
 QUARTERlY
IMPACT
REPORT

This Quarterly Impact Report will shine a spotlight 
on three girls who have flourished in our program 

as a result of being supported in their academic 
pursuits. We will follow them in their journeys 

to university and highlight the ways they plan to 
use the knowledge and skills they have gained in 

university to benefit their communities. 

SEPTEMBER 1 TO DECEMBER 30 2018

753
girls enrolled

20
houses built

633
water filters delivered

138
Community Trainings Taught

854
bikes delivered

TOTAL NUMBERS

59
village partnerships

29
university girls



THE NUMBERS
THIS QUARTER

  3
girls enrolled

17
Unıversity gırls

1
Houses Built

4
Community Traınıngs Taught

27
Water Fılters Delıvered

20
BIKES DELIVERED
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Since the adoption of the 1993 constitution, primary and secondary 
education in Cambodia has been free for all children. While schools 
may be nominally free for students, the actual cost of attendance, 
including necessary items such as books and pens, school uniforms, 
and supplemental curriculum classes act as a barrier for most 
families. The average cost per student per year for primary school 
is between $58 and $107 and increases to as high as $350 by the 
twelfth grade. The increase in costs between primary and secondary 
school is reflected in the student drop-out rate between the two—
30% for primary school, 58% for lower secondary, and a staggering 
80% for upper secondary. Free To Shine has come to recognise the 
prohibitive costs of education as a key factor in the increased drop-
out rate of girls in secondary school; a factor which also makes girls 
much more vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking. This is why 
one of the central ways we protect girls from being exploited and 
staying in school is by providing them with access to and funds for 
school materials, uniforms, and curriculum classes. 

In 2014 the average minimum wage for teachers in Cambodia 
was $111. Although this has jumped in the last several years to its 
current rate of $319, this history of underpaying teachers resulted 
in systemic inequality within contemporary Cambodian classrooms. 
Teachers will teach half of the curriculum during the official school 
hours but save the most important components of the curriculum 
for students who pay to attend their curriculum classes in the 
afternoon. The afternoon lessons cost between $5 and $27 per 
month, depending on the student’s grade. Crucially, the information 
taught in the afternoon is often what is included on the end of year 
exams. This means that students whose families cannot afford to 
pay for curriculum classes will often fail the end of the year exam, 
and be forced to redo that grade, which in turn leads to higher 
drop-out rates.  
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Considering the obstacles they have had to overcome to graduate from high school, the academic 

excellence of the girls enrolled in Free To Shine’s Program is remarkable. This past year, out of twenty-

nine girls on our program who took their grade twelve exams, twenty-three passed. That’s a passage 

rate of 79%, compared to the national average of 66%. When Free To Shine started, our initial mission 

was to keep girls safe from trafficking and exploitation from their start on our program through grade 

twelve and young adulthood. But our larger goal as an organisation has always been to make enough 

of an impact in Cambodia that we will one day no longer be needed. What better way to achieve this 

and ensure the safety of all children than to train and skill the young women we work with to advance 

on to careers in child protection and community development? This is why, three years ago, Free To 

Shine initiated its University Program, funding the education of our girls through university.

Extra Costs Per Student
(school supplies, uniforms, curriculum classes):

-Primary school: $58-$107/year

-Secondary School grade 7-8: $142/year

-Secondary School grade: 9-10 $211/year

-Secondary School grade 11: $281/year

-Secondary School grade 12: $350/year

University Girls and their families
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What started as three fully funded positions in 2015 has grown to ten positions 
per year. In 2018, we were able to offer spots to nine of our highest achievers, as 
well as secure funding from individual sponsors for eight other girls to pursue their 
university educations. The program funds tuition fees for bachelor degrees in 
psychology, social work, community development, education, law, and 
management. Beyond this, while they are in the program, Free To Shine offers 
them ongoing support from our staff; quarterly meetings where participants meet 
to discuss achievements, challenges, and problem solving; and invites them to 
community training as well as other events and activities such as yoga classes and 
16 Days of Activism. As a part of being on the program, Free To Shine requires 
that participants complete 100 hours of community service, which the girls can 
complete by interning at the office, delivering community education classes, or 
conducting youth-led events. This allows them to build work experience as well 
as act as visible role models for the girls in their communities. In December, all 
of the girls on our University Program joined in the International Angkor Half 
Marathon and raised $3,373 to support the new University Girls for 2019, 
showcasing their willingness to give back to their communities and pave the way 
for girls after them. 

