced material and construction workers who 
live in the village we’re supporting. This allows the 
entire community to benefit from the build. These 
donations have truly changed the lives of each and 
every family member and we are very appreciative 
to those who have donated to help protect these 
families.

AFTER

BEFORE

AFTER



Case Study: dav’s* HOUSE
Dav has been enrolled in our program for over two years and is an intelligent and hardworking 
young girl. Dav lives with her mother, father and younger brother. Her parents are both construction 
workers and rarely have time at home. They often leave for days on end to find work and Dav is 
responsible for looking after the house and her younger brother. She is in 4th grade and loves 
teaching her younger brother, who is in 1st grade, everything she learns in school.

Before this donation, Dav and her family were living in an old house made of palm leaves and 
bamboo. Their old house was over twenty years old and completely falling apart. 

The sides of the house were missing large pieces of palm and bamboo and the roof of the house 
leaked every time it rained. The foundation and support beams were also deteriorating and very 
unsafe. Dav’s mother told us that when there is wind or rain, the family leaves the house and sleeps 
under the mango tree nearby. This was extremely alarming, especially considering Dav’s parents are 
not always able to come home at night, leaving her and her younger brother alone and outside.

Since partnering with Dav’s family two years ago, we have been very impressed with how the family 
has prioritised Dav and her younger brother’s future and how receptive her parents have been to 
the Education Officers and Social Workers’ ideas and suggestions. In the family’s case notes, Free 
To Shine team members comment on how welcoming every family member is and that their home 
is always clean and organised, regardless of its condition.

Dav’s family was absolutely blown away when they learned they would be receiving a house 
donation. They have agreed to prioritise Dav and her younger brother’s education and promised to 
take care of the home. Her family hired one local construction worker and did a lot of the work by 
themselves to save money on labour. The build went by very quickly, members of their village also 
volunteered to help with the construction because they were so happy to see this family receive 
such a life-changing gift.

Most importantly, the new home has much better security with a working door and lock to keep the 
children safe, if the parents have to work late. We will continue to monitor the children’s safety and 
encourage the parents to do the same.

Since Dav’s new home has been completed, she says she feels so much safer, happier and loves 
being able to do her homework in her new home. 

*Name has been changed to protect her identity.
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HOUSE BUILDS



VOLEA
Volea* is 15 years old and studying in grade 3.  
Volea has developmental delays which have 
impacted her academic progress and social skills. 
This was reflected by a struggle to pass exams and 
advance to the next grade along with her peers. 
Volea had difficulty maintaining friendships and 
presented as highly distressed and overwhelmed 
when meeting new members of the Free To Shine 
team. 

At home, the family faced financial challenges 
with very limited income to support their family 
and provide a safe and stable home environment. 
Last year, Volea’s parents made the decision to 
take Volea to Thailand while they found work. 
Volea did not work while in Thailand due to her 
age and developmental delays. When we learned 
of her migration to Thailand, we interviewed their 
neighbours and family members and eventually 
tracked down a phone number for Volea’s mother. 
We spoke with her mother about the important role 
that education plays in providing opportunities to 
further Volea’s social and academic development. 
We regularly spoke with Volea’s mother over a 
three-month period to discuss their plans for Volea’s 
education. We enlisted the support of Volea’s aunt in 
Siem Reap to determine if Volea could live with her 
and return to the same school.

Eventually, Volea’s mother agreed for Volea to return 
to Cambodia with her older brother and re-enrol in 
school. Once back in Cambodia, we immediately 
visited Volea at home to make sure she was safe. 
Volea appeared healthy and had grown up, she was 
pleased to see Free To Shine coming to visit. We 
began working with the School Director to have 

Volea re-enrolled in school, and helped to explain 
the reason for the period of absence. The School 
Director was very happy to see Volea return to 
school and said “I am so happy that Free To Shine 
didn’t give up on Volea and was so patient with her 
family.”

Having built a strong relationship with Volea, her 
social skills have improved significantly over the 
past year, and she is no longer shy, withdrawn or 
nervous during her visits with us. Volea welcomes 
Education Officers to sit and talk with her and her 
aunt. Working collaboratively with Volea’s aunt, Free 
To Shine encouraged development of Volea’s life 
skills such as keeping good hygiene, organising her 
clothes, cooking meals and watering the vegetable 
garden. Her aunt worked with Volea side-by-side to 
help her to master these skills until she was confident 
all by herself. We have also helped Volea’s aunt with 
suggestions and activities to help with Volea’s social 
and cognitive development which have seen great 
improvements since returning to school. 

