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 Name: Cambodia (long form) Kingdom of Cambodia  
 

 Population: 13,607,100 
  

 Capital City: Phnom Penh (1.75 million)  
 

 Currency: Riel (KHR)  
 

 Language Khmer  
 

Cambodia was at the forefront of worldwide news in 1975 as Communist Khmer Rouge forces 
captured the capital city of Phnom Penh, and ordered the evacuation of all cities and towns. 
Millions of Cambodians were subsequently executed, and many more died from horrible living 
conditions.  
 
In 1978, a Vietnamese invasion followed by two decades of fighting drove the Khmer Rouge out, 
and then in 1993, UN-sponsored elections helped restore some level of normalcy. A coalition 
government, formed after national elections in 1998, brought renewed political stability and the 
surrender of remaining Khmer Rouge forces in 1998.  
 
The capital city of Phnom Penh, located where the Bassac, Sab and Mekong rivers merge, is the 
main entry point into the country for travelers, and most tourists journey to this far-off land 
specifically to visit the ancient temples of Angkor Wat. 
 

           
 
Education in the Kingdom of Cambodia…  
 
The education system in Cambodia knows many difficulties, including an acute shortage of 
qualified teaching staff, poor morale due to low salary levels, lack of suitable teaching materials, 
and, still many cases of violence and disrespect towards the children. Attendance at school 
remains limited in rural areas since children are often expected to stay at home and help their 
families in the fields.  
On the 2005-2008 periode, the total adult literacy rate was estimated at 85% for men and 70.9% 
for women; only 26.8% of literate persons aged 25 years and over have completed the Primary 
level. Cambodia still has a low participation rate in higher education, with just 1.8% of the 
population enrolled, compared with an average of 20.7% in all the ASEAN countries. 
 
Source: www.worldatlas.com, www.unicef.org, General Population Census of Cambodia 2008 - Phnom Penh, 
National Institute of Statistics, Ministry of Planning, 2009. 
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Angkor Wat (personal album) 
 
 
 

 
 

The water Festival (personal file) 
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About me 
 
My name is Muoy You, a Khmer / French citizen, a mother of four, a teacher by trade and an 
educational activist by necessity and conviction. I was born to poor parents who did not have a 
chance to get an education themselves. Yet they toiled to send their children, boy and girls, to 
school. From an early age, I sensed education was the only way to gain not only a better life but 
also dignity and respect. I didn’t know then that it would save my life. 
 
When the Khmer Rouge came to power in Cambodia, on 17th April 1975, I was in France with a 
scholarship from the French Government to do a Ph.D. on Albert Camus. The encounter with this 
humanist, philosopher and Nobel Prize laureate was to have a lasting effect on me. The Khmer 
Rouge sealed Cambodia tight. No one was to go in or out of the country. So, after starting a 
family, my husband and I wandered from country to country wherever we could find a job. We 
first went to Sudan, then to the Ivory Coast, then to Qatar where we stayed for 18 years before 
settling down in London. The exile lasted over thirty years. When our youngest son finished high 
school and went to University, we could at last go back home. I returned to Cambodia on 18th 
August 2003. On 26th September, barely five weeks later, our school, Seametrey Children’s 
Village was born. 
 
I am proud to be today at the head of a fantastic school ; and to present you my future project for 
the Children’s of Seametrey, the children’s of Cambodia. 
 
 
 

Phnom Penh, 11th October 2011 
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The Seametrey story… 
 
Seametrey (pronounced see-ah-met-ray) is the name of the charity I founded in France long 
before my return, on 21st August 1990. This was when the Khmer Rouge had been ousted but 
was fighting back to regain power and Cambodia was facing civil war, foreign occupation and 
international ostracism. At a time when most people thought it was a lost cause, a group of 
friends in France and I believed in Cambodia. A long lost prediction said that the fifth Buddha 
named Seametrey would come and save it after a horrendous tragedy that would see blood level 
reach the belly of an elephant. For me, Seametrey is the acronym of three magic words that 
would save not only Cambodia but the whole world. They are : 
 

Se-reypheap meaning Freedom 
A-reythor meaning Civilization as opposed to barbarism 
Metrey-pheap meaning Love 

 
1997 was the first time I returned to Cambodia with my two youngest children in an attempt to 
set up a school to help rebuild the tattered educational system of my home country. But it was not 
meant to be. The July factional fighting put an end to the project and as a mother I had to 
safeguard my children’s future and so had to leave. I took the children to France, left them with 
my sister, came back to Cambodia alone and stayed for five months to assess the situation. It is 
then that I decided to register Seametrey with the Ministry of Interior as a local charity. The 
permission came on 13th February 1998. 
 