The reason why we cover Business Management is because 57 of our 59 villages 
are headed by a man. I don’t think we’d have these safety and educational issues if 
50% of them were headed by women. So let’s get women into places of leadership, 
targeting all forms of leadership across Cambodia, and making it a more gender 
equitable country. – Nicky Mih, Free To Shine Founder and Managing Director
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SPOTLIGHT ON THREE UNIVERSITY GIRLS

SOKTHEARA*

We met Soktheara when she was 16 years old and studying in 10th 
grade. She was living with her mother, grandmother, and three 
younger siblings. Her father had died of an illness the year 
before at the age of 36, and most of the family’s savings had 
gone into his funeral costs. With his death, Soktheara’s mother 
became the sole earner in the family, supporting herself, her 
mother, and her four children by selling Khmer noodles, which 
she made fresh each morning. She would wake up as early as 
2:00am to make Khmer noodles, a very delicate and time 
consuming process. Then she would sell them at the surrounding 
villages. She would supplement this by harvesting rice for her 
neighbours and planting her own rice in a field five kilometers 
away.

Soktheara helped her mother by waking up early to make 
noodles with her, and by taking care of some of the household 
work. The money Soktheara’s mother earned, however, was not 
enough to feed the family and keep all four children in school, and 
Soktheara’s mother was often sick from overworking. Because of 
this, when we met Soktheara, her grandmother had begun asking 
her to drop out of school and work as a noodle seller with her 
mother to earn the family more money. Soktheara had refused, 
remembering that her father had always pushed her to “study 
harder to finish at least a high school education”. 

Despite her lack of school supplies and inability to pay for 
the supplemental afternoon classes she needed to pass her 
exams, Nhyai was determined to continue with her education.

*All names have been changed for confidentiality reasons   
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After Soktheara was enrolled in Free To Shine’s program she began to flourish. 

Attending curriculum classes in the afternoon allowed her to continue 

improving in her class standing with each year, and earning numerous award 

certificates. She was also a voracious reader, finishing every library book given 

to her by our Education Officers, and improving her English skills along the 

way. Soktheara’s dedication to her own personal growth and her community 

is evidenced by the fact that she was one of the most active participants in 

Free To Shine’s Community Training. While in high school and university, she 

logged an impressive total of 210 hours of training, including 100 hours of 

community service. 

“I chose law because I saw that the reality in society wasn’t good. I want to 

help the community and the children in it as well…[After university] I can tell 

the community about rules and the law and share my experiences with small 

children and their parents and push the parents to let their children attend 

school.”

Soktheara is now in her third year of university studying law. She still regularly 

attends Free To Shine training events and has started practicing yoga as a 

part of Free To Shine’s partnership with the Azahar Foundation, which has 

the potential to qualify her to be a yoga teacher in the future. Not only that 

but she has grown tremendously in her own self-confidence. Soktheara’s 

goal upon graduating is to help her family have a better life, and help her 

community by teaching community members about the law and helping those 

in her community by offering her legal knowledge to assist those who couldn’t 

normally afford the services of a lawyer.
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BOPHA*

