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Executive Summary 
When asked what animal she would choose to be, a twenty year old Karen 

refugee going to school in Umpium camp along the Thailand-Burma border, told me that 

she “would be a bird so that I can fly all over the world and not need a passport”. Later 

she told me that her dream is to go to university but she is not sure how this is possible 

because the educational certificates she has, are not considered legitimate outside of the 

refugee community.  

 

UNHCR estimates that there are around 8.4 million refugees and as many as 23.7 

million Internally Displaced Peoples (IDPs) in the world today (UNHCR, 2006). This 

means that over 30 million people do not have a nation state to represent them, or to 

provide basic human services like health and education.  

  

There are some international laws to protect stateless peoples, however not every 

nation that refugees flee to have signed these laws. As education is considered a basic 

human right there are some suggested policies established to assist practitioners who are 

aiding refugee and IDPs with education. However, even these suggested policies are not 

always possible.   

 

 Thousands of migrants and refugees living in Thailand are gaining an education 

that is accepted and valued in their own community, but the certificate they are receiving 

for this education, is not considered legitimate in the international community. In this 

globalized world where non-state actors - such as NGO's, private business interests, and 

social movements - appear to be gaining more of a voice, do the refugees and IDPs have 

more or fewer opportunities when it comes to employment, education, and a better life 

than they did, for example, 20 years ago, or before said globalization? Can the 

international community assist refugees, migrants and IDPs with educational 

certification?  

 

 What this paper will illustrate is that migrants and refugees along the Thailand-

Burma border need a certificate that is globally recognized in order to meet the needs of 
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their uncertain future. If a certificate could be internationally recognized, non 

ethnocentric, and mobile this would allow for IDPs and refugees to continue to higher 

education, seek the jobs they desire and meet their needs no matter what their future 

might hold for them.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Outline of the thesis  
My grandmother was a big advocate for education. Born in 1911 she attended 

university and became a teacher in a one room school house in the middle of the woods 

in Michigan. Later she taught English literature at the secondary level and even went 

back for her masters in English literature when she was in her fifties. She would say that 

the one thing you can’t take away from someone is their education. Although this is true 

what you can take away is the acknowledgement or acceptance of the diploma received in 

certain educational institutes. This is very much the case for refugees, illegal migrants 

and Internally Displaced Peoples (IDPs) living on the Burma-Thai border. An education 

system has been established along the border in the camps, in migrant communities and 

in the IDP areas. Although the certificates in these institutes are accepted within the 

communities, they are not accepted by the Burma government, the Thai government or 

any other nation state.  

 

 This paper will analyze the situation of refugees from Burma living and obtaining 

an education in Thailand in an era of globalization.  The premise is that globalization 

lessens the power of nation states and increases the influence of international actors. A 

corollary to this premise is that refugees, illegal migrants, and IDPs who are not protected 

necessarily by any nation state, then become default members of the international 

community in part because as refugees and displaced persons they have only international 

law and international organizations such at the United Nations and international non-

governmental organizations to speak on their behalf. 

 

 The methodology used to complete this study is global ethnography that 

emphasizes the examination of communities within the paradigm of globalization. 

Through the collection of life histories and conducting semi formal interviews I have 

attempted to answer two main research questions: 

 
1. What are the central political and logistical barriers regarding educational 

certification for refugees living along the Thailand-Burma border?  
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2. How do the refugees/migrants perceive, use and value the educational certificates 
they receive along the Thailand-Burma border?  

 
 

The data collected has been split into three chapters. The first looks at the political 

and logistical barriers of educational certification at the community level. This chapter 

also looks at how people from Burma along the border perceive, value, and use the 

certificates they receive at the community level. The proceeding chapter looks at the 

educational certificates in Thailand; what are the political and logistical barriers to having 

Thai certificates; and how the people from Burma currently use, value and perceive their 

certificates in Thailand. The last chapter analysing the data collected looks at the global 

level: first, at the political issues surrounding the current internationally recognized 

certificates that exist for refugees from Burma and migrants living in Thailand; second, at 

the concept of a global certificate; third, the political issues of repatriation; finally this 

chapter looks at how the people from Burma perceive, value, and use their certificates 

with the increase of resettlement.  