Volea rides her bike to school every morning with a 
close group of friends from her village. We regularly 
visit Volea at her home and school to monitor her 
education and safety. Volea’s teacher told us “even 
though [Volea] was very late to school this year, she 
is catching up very quickly and doing well.” Volea 
has maintained very good attendance as well and 
never misses any homework. 

Nowadays, Volea has been in school for six months 
and is on track to pass to Grade 4. We are happy to 
see Volea laughing with her friends and her Aunt, 
looking happy and healthy and we are relieved to 
know she is safe and in school.

*Name has been changed to protect her identity. 

SUCCESS 
STORIES
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SUCCESS STORIES

Emergency Relief Package
Although Free To Shine strongly believes in 
more sustainable, empowering practices, 
there are certain times when a family or 
individual must immediately be given 
financial assistance or food in order to 
get through extremely difficult times. 
Our extenuating circumstance fund and 
emergency relief packages are given out in 
the following situations: 

1.  If there is a death of an immediate family 
member who was the main source of 
income for the family.

2.  After a serious accident that has left the 
family with no income potential or in 
need of medical attention that cannot be 
obtained without financial assistance.

These packages and funds can make a world 
of difference during a very serious and 
difficult time. If you’re able to donate an 
emergency relief package and help a family 
during their time of need,  
visit www.freetoshine.org/give 

POV
Pov* joined Free To Shine in November of 2014 and 
is currently 15 years old. Pov’s upbringing has had 
many difficult moments linked to severe poverty, 
loans, and illnesses within her family. Since joining 
Free To Shine’s program, Pov has made dramatic 
improvements in her schooling and day-to-day 
health. Her family’s financial struggles improved 
slightly and Free To Shine continues to encourage 
them to make payments on their loan and save as 
much money as possible. The majority of their loans 
were taken out to pay for previous hospital visits and 
medical bills. In June 2018 Pov’s Education Officer 
visited her at home and learned that just hours 
before, her father passed away. 

The family was devastated and the sudden death 
left them with no source of income and no money to 
purchase food. Free To Shine was able to act quickly 
and provide an ‘Emergency Relief Package’ that 
afternoon for the family. Each ‘Emergency Relief 
Package’ contains a substantial amount of rice, fish 
cans, other condiments/ingredients for cooking and 
filtered water. The relief package of supplies allows 
the family to have their most basic needs met before 
we begin providing counseling and social work 
support. 

This emergency relief package allows the family to 
grieve and recuperate after this sudden loss and 
takes the pressure off the family to immediately find 
a source of income. This pressure would have likely 
gone to Pov since she is the eldest daughter. 

Free To Shine will continue to visit Pov and her 
family on a regular basis to provide counseling 
and support through this difficult time. The Social 
Workers are also helping the mother find a source 
of income close to their home so her children can 
continue to focus on their education.

*Name has been changed to protect her identity.



FUTURE GOALS 
documentary

“ In the future, I want to be an ambassador who 
can make good relationships with all kinds of 
nations. I will speak a lot of languages too.”
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FUTURE GOALS

future goals DOCUMENTARY
Over the years we have learned that improving 
access to education for disadvantaged girls 
is not always enough; without strong goals, 
encouragement and inspiration, many of these 
girls would opt to abandon their educations before 
the state-mandated grade 9 minimum, in favor of 
seeking unskilled and/or irregular employment to 
subsidise their family incomes. In order to escape the 
cycle of poverty, girls must understand the value of 
education and remain committed to their goals for 
the future during the most challenging times. 

Setting goals and making plans are fundamental 
to a successful education, career and life. In our 
experience, the girls on our program typically aspire 
only to the professions that they can see firsthand, 
such as teaching, farming, selling at the market or 
working in construction.

After much deliberation and planning, The Future 
Goals Project was launched, aimed to broaden girls’ 
ideas about the types of occupations that exist, and 
the many pathways that can lead to career success. 
In order to inspire and expose girls to the range of 
professional opportunities that women can, and do, 

excel in, we created a documentary film interviewing 
Cambodian women about their traditional and 
non-traditional careers, and conducted a series of 
screenings and goal-setting workshops. 

