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REPORT

This Quarterly Impact Report celebrates  
the strength of Ry*, highlighting the  

tremendous impact one girl can have in  
bringing her community together to  
rally behind the cause of education.  

APRIL 1 TO JUNE 30 2019 

753  
girls enrolled

20  
houses built

59 
village partnerships

152
Community Trainings Taught

TOTAL NUMBERS

667
water filters delivered

865 
bikes delivered



THE NUMBERS
THIS QUARTER

  
 

 

 

 

 

1  
NEW HOUSE BUILT

5 
Community Trainings Taught

1  
COMMUNITY LIBRARY BUILT

23  
Water fılters delivered

SAFETY Strength EDUCATION

OUR VALUES

We identify and build on the strengths of 
each girl, family, and community we work 

with and believe in them

COMMUNITY Equity



www.freetoshine.org

shape and lead their communities and country. By 
facilitating girls’ access to education, developing 
skills, and increasing self-confidence, Free To Shine 
is not only helping to improve the lives of individual 
girls, but also helping to propel this next generation 
of women leaders forward so that they, in turn, can 
make change happen on a larger scale. 

Ry* 
Our strength as an organisation rests on those of 
our team members, volunteers, partners, donors, 
and most importantly, the incredible strength 
and resilience of the girls and families on our 
program. Despite the challenges they face in their 
academic and personal lives, so many of the girls 
on our program are eager to share any knowledge 
they receive with their younger siblings, friends, 
or neighbors, or take action to improve their 
communities. Through our Emerging Leaders 

Program, this strength of character and bravery 
in the face of tremendous odds is something we 
nurture and celebrate. Although strength exists in 
each and every one of the girls on our Emerging 
Leaders Program, this report focuses on Ry and 
how her strength and dedication to education has 
impacted her community. 

Ry takes after her mother. She is small for her 
fourteen years, standing a head shorter than most 
of her classmates, but, like her mother, she carries 
herself with an air of importance that makes you 
want to listen to what she has to say. There are no 
schools in her village, so Ry travels 10 kilometers 
every day on her Free To Shine bicycle to attend 
her nearest state school. For Ry, the extra effort is 
worth it. She loves her classes, and knows that if 
she works hard, she can achieve her goal of being 
a teacher. In the meantime, she devours all the 
books her Education Officer brings her through our 
Mobile Library Program. When she’s not reading for 
herself, she’s reading to her younger sister or with 
her friends, and in the fall of last year, asked her 
Education Officer if she could borrow a few more 
books to start her own small library at her house. It 
was this motivation and desire to help those around 
her that led us to enroll Ry into our Emerging 
Leaders Program. For us, this program is about 
nurturing leaders and celebrating their strengths 
and their willingness to share these strengths 
with their communities. For what is strength? Is 
it the ability to keep going despite hardship, or is 
it perhaps the willingness to lend a hand and lift 
others up to stand beside you.  

* Names have been changed to protect their identities.

Ry with her mother

Every day around the world, 
girls are prevented from making 
decisions, raising their voices, 
and becoming leaders within 
their communities because of 
discriminatory social norms and 
limited access to resources. 
In Cambodia, despite making up 51% of the 
population, women face discrimination both 
socially and economically, and women remain 
underrepresented in politics. At Free To Shine 
we believe in the incredible potential of girls as 
leaders and change-makers. We envision a future 
Cambodia where we will no longer be needed as 
an organisation - a Cambodia where educated girls, 
are free from sex trafficking, and have the power to 



THANK YOU
We would like to express our 
gratitude to GoPhilanthropic 

Foundation for their generous 
ongoing support of Free To 
Shine and for providing the 

grant that made our Emerging 
Leaders Program possible. 

Through their support, Free To 
Shine is able to support girls to 
learn and grow into Cambodia’s 

leaders of tomorrow.

Emerging Leaders Program 
The goal of the program was to bring together girls with outstanding leadership 
skills or potential and provide them with leadership training and ongoing 
mentorship to develop their skills and set them up with individual Community 
Projects so they could apply their skills in a practical, impactful way. Once 
the girls have decided on and planned out their Community Projects, they are 
given the materials they will need to achieve their goal, such as library books, 
whiteboards, markers, gardening tools, and they are paired with an Education 
Officer who will be their mentor for the duration of the project. In addition, and 
perhaps most importantly, they are given a network of support of 25 other like-
minded courageous young women who are striving to bring positive change to 
their communities despite the many obstacles they face in their personal lives.
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Ry’s requests for her Community Project were small ones: a couple dozen books, a 
white board, and some markers. With these tools she could start lending out books 
to the other children in her village and begin tutoring in Khmer and Math. Education 
Officers are trained to identify and build on strengths within the girls and within the 
communities in which we work. Ry’s Social Worker quickly saw her inner strength, 
dedication and determination to create change in her community and helped nurture 
Ry’s dream to grow into something much larger: a community centre and library. Ry’s 
Education Officer worked with Ry to create a project plan for the new library. Ry’s 
dream was finally taking shape. The only thing that was missing was a place for her 
dream to land. Luckily, Ry’s parents are strong advocates for increasing access to 
education, so much so that they decided to donate a portion of the land behind their 
small home for the library.
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Ry’s father working on the Community Library

Community members and Free 
To Shine staff assisting in lifting 
up the “medambaul” or central 
beam. In Khmer culture, the more 
people that lift up this beam, the 
greater the luck for the building’s 
occupants. 