 
Seametrey Children’s Village: the school grows! 
 
www.seametreycambodia.org  
 
It is the name of the nursery school I founded soon after my second return. It opened its door on 
26th September 2003. From the start, the policy was social and cultural integration where 
children from different economic and cultural backgrounds work and play together. Parents 
pay according to their income. Expatriate parents pay full fees comparable to those in foreign 
international schools in Phnom Penh, Khmer middle class pay 50%, poor families pay what they 
can, in cash or in kind. 
 
For four weeks, we had no students. The concepts were too new, in all aspects. It was a 
Montessori nursery with vertical grouping - different age groups working together - no 
conventional classrooms or formal rote learning. The Khmer didn’t take us seriously. Foreigners 
preferred more established schools. It was also the first time rich and poor children would mix. 
This was intimidating for the poor and the rich felt insecure. It was a heroic period where we 
fought for survival with the help of a few French friends who believed in us and raised money 
with their families and friends to allow us to make ends meet. When a first foreign student 
enrolled we knew the school would take off. The Khmer started to suspect there was more 
substance to our education than meets the eye. 
 
Since then, the school has slowly but steadily grown. It now has 92 students from 15 months to 
12 years old. On top of this, 11 teenagers “rescued” from a local organization have joined our 
school part time. The burgeoning primary section with 28 students is a pilot project to test the 
feasibility of a full bilingual program. We followed the Khmer curriculum from the Ministry of 
Education and, in the English section, children learn the English language, Maths, Science, 
cultural subjects and computer. They also learn French at age 7 or 8 when they are ready. This 
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year, they have started Chinese. Beside academic subjects, children also learn Khmer dance and 
music. Because of the lack of facilities, sport is limited to swimming. 
 
The faculty comprises thirteen Khmer permanent teachers and assistant teachers and one 
permanent British teacher. Other English speaking teachers are volunteers who come to us 
through four channels: 
 

- Travel to teach – www.travel-to-teach.org – a Swedish organization, based in Nang Kai, 
Thailand, that sends us four to six volunteers a term. They come from all over the world.  
We provide accommodation against 300 € for four weeks. 
 

- Outreach International UK – www.outreachinternational.co.uk – Usually we received one 
volunteer a term, mostly from UK. The volunteers are taken care of by Outreach and we 
don’t receive any compensation. 

- Développement Sans Frontières (DSF) in France –  
www.developpementsansfrontieres.org – Volunteers from this organization stay for a 
minimum of six months. They receive lodging and, if they stay for a school year, board 
too. 

- Independent volunteers who contact us directly through our web site or from word to 
mouth. We accommodate them against a flat fee of 300 € per month. 
 

The number of volunteers who have passed through our doors runs in the hundreds. A lot of them 
have stayed in touch, have continued raising funds for our school after they went back or have 
sent small stipends to a few of our students. Some have returned several times and one such 
volunteer has come back on a two year contract. A number of them have enrolled in the 
Montessori training. This is a testimonial to the mutual enrichment Seametrey has created. Our 
children are the first to benefit from this flow of cultural exchange. Most of them are from 
underprivileged families. They have no opportunities to travel the world. The world has traveled 
to them. At ten, eleven or twelve years old, they speak and read English and French besides their 
mother tongue.  
 
To accommodate the growing number of students we had rented a house next door. To help 
offset the rent, the former premises which belong to me has been turned into a boutique hotel 
called You Khin House*. It opened on 11th October 2010. We are now number 1 on 
TripAdvisor. Its revenue has helped refurbish the school and make it become a wonderful place 
for our children. More than anything this illustrates our self-help policy.  
 