The film features a lineup of 12 extraordinary 
Cambodian women who have excelled in a wide 
range of professions. These professions include:

• Executive Director of a local charity 
• Police Officer in the Anti-Trafficking Unit  
• Author of ‘A Proper Woman’ 
• Singer and Musician  
• Social Worker 
• Doctor 
•  Deputy Director of a University and  

Board Director of an International school

• Small Business Owner

• Tour Guide 
• Tuk-Tuk Driver 
• Lawyer 
• Owner of a Social Enterprise



The documentary film interviews women from 
each of the above-listed professions about their 
childhood, education, and career paths. Many of 
these women were born into poor families and 
faced barriers to achieving their educational and 
professional goals, so they could easily relate to the 
girls on our program. Each interview concludes with 
key messages and powerful words of inspiration to 
encourage the young female viewers:

“ …I want to share some advice with every child 
who is facing problems, especially girls. I want 
you all to be willing to work hard for your future. 
You have to dream… If you have a dream, it can be 
something encouraging you to fight and overcome 
every obstacle.” – MS. BOPHA 

“ We must understand that every job is not easy 
to get without learning. When you get the 
opportunity, please stay committed, try your best, 
keep on going, and I believe we can do it!”  
– MS. LADIN  

FUTURE GOALS DOCUMENTARY

“ Don’t compare 
yourself to others. 
Even if your life is so 
difficult, don’t give up 
your studies, because 
we have to remember 
that only learning can 
lead our lives forward 
and out of these 
existing difficulties.”   
– MS. MARA
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Results
We are extremely proud of the wide reach and tangible impacts this project had. We initially aimed to achieve a 
90% attendance rate among girls aged 9-13 years old in our program, and by March 2018, 255 girls attended the 
film screening and workshops, achieving an attendance rate of 97% - far exceeding our goal!

After the workshop and film screening, the girls identified a wide range of career goals (27 different professions 
in total) for themselves, as seen in the chart below. One girl even stated that her goal is to become the Country 
Leader (or Prime Minister) of Cambodia! Notably, 11 of the 12 professions highlighted in the documentary 
film were listed by the girls at the end of the day. Teaching did remain one of the most popular goals – 
understandably so, as the girls likely have the most first-hand exposure to this profession.

How was the Future Goals documentary film?
Of the girls who responded to this question, 86% chose 
a happy face and 14% chose a neutral face. None of the 
girls chose the sad face.

Did the workshop help you set your goals? 
As depicted in the chart below, 92% of girls who 
responded to this question selected a happy face and 
felt that the workshops helped them set their goals.

FUTURE GOALS DOCUMENTARY

86% HAPPY 92% HAPPY

14% NEUTRAL 8% NEUTRAL

0% UNHAPPY 0% UNHAPPY

TEACHER
94

DOCTOR
35

POLICE
17

12

ARTIST

HANDICRAFTS (1)

BAKERY

HOSPITALITY (1)

TUK TUK DRIVER (1)

SOCIAL WORKER

SELLER

SCHOOL DIRECTOR (3)

LAWYER (3)

TRANSLATOR (2)

FARMER

MANAGER

COOK

10

MUSICIAN

AUTHOR (3)

TAILOR

IT  (1)

10

NGO10

5

5

9

9

7

7

SALON7

ACCOUNTANT

TOUR GUIDE

COUNTRY LEADER (1)

FLIGHT ATTENDANT (2)

INSURANCE (1)

8



OUR FUTURE GOALS PROJECT VIDEO STILLS
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How will you achieve your goal?
  “ In the future I want to be a tour guide, 

policewoman or social worker. To achieve my goals 
I have to finish studying, be patient, never give 
up, and make a work plan to set and work for my 
future goals.”

  “ My future goal is to finish school. In order to 
achieve this goal I must first try to study and finish 
my grade, so that I can raise up my family and my 
country.” 

  “ In order to become a teacher I have to study 
hard, listen carefully to the teachers when they 
explain the lessons, do all my homework and 
fight to overcome any obstacles that block my 
achievements.” 

  “ I want to become a doctor. First I have to finish 
grade 12, then complete the application form to 
study medicine. I will not lose motivation – I have to 
achieve my goal!” 

  “ My future goal is to become a policewoman. I will 
be an outstanding student, study hard, be punctual 
and not lazy, and try to learn as much as I can.”