When Bopha was enrolled in Free To Shine’s program three years 
ago at the age of 16, she had been living with her sickly grandmother 
and four younger siblings while her father worked in Thailand and 
her mother worked in another province. Although they 
wanted Bopha to finish high school, they could not afford to 

continue paying for Bopha’s curriculum classes and school 
supplies. Bopha’s mother asked her to quit school and start 
working to earn money for the family, but Bopha wanted to be a 
teacher, and was determined to finish high school. Through Free 
To Shine’s support, Bopha was able to afford the curriculum 
classes she needed to continue her education. Bopha loved to 
read and benefited greatly from Free To Shine’s library system. 
After a few months, she was soon able to answer every 
question posed to her about her library books by her Education 
Officers. Her love of books was reflected in her favorite classes; 
she was passionate about her Khmer Literature and English classes 
and even took Korean language classes on the weekend. Bopha 
is deeply committed to helping her community and is 
described by her Education Officers as a born leader. While in 
high school, in her free time, she picked up rubbish in the 
surrounding communities, helped raise money for her local 
primary school, and starting in the eighth grade also taught 
English to children in her community. Free To Shine has helped to 
support her in this endeavor by providing white boards and 
other teaching materials, allowing our reach to spread far 
beyond just Bopha herself. 

“If my country has a lot of educated people, it will have more 
peace.”

*All names have been changed for confidentiality reasons   
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All of Bopha’s hard work paid off last year when she 

got a 91.4 on her twelfth grade exam and was accepted 

onto Free To Shine’s University Program. Today, as a 

first year university student, she commutes every day to 

her university classes in town and still teaches English 

to thirty children in her community for five hours a day. 

She sees the knowledge and skills she will gain from her 

degree in Business Management as a means of improving 

her family’s living conditions, developing her community, 

citing education as a means to bringing greater peace to 

Cambodia as a whole. 

“I just want to see people in my community living a 

happy and peaceful life. I strongly believe that if we 

are all well-educated, we can develop our communities, 

society, and country together.”
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SITHA*

 Sitha was fourteen years old and in grade eight when she joined Free To 
Shine. Every morning Sitha woke up early to make sweet cakes, which 
she would sell at the market after school. Sith lived with her elderly 
grandmother and her three younger siblings, while her parents lived 
in Thailand. Her parents had started a business several years prior but 
had fallen into debt as a result of predatory loans, and were forced to 
leave for Thailand in the hopes of making enough money to repay their 
debt. Unfortunately, they were only able to send home enough money 
to cover their loan repayments, but not enough to cover living or school 
expenses for the family. So, it was up to Sitha and her grandmother to 
support themselves and try to pay for Sitha’s curriculum classes. Despite 
these burdens, Sitha worked hard at school, and was ranked fourth out 
of the forty-eight students in her class when she joined Free To Shine’s 
program. Her Education Officers and teachers commented on her drive 
to pursue her goal of being a tour guide and her willingness to learn. She 
also took part in several Free To Shine community training workshops, 
including a family planning workshop and a child communication and 
empowerment workshop. 

After she passed her year twelve exams and graduated from high school, 
Sitha decided to take the national Kindergarten and Primary School 
Teacher Exam, which all hopeful public school teachers in Cambodia 
must pass before being accepted into the national teacher’s training 
program. The exam is notoriously difficult, and though thousands apply 
each year, only a small margin pass the exam and go on the training 
program. In Sitha’s district alone, 700 students took the exam, but only 
seventeen passed. We are proud to say that Sitha was one of those 
seventeen! Sitha’s success in passing the exam is a testament to her 
hard work and the benefit that her curriculum classes had in her studies. 
Sitha will attend the training program for two years in Siem Reap and 
will then return to her commune to teach in her community. 

*All names have been changed for confidentiality reasons   
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We share these stories with you not only to demonstrate how exceptional our girls truly are but to demonstrate Free To Shine’s success in developing the 
future leaders of Cambodia. Although these three girls are all pursuing different degrees and are in different stages on their path to higher education, we 
can see a common thread in their commitment to the common good and developing their communities. Being exposed to Free To Shine’s work for the 
years that they are on our program, they not only benefit as individuals, but also begin to see the value in the work that the Free To Shine team does and 
begin to invest in that work themselves. This means investing the knowledge and skills they have gained through their education and interaction with 
our program back into their communities, and being the catalysts of greater change in Cambodia.

Today, we have 591 active girls on our program benefiting from the financial support that allows them to continue their primary and 
secondary educations, and get social support to heal from the hardships they face in their lives, and blossom as leaders in their communities. In 2019 we will 
have 29 girls taking their twelfth grade exam and hoping to go on to university.