Seametrey’s revenue comes from: 
 

• School fees (roughly 10% students pay full fees, 45% pay half fees and 45% on various 
scholarships from full to 40%) 

 
• Registration and other fees 

 
• Volunteers fees 

 
• Donations from Cambodian Swiss Education Fund 

 
• Various individual donations 

 
• Revenues from You Khin House 

* http://www.youkhinhouse.com/ 
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The school has reached a turning point. In setting up the school, my goal has been to help build 
a better Cambodia, free of corruption, discrimination and injustice. Like the Seekers say in their 
song “I’d like to build the world a home, And furnish it with love, Grow apple trees and honey 
bees and snow white turtle doves”. It is exactly the vision I have for my home country.   
 
Unfortunately it is a long way off. Now skyscrapers grow and trees fall. Gardens are full of 
beers, not bees. People are not “standing hand in hand” but face to face. Instead of singing “in 
perfect harmony”, cries of anger and despair echo “throughout the land”. 
 
The present has been hijacked. The only hope left is a younger generation with real values and 
leaders with big visions. To groom this generation we need first class education that puts 
emphasis on right values. Our small school has to grow if Cambodia were to find a Seametrey 
Buddha, a Winston Churchill, a George Washington or an Abraham Lincoln. We need an 
ambitious and high standards school, the one of its kind in Cambodia, from where would 
emerge true leaders with big visions that could find a cure for the cancer that is eating our 
country away. Time is running out for me. I am 64 years old. I cannot afford to wait. This is the 
reason why I am submitting my projects to you. 
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Seametrey Residential and Bilingual School project (SRBS) 

 
 
Brief description of the project 
 
Seametrey Residential and Bilingual School will include Seametrey Children’s Village for K-6 
and Seametrey Middle and High School from 7-12 grades. It offers bilingual programs that will 
be described later. 
 
It will be half a private school, half a charity school with scholarships based on financial needs 
at the nursery and primary levels, on merit at the middle and high school levels. 
 
Boarding is available from grade 1. A member of the family will be allowed to stay with the 
child in a dorm, a private room, or a flat attached to the school. Older students will be housed -
with a member of their families again - half a mile away from the school. 
 
For non-boarding children, transport will be available and school opening hours will be staggered 
to accommodate them. The school will open from 7am to 6pm with four shifts: 

• 7am – 3pm 
• 8am – 4pm 
• 9am – 5pm 
• 10am – 6pm 

Between 10am and 3pm, all children will be at the school.  
 
Note: Government schools operate between 7am and 5pm. Children often go to private tuitions 
from 6am to 7am and after school from 5pm to 6 or 7pm.  So these hours are nothing 
revolutionary in Cambodia. 
 
 
The school location 
 
The school will be located at a 45 minute ride away from Phnom Penh, 30km South of Phnom 
Penh, at Chambak Trop Village, Prek Roka Commune, Kandal Steung District, Kandal Steung 
Province.  
 
The lands are at a lakeside called Tonle Bati which is a popular weekend destination for the 
Khmer. At the other side of the lake stands a 13th century temple. A few kilometers away from 
the temple is a small hill called Phnom Ta Mao, another popular excursion site because of the 
view, the zoo and wildlife conservation centre at the bottom of the hill. Ten kilometers away 
from Phnom Ta Mao, there is another hill on top of which stands a 12th century temple 
contemporary of Angkor Wat. The area is rich in culture and tradition and easily accessible 
from Phnom Penh.  
 
Note : You can see what the area looks like in this Youtube video: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nhBiL4FXevE 
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Phnom Penh is # 22 on the map. 
Tonle Bati is # 30 on the map. 

 
A view of the school site: 
 

 
 

Lands sizes: 5.5 ha for the school, 1.4ha for the residence. 
Both lands are owned by Muoy You with secured land titles. 

 
 
Why this location?  
 