In May 2018, Free To Shine received funding to 
extend this project in order to reach the older girls 
on our program, ages 14 and up. The second phase 
of our Future Goals project will include another 
12 workshops and documentary screenings with 
activities tailored for an older audience. 

We are extremely appreciative to GoPhilanthropic 
Foundation and their donors who funded this 
meaningful project. If you would like to view the 
documentary, clips are available in the video section 
of our website.

OUR FUTURE GOALS PROJECT RESULTS

“ My goal for the future 
is to be a doctor. Even 
though my life is very 
hard, I have to study 
hard, struggle to 
overcome obstacles 
and be patient to 
achieve my beloved 
dream. Because my 
dream will help me 
make my life better 
than it is presently.” 
- GIRL FROM FG PROJECT 



WORKING
TOGETHER
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Community 
leaders

GIRLS

GOVERNMENT*

Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs & International 
Cooperation, Ministry 
of Education, Youth & 

Sport, Ministry of Social 
Affairs, Veterans & 

Youth Rehabilitation

FREE TO SHINE
EDUCATION OFFICERS 
& SOCIAL WORKERS

LEADERSHIP TEAM, 
BOARD OF DIRECTORS, 

ADVISORY BOARD

OTHER 
ORGANISATIONS

ETHICAL
BUSINESSES

SPONSORS

VOLUNTEERS
& AMBASSADORS

THEIR FAMILIES
Parents, Siblings, 

Grandparents, Aunts, 
Uncles & more.

Our girls aren’t 
given charity; they’re 

given a team - a team who help
 them achieve their human rights 
and then support them while they 

help others in their community 
achieve their rights.

WORKING TOGETHER

3PC NETWORK 
Free To Shine is proud to be a new member of 
3PC, the Partnership Program for the Protection 
of Children, a Cambodian child protection network 
led by Friends-International with support from 
UNICEF and the Cambodian Ministry of Social 
Affairs, Veterans and Youth Rehabilitation. 3PC is 
the national arm of the ChildSafe Alliance, a global 
effort to improve the quality of services provided to 
children around the world. 

With this new partnership, our team received 
additional child protection training from a Friends-
International expert. The topics covered in the 
training included best practices and code of 
conduct, how to detect and report sexual abuse, 

best practices for alerting proper authorities and 
case studies and Q&A 

Following this training, our Social Workers joined 
several 3PC “specialist groups” focused on various 
topics related to child protection and family-based 
care, in which they can learn from and share with 
other professionals across the country. Our Social 
Workers will contribute to the following specialist 
groups: Alcohol and Drug Counselling, Community 
Outreach, ChildSafe (including online safety), 
Migration, and Access to Employment. 



RETHINK ORPHANAGES  
MOVEMENT 
Free To Shine joined the ReThink Orphanages 
Network in September 2017. ReThink Orphanages 
is a cross sector network aiming to prevent the 
unnecessary institutionalisation of children around 
the world, promote family based care alternatives, 
and encourage responsible tourism.

Why We Joined
Between 2005 and 2015, Cambodia saw a 60 
percent rise in the number of orphanages and 
residential care facilities. In 2015, the ministry 
recorded 254 institutions housing 11,171 children. 
With a subsequent increase in awareness and 
advocacy, many assume that the number of 
orphanages has declined since then. However, a 
2017 study from the Cambodian Ministry of Social 
Affairs and United Nations International Children’s 
Emergency Fund (UNICEF) found that Cambodia 
had 406 residential care institutions, or orphanages, 
housing a total of 16,579 children, a major increase 
since 2015.

It is widely recognised that the majority of the 

‘orphans’ living in these institutions in Cambodia 
are not orphans at all. According to a recent study 
carried out by Columbia University, approximately 
80 percent of adolescents living in Cambodia’s 
orphanages have one or more living parent. This 
is a global issue; worldwide, it is estimated that 80 
to 90 percent of the eight million children living in 
orphanages have at least one living parent or family 
member that could potentially care for them.

How do so many Cambodian children  
end up institutionalised?
Disadvantaged families have come to see 
orphanages as a better option for their children, 
believing that they will be provided with more 
opportunities and a higher quality education. Most 
parents are not aware of the negative consequences 
of this decision.