ACCESS TO BOOKs
Many of the children living in the communities we work in have 
limited or no access to reading materials. Under the Khmer Rouge, 
90 percent of schools were destroyed, and more than half of all 
written materials were destroyed  as part of their efforts to “do 
away with all vestiges of the past”  Today, books are expensive, 
considered a luxury to families who may be struggling just to 
find enough to eat, and “while there is a growing awareness in 
Cambodia that reading is important, there is a lot of work to be 
done to foster a true reading culture.”  While some children have 
access to books through their state school, for some a textbook 
shared between 3 or 5 students may be the only reading material 
they have. In fact, the average Cambodian young person has access 
to only 20 books at their state school, shared among an average of 
300 students.  

We believe that childrens’ access to books should be a right, not a 
privilege, and that the best way to promote a reading culture is to 
get children excited about reading. We have had over 3,600 books 
in circulation since our founding in 2010 through our Mobile Library 
Program. Every time our team goes out into the field to conduct 
home or school visits, they bring along a duffle bag full of Khmer 
and English language storybooks and novels, and students can 
choose four to take home for the month. 

In the words of Education Officer Sotheareak, “It’s good to 
encourage them to read books because whenever they read books 
they will gain more imagination skills, grammar skills, and life skills. 
I like giving out library books from our Mobile Library because I 
can ask them what they are interested in and share with them what 
books are good and they would like.” 

www.freetoshine.org

Ry (front) with two of her friends at school
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Ry’s parents are pillars of strength within their 
village and their support of the library was 
essential to engage the wider community in 
the project. Each donated their time and skills 
to make Ry’s dream a reality. Ry’s father, who 
works in construction, volunteered to oversee the 
building process and rallied his colleagues to Ry’s 
cause. While Ry’s father worked on the physical 
building, Ry’s mother coordinated with the 
community and played a key role in liaising with 
Free To Shine staff.

Building the library brought the community 
together in a way that no one could have 
imagined. When the Free To Shine team arrived 
on the morning of the build, six parents of girls 
on our program were already hard at work 
hammering, cooking, and preparing the build 
site. It’s beautiful watching the community build 
something out of nothing, especially in light of 
what the building itself will come to represent—a 
place of strength where community members can 

Project Proposal Excerpt 
Ry’s Social Worker worked with Ry to create 
a project proposal, set goals for the project’s 
implementation, and provided general support in 
realising her vision. Here is an excerpt from the 
project proposal written by Ry’s Social Worker:

“Most community members are farmers, and 
around 75% of them are uneducated. Most of 
FTS students in our program from this village are 
doing very well in school and are ranked in the top 
10% within their schools. The girls can read and 
write very well in Khmer, but unfortunately their 
skills in English are very poor. This is because the 
village has no English school or library and the 
students have few opportunities to read in English 
or practice speaking in English; only a few of the 
older generation can speak English. The closest 
English school (NGO) is very far away, the girls 
would be very much at risk when they have to go 
there, as they need to ride bicycles along rough 
and busy roads. If they want to go there and study, 
they would not get back home until late in the 
evening, which is potentially more dangerous. 
In conclusion, the establishment of a library/
community center would be of tremendous benefit 
to the people in this village and FTS’ students, 
especially the students on the Girls Leadership 
Program. It will benefit the whole community and 
give them a common goal and shared project to 
increase their community capacity.”

go to learn and inspire each other and a physical 
reminder of Ry’s strength and determination to 
inspire others in her village. Ry’s parents have 
dreams of their own for what the community 
space could be. When we asked Ry’s mother why 
she was inspired to donate her land and support 
Ry with her project, she said, “when people stop 
school as children and are uneducated, they grow 
up to be violent. Most of the people in my village 
who haven’t been in school as children are now 
violent as adults… In the last generation, many 
students were not able to study because the 
school was so far away. I want all the children to 
be able to come and get books from within their 
village, especially those who don’t have access 
to the public school.” We could not be more 
proud that she has offered to use the space to 
facilitate community classes on family violence. 
Her father, meanwhile, envisions the library as a 
key component of turning his village into a “role 
model for other villages.”

Free To Shine staff and the mother of a girl on our program helping to prepare lunch at the building site
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In the words of Free To Shine Co-Founder and Managing 

Director, Nicky Mih, the incredible strength of the girls and 

families on our program “doesn’t come from us, it is from them, 

we just put a framework around it.” As an organisation focused 

on empowering girls, our strategy is to recognise the strengths 

and qualities that girls and their families already possess and 

provide the tools, strategies, and access to resources necessary 

to build on these qualities. It only takes one voice to create a 

ripple effect that can last for generations. In this quarter, that 

voice was Ry’s. We are proud to play a role in helping young 

women like Ry access education and raise their community up 

for the greater good.

THANK YOU
Free to Shine would like to extend a special thank 

you to Connect Cambodia for their generous 
donation to fund this project. Through their support, 
we were able to purchase the building materials and 
books for this incredible community space. Connect 

Cambodia is a small independent foundation set 
up by a group of Australians who visit Cambodia 

and fundraise to contribute to Cambodian projects. 
We are grateful to have supporters like Connect 
Cambodia around the world who help us to keep 
girls safe and build capacity within communities.
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The team from Connect Cambodia with Free To Shine team members during a visit to our office for our “A Mile in Serey’s Shoes” Interactive 
Educational Activity.