All international schools are located in the capital city, Phnom Penh. It is where the pool of 
paying students would come from. But the price of land is prohibitive in Phnom Penh. At good 
locations, it can be as high as $3000 a square meter. The alternative would be to rent but we 
would be giving opportunities to only children in the capital. Building the school where we 
propose would be more cost effective and socially far reaching. Staggering the school hours will 
help solve the transport problem. Parents who want to drive their children to school could choose 
a time that is convenient to them. For those who don’t have their own transport the school 
library bus will shuttle them and transport time will become learning time. 
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A residential school will be the first of its kind in Cambodia. It will allow students from all 
over Cambodia to come to our school. By allowing a member of the family to stay with the 
children, we can solve the psychological, emotional and safety issues of this type of school. It 
will bring more revenues to help sustain the school but the most important aspect will be the 
education of the child and the parent. The child will be no longer under the bad influence of 
bad TV programs, away from unhealthy environment that often goes with poverty and away from 
bad home habits for rich kids, parental negligence or domestic violence for the poor. The parent 
too will absorb the school environment and ethics and will slowly change their mindset and 
habit.  
The educational impact coupled with the financial benefits make the project irresistible. The 
school will have a hard time at the beginning but from experience I know it will work and we 
will set an example for others to follow. 
 
 
The school buildings and lay out  
 
The school will be laid out as a village with individual houses built on stilts housing two or 
three classrooms each. The plan will be adapted from the one designed by You Khin, my late 
husband who had also designed the guesthouse,  for a sustainable village. As much as possible, 
local and eco-friendly materials – bamboo, thatch, wood – will be used. Only the floor will be 
made of concrete for safety reasons. The design of the house will be inspired by the traditional 
Khmer houses with emphasis on natural ventilation and light to minimize running costs and 
environmental impact. Solar and wind energy will be favored and so will be biomass and water 
catchment and recycling. There will be ample outdoor space. The school will sit on a beautiful 
simple landscaped garden. 
 
 
Make it simple and act local 
 
The message we want to deliver is that simplicity, beauty, sustainability = no worry. Too 
often, Cambodian people are fascinated by Western models of development with little regard for 
local weather conditions. There is a rat race to live ostensibly “à l’Occidentale”. One of the 
underlying causes of corruption is this rat race. We want to inspire people and show that it is 
possible to live simply and happily. 
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The school medium 
 
Our school will put an emphasis on languages as they are vehicles for promoting 
understanding, tolerance and peace in the world. From grade 1, students will be able to learn 
their own language, history and culture together with English. The bilingual programs are 
modeled on the ones in force at the Lycee International de St-Germain-en-Laye, in France 
attended by two of my children. From experience I know how hard it is for expatriate parents of 
non-dominant cultures to see their children drift away and become little by little alienated to their 
own culture because no school offers programs in their language beyond basic standard. Often 
those parents have to resort to extra schooling for their children putting pressure on them. 
Seametrey Residential and Bilingual School will offer a solution to this problem. It will offer a 
full bilingual program to Khmer children and a substantial consistent bilingual program to other 
nationalities.  
 
Programs offered: 

• Khmer –English (50%-50%) 
• English – French  (75%-25%) 
• English – German (75% -25%) 
• English – Spanish (75% - 25%) 
• English – Japanese (75% - 25%) 
• English – Chinese (75% - 25%) 
• Etc. 

Any nationality could apply for its own program to be set up if a required minimum number is 
met or if parents agree to pay for the teachers. 
 
 
Curriculum  
 
K-6 will be a Montessori school. In the primary section, half the teaching will be based on the 
Khmer curriculum from the Khmer Ministry of education. 7-12 will be an International 
Baccalaureate (IB) school.  
 
 
The subjects taught at Middle and High School 
 
Major subjects:  

• Mother tongue language, literature and history 
• 3 other languages. In all 4 languages – 2 Western and 2 Asian – will be taught at the 

school.  Maths 
• Sciences (physics, chemistry, biology) 
• Geography  
• History 

 
Minor subjects: 

• Environmental awareness  
• IT 
• Health awareness - Nutrition 
• Subjects taught at High School 
• Macro and micro economics 
• Psychology (child and adult) – the art of parenting 
• Educational theories 
• Human rights awareness  
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• Political awareness (global, local) 
 
Non-academic subjects: 

• Arts (fine arts, visual art, performing art) 
• Craft 
• Sport (water sport, non-water sport, team sport, individual sport) 
• Fitness, yoga, meditation 
• Life skills  
• Gardening 
• Home economics 
• DIY 
• Health monitoring  
• Driving 

 
School medium: 