Additionally, a large number of the institutions and 
orphanages in Cambodia are unregistered and 
unregulated. A 2017 study from the Cambodian 
Ministry of Social Affairs reported that 38 percent of 
residential care facilities have never been inspected 
by the ministry, 12 percent are not registered by any 
branch of the government and 21 percent do not 
have a formal Memorandum of Understanding with 
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WORKING TOGETHER

the government. This limits monitoring and other 
safeguards enacted to protect children and ensure 
they are not neglected or exploited.

Orphanages no longer exist in developed countries 
due to over 60 years of international research, 
which shows that institutionalisation often has 
serious consequences for children’s physical and 
psychological development.

Orphanages & Tourism 
Orphanage tourism occurs when tourists visit 
orphanages to donate money, goods or time by 
volunteering. Increase in demand for visiting/
volunteering at these orphanages over the last 
decade means that some have begun operating as 
business enterprises, focused more on raising money 
than safe-guarding children. In association with 
these trends, over half the institutions in Cambodia 
are now concentrated around popular tourist 
destinations of Siem Reap and Phnom Penh.

Many of these residential institutions/orphanages 
regularly accept short term, unqualified visitors, 
donors or volunteers to teach, supervise or interact 
with the children. Volunteers typically stay for short 

periods of time, form bonds with the children and 
then leave. This process disrupts the child’s ability 
to form healthy relationships and can intensify 
existing feelings of abandonment. According to 
UNICEF research, this continuous cycle often leads 
to attachment disorders among institutionalised 
children.

The interest in volunteering in orphanages in 
Australia and other “developed” nations is not 
uncommon. Each year, schools, universities, non-
profits and travel agencies arrange for thousands 
of tourists to volunteer in orphanages in Cambodia 
and other developing nations. According to a 
recent study, over half of all Australian universities 
advertise volunteer opportunities at orphanages 
and 15 percent of high schools in Victoria and the 
ACT arrange and fundraise for trips to orphanages 
abroad.

We know that most tourists and volunteers generally 
mean well and believe they are making a positive 
impact in the lives of orphaned children. However, 
when all the negative consequences are taken into 
account, it is clear that selecting to participate in 
orphanage tourism is irresponsible, regardless of 
intentions.

Would you make short trips to orphanages or 
schools in your home country? And if not, why not?



Our Visitor Experience:  
‘A Mile in Serey’s Shoes’
In an attempt to accommodate requests from 
donors and other visitors who want to learn about 
our work, we have developed an immersive, 
educational experience that asks the participants 
to put themselves in situations similar to those our 
beneficiaries face on a daily basis. The ‘Choose Your 
Own Adventure’ experience is informational and 
interactive, but does not involve any direct contact 
with the children and families we work to protect. 
This type of activity is a responsible alternative to 
visiting orphanages, schools or villages. If you’re 
interested in participating in this experience, please 
send an email to info@freetoshine.org 

WORKING TOGETHER

Suggested donation to Free To Shine’s program: $55USD per participant
Please contact info@freetoshine.org with enquiries and booking requests 

What you’ll receive
•  A deeper connection to life  

in rural Cambodia

•  A book of in-depth case studies from 
Free To Shine’s work over the last 7 
years

•  Fact sheets on key issues affecting 
rural communities including: irregular 
migration, loans and the cycle of debt, 
the orphanage model and other forms 
of exploitation

•  An understanding of child protection 
indicators, risks  
and family-based care solutions

•  The opportunity to talk with Free 
To Shine’s frontline team of Khmer 
Education Officers and Social Workers 
working to support some of the most 
disadvantaged girls and families in 
Siem Reap Province

•  Light snacks and refreshments

Are you interested in experiencing 
life in rural Cambodia without 
disrupting village communities?
They say you can’t understand someone else’s life or 
appreciate their strength until you’ve walked a mile 
in their shoes, until you’ve seen and experienced life 
from their unique perspective. 

Join us for a half-day, educational ‘Choose Your Own 
Adventure’ experience, where you’ll put yourself in the 
place of Serey*, a mother in rural Cambodia working 
hard to support her children, pay off her loans and 
keep her family safe. The activity will force you to 
navigate daily challenges and decisions Serey faces, 
with each path leading to a different possible ending 
for her and her family’s story.

This interactive activity is designed for small groups 
and will be accompanied by facilitated discussion 
and information on Free To Shine’s efforts to prevent 
human trafficking of young girls in Siem Reap province.

‘A MILE IN SEREY’S SHOES’ A  Initiative
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What can you do to help? 
First and foremost, when you travel internationally, 
stop and think before visiting villages, schools 
or orphanages. Be respectful; hold the same 
standards you would for your own community, your 
own children. Would you want strangers to visit 
your children in their schools, to play with them 
unsupervised? Would you want people to take 
“selfies” with your children, or photos of your home 
without your permission? Unfortunately, we have 
seen this behaviour normalised among tourists in 
Cambodia.

Second, partake in responsible tourism and be 
selective in the causes you support. Choose to 
support those committed to best practices in child 
protection, including organisations working to 
strengthen families and communities.

Finally, help us spread the word. To learn more about 
this issue and how to get involved, visit the website 
and learn about the ChildSafe movement. Share 
what you learn with your family and friends, and help 
promote responsible tourist practices.

“ I am regretful that 
I couldn’t study 
when I was my 
granddaughter’s 
age. The war in my 
generation made it 
impossible to go to 
school. I am so happy 
to see a better life 
for Sreynit. She is 
getting a very good 
education and will 
have a great job in the 
future. Thank you for 
helping her future.”



FINANCIALS
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OUR IMPACT

ESTABLISHED

3 
NEW Village  

partnerships

enrolled

21 
new girls

built

4 
new homes

provided

224 
new bicycles

provided

1178 
school uniforms

conducted

7068 
SAFETY visits

provided

104 
water filters

& training

PROVIDED

36 
community
trainings

ALL WHILE ACHIEVING A

93% 
retention rate!

THIS FISCAL YEAR AT FREE TO SHINE

“ You guys never give up, you 
always show up to our house 
and make sure my daughter can 
go to school. You never give up 
and it makes me so happy!”



OUR FINANCIALS

743 
girls enrolled

834  
Bikes delivered

19  
HouseS built

5000 
library books

Underlying these results is integrity and compassion for every girl on our program. It is our commitment to continue 
to build upon our success and reach an ever growing number of girls before the traffickers do, and collaborate with 
each girl and her family as she pursues her education and her human entitlement to be free to shine! 

REVENUE

TOTAL
NUMBERS
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10 
types of seeds

provided

52 
village  

partnerships

601 
Water filters  

PROVIDED

125  
Community  
TRAININGS

BREAKDOWN OF PROGRAM SERVICES $307,157

TOTAL OPERATING EXPENSES $415,975

OUR FINANCIALS

86% 
retention rate

2010 - 2018



OUR FINANCIALS

Statement of Activities
For the years ended 30 June 2018 and 2017

SUPPORT AND REVENUE

2018 2017
Businesses 214,669 273,833
Events 8,634 32,651
Foundations 14,002 4,410
Individuals 152,436 140,153
Investment and Other Income 5,592 4,154
Total Support and Revenue 395,333 455,201

OPERATING EXPENSES

Program Services
   Family & School Visits 75,109 64,669
   School Materials 103,582 73,345
   Bikes 5,196 3,913
   Library Books 1,211 –
   Safe Water, Food & Shelter 3,803 12,574
   Program Operating Expenses 18,547 19,004
   Program Personnel & Training 90,280 71,567
   Government Registration 194 1,366
   Travel 3,133 6,794
   Community Education 701 839
   University Scholarships 5,401 2,735

Administration & Accountability
   Leadership, Monitoring & Evaluation 16,425 27,045
   Bank Fees 2,844 1,675
   Depreciation - 253
   Insurance 988 2,962
   Stationery 1,810 1,244
   Information Technology 601 701
   Exchange Rate Gains/Losses 7,584 2,599

Fundraising 78,566 39,967

Total Operating Expenses 415,975 333,252

Revenue less Expenses (20,642) 121,949

Net Assets at end of the year 258,782 279,424
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THANK YOU
We would like to take this opportunity to 
thank all the wonderful people who have 
supported Free To Shine this year. Whether 
you contributed as a volunteer, donor, 
sponsor or attended an event benefiting 
Free To Shine, we appreciate your support. 
With your help, we have kept over 700 girls 
safe and in school!

Thank you to our volunteers, who have 
contributed over 1034 hours this financial 
year.

Thank you to our Major Supporters:

Australian Ethical
B1G1
Natures Organics

And for their In-Kind contributions, 
we would like to thank:

RJS Accounting Services

Laguna Signs
Avon Graphics



Free To Shine Ltd
PO Box 496  |  Tewantin QLD 4565

www.freetoshine.org