• Pre-school: English 
• Primary: Khmer-English 
• Middle School: Khmer-English 
• High School: Khmer –English / Khmer –French 

 
 
The end product 
 
Our students will be equipped with all skills necessary to enter their adult life as responsible 
spouses, parents, professionals and citizens.  They will be more responsible because they will be 
aware and truly well rounded.  
When they graduate from Seametrey School, the presents they take away will be a blood 
pressure monitor for them to help people around them and a driving license to demystify the very 
act of driving. They will also be rooted in their own culture and not alienated to it. They will be 
proud of being Khmer but at the same time abreast of the world. They will find pleasure in 
simple life because they will have experienced it and enjoyed it. They will be less likely to 
become greedy and corrupt.  
 
 
Staff recruitment 
 
The teachers will be recruited locally and internationally. For the same qualification, 
preference will be given to local people and Khmer overseas. International staff should not be 
paid more than twice the local salaries but they will enjoy fringe benefits. All staff and their 
families will get heath insurance and free education at Seametrey for their children. 
 
 
The school management 
 
The school will be managed by a School Director recruited by an independent board of 
Governors to whom he will be accountable. The School Director will be assisted by school 
principals and directors of studies.   
 
The curriculum, school policy will be laid in the School Constitution that all have to abide by. 
Donors will have auditing rights but the school policy and the school curriculum will be the 
domain of the School Director and his team under the supervision of the Board of Governors.  
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Time frame 
 
The present lease of the rented school premises will expire in March 2012 and will likely be 
extended for another three years. So we have until March 2015 to complete the residential school 
project. The land is cleared and ready for work to start.  
 
 
The budget 
 
Because the costs of building materials, labor and transport constantly rise, it is not possible and 
wise to work out a detailed budget. We rather use the reverse approach – put a cap for each 
category of spending and keep to that limit. Below is the breakdown: 
 
Infrastructure: US$ 1 million 
Equipment: US$ 1 million 
Running cost over 2 years: 1 million 
Endowment: 2 million 
Total: 5 million 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Copyright 2011 – Mouy You 

Our logo 
 

 
 
It was designed by my late husband, You Khin. It has three layers of interpretation. First as a 
stylized open lotus flower, the sacred flower we offer to Buddha, it tells of our pledge to live by 
the three principles- freedom, civilization and love.  
 
Second, lotus flowers represent what Seametrey strive for and that is humility, efficiency and 
progress. They grow in muddy water and need no care. Yet, they grow tall and beautiful and 
give away so much. The leaves are used as plates or wrappings, the nutty fruit can be eaten green 
or mature, the tender roots are a delicious vegetable and when they become hard, they are 
another type of much prized vegetable. What other plant can offer more for so little? 
 
The third layer of interpretation comes when one looks closely at the logo. It resembles a hand 
delicately holding an egg. We care for the eggs in our community so that they can hatch in the 
best conditions. 
 
 

 
 
Source: http://www.kriyayoga.com/photography/photo_gallery/v/lotus_flower/lotus_pond_white-
dsc02088-a1-wp.jpg.html 
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Love for learning 

 
About the Montessori approach… 
 
Before becoming a worldwide acclaimed educator, Maria Montessori (1870-1952) was the first 
Italian woman to receive a medical degree. When she became involved in teaching, the 
educational method she used was so successful that she dedicated the rest of her life to education 
and devised a teaching method which became famous worldwide. 
 
One of the Montessori’s principles is follow the child. Each child is a seed. It has its own agenda, 
will grow at its own pace and will be what it will be. Our task is one of the gardener’s to help the 
seed grow and blossom into the best tree. Forcing a child to do or learn something before he/she 
is ready will build up frustrations and give the child a sense of failure.  
 
A true Montessori method is gentle, child friendly and child centered. It develops in children 
the powers of reasoning, imagination and creativity through activities initiated by them which 
involve exploration, manipulation, order, repetition, abstraction and communication. Montessori 
materials are designed to challenge the child’s imagination and help him think. Children 
develop a love for learning and the ability to learn independently. These are keys to a lasting 
success in later school years. Children also learn to care and share thus developing grace, 
courtesy and social skills which will make them successful in life. 
 
I hold an International Diploma in Montessori Pedagogy from the Montessori Centre 
International in London. Seametrey Children’s Village, our present school, uses the Montessori 
approach. The result has made me more convinced than ever that it is the best approach for 
children. 
 
The elementary program gives the children an overview of the history of the universe, the earth 
and human beings taught through the Great Lesson. It makes the children reflect on the 
foundation of human civilizations built on two important discoveries – numbers and letters. 
Instead of learning the details, children are taught the big pictures first. When they enter Middle 
School they will be ready to learn the details – the geography or history of individual countries, 
the law of physics and so on. Such a program makes more sense and makes a more rounded, well 
aware child. It is what Montessori called “cosmic education”, an education for peace. The world 
would be better off for that. 
 
 
IB program 
 
I am familiar with the French school system. My children went to British schools. I taught at the 
American school of Doha. Each school system has its merits and shortcomings. The International 
Baccalaureate seems to strike a good balance between all of these systems allowing the 
students to choose three major subjects and three minor ones. It is also an international program 
and not country specific, so more adapted to Cambodia.   
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Conclusion  
 
In present day Cambodia, private schools have mushroomed all over the country to take over 
from failed government schools. They are of two kinds: there are schools for the rich and 
schools for the poor. Segregation is a fact of life. In poor schools the quality of education is 
hardly better than at government schools but they succeed because they teach English, however 
badly. In rich schools, the children of the rich and powerful make the rules and teachers are 
powerless. In international schools, education is better but Khmer children become estranged to 
their own culture. They have the best chance to go abroad with or without scholarships to get 
foreign degrees which will entitle them to become the future leaders of Cambodia. They will fill 
in key posts in the government and governmental institutions, business institutions, the media 
and communication. It is already happening. In nearly all ministries, nepostism is everywhere 
to be seen. The Minister in charge would have his son or daughter or nephew or niece or cousin 
as his personal assistant, or head of such and such department. What hope is left for those who 
don’t belong? Seametrey wants to give a chance to all Khmer children regardless of their 
backgrounds. It offers a unique concept, not based on fantasy but a deep understanding of the 
Khmer culture and mentality – I hold a degree in Khmer language and literature. With a Ph.D. in 
French literature and over thirty years living and traveling overseas, I am fairly abreast of the 
modern world. My extensive experience both in budget and in educational matters is 
demonstrated by the success of my family and our present school.  
 
As an artist and a teacher, my late husband and I were not highly paid professionals. Yet we 
managed to raise four children and send them all to good universities in the UK. Now, with 
Seametrey Children’s Village, with no help at the beginning and little help now, we manage to 
give scholarships to nearly 40 children, give work and shelter to a dozen people, change their 
lives around. With Seametrey each dollar goes a long way.  
 
I believe I have all the credentials to bring the Seametrey Residential School to success. I have 
left the comfort of the West to come back to Cambodia because I am passionate about 
education. This passion has shaped and transformed my children’s lives. Each has taken a 
different path from the other, but all have achieved their full potentials. One is an applied 
physicist and an aspiring astronaut, one is a successful business manager, one is a future financial 
analyst and one is a Ph.D. student in fundamental physics. And these are grandchildren of 
laborers in Phnom Penh. This miracle has happened within three generations. I want to give the 
same opportunity to all Khmer children. It is not enough to teach them to read and write and 
count. If they end up with a badly paid job, if they are not trained to think critically, Cambodia is 
not going to be better off in a hundred years. On the contrary, the danger of a fracture will 
become more and more imminent. Seametrey Residential and Bilingual School will be the 
starting point for a structural change of Cambodia. It will save Cambodia from itself.  
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When people ask me, “Why do I do it? Why can’t I retire and live a life without stress?”, the 
answer is in this poem a friend offered me as a gift to give me courage, when doubt and despair 
creep in.  

 
The Way It Is 

 
There’s a thread you follow. It goes among 
things that change. But it doesn’t change. 

People wonder about what you are pursuing. 
You have to explain about the thread. 

But it is hard for others to see. 
While you hold it you can’t get lost. 
Tragedies happen; people get hurt 
or die; and you suffer and get old. 

Nothing you do can stop time’s unfolding. 
You don’t ever let go of the thread. 

 
William Stafford 

 
 