 

 Through my research I aim to show that for the thousands of refugees, migrants 

and IDPs along the Thailand-Burma border that are obtaining an education that is not 

considered internationally recognized they should have the option of gaining an 

international educational certificate for elementary and secondary school.  

 

1.2 Purpose and relevance of the study 
This dissertation is part of a larger research project linking the Universiteit van 

Amsterdam, the International Rescue Committee (IRC), Netherlands Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MFA), and UNESCO’s International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP). 

The goal of the project and the partnership is to “contribute to Education for All goals 

through research on education in conflict, emergency and reconstruction situations, with 

the overall aim to develop knowledge on specific interventions, strategies and 

methodologies that can be used to improve access to quality education for all” (Talbot, 

2006: 2). 
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 The research project has two areas of focus: one on opportunities for change in 

conflict and post-conflict education systems and the second on educational certification. 

The focus on certification came about through practitioners in the field discussions with 

refugees and IDPs. The refugees and IDPs were obtaining an education but did not have 

anybody to recognize the diplomas they had obtained in refugee camps or in IDP areas. 

My research will therefore not stand alone but eventually be contrasted to other refugee 

and IDP situations around the world. It is the hope that through a global understanding of 

this issue, constructive recommendations can be made for IDP and refugee educational 

certification. 

 

1.3 Definitions 
The following section defines terms that are significant in this study and used often. 

 

Refugees 

International law defines the term refugee as a “person who has fled from and/or 

cannot return to their country due to a well-founded fear of persecution, including war or 

civil conflict” (UNHCR, November 13, 2003).  Under Article 1 of the 1951 Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees the term refugee is defined as a person who “owing to 

a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

membership of a particular social group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his 

nationality, and is unable to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 

protection of that country” (UNHCR, November 13, 2003). 

 

 Thailand has not signed the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 

therefore has no international legal obligation to assist people that are fleeing persecution 

in their home country. However, many refugees in Thailand for various reasons have 

chosen not to live in the camps and therefore under Thai law are considered illegal 

migrants. Through this text, the term 'refugees' also implies people living outside of the 

camps. Furthermore, because the conflict has gone on for such a long period of time 

many of the people I talked to have been IDPs, lived in the camps, and have also lived as 
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illegal migrants. Therefore, many of the statements and conclusions made apply for all 

three categories.  

 

Internally Displaced Peoples (IDPs) 

UNHCR defines an Internally Displaced Person (IDP) as someone who “may 

have been forced to flee their home for the same reasons as a refugee, but has not crossed 

an internationally recognized border” (UNHCR, November 13, 2003). There are over 

500,000 people from Burma who have been displaced from their homes and living in the 

jungle along the Thailand-Burma border (TBBC, 2004). Many people cannot return to 

their communities of origin as their houses have been burned by the government army or 

have been occupied by soldiers. 

 

Educational Certification 

UNESCO defines certification as “a mark of quality that publicly attests the worth 

of a learning programme” (Talbot, 2006). For the displaced peoples from Burma some 

have certificates from the military government in Burma; others have received 

certificates from community schools established by the refugees or IDPs themselves and 

supported by NGOs such as World Education, ZOA or Jesuit Refugee Services (JRS), 

that are situated in camps along the Thailand-Burma border; and some displaced people 

from Burma have received certificates from Thai government schools. 

 

Used 

Used is from the verb to use – which is defined as “To put into action or service” 

(Agnes, 1996). The use of the word ‘used’ in my research question refers to the practical 

uses of educational certification for the displaced peoples of Burma. 

 

Valued 

Valued is from the verb to value – which for this question is defined as “a thing or 

quality having intrinsic worth” (Agnes, 1996). Valued in this context refers to how 

people appreciate the certificate and the education they received. 

 

 



Towards a future: educational certification for refugees from Burma living in Thailand 
 

13

Perceive 

Perceive is how one can understand a concept (Agnes, 1996). Synonyms for 

‘perceive’ are: observe, notice, grasp, and comprehend.  In contrast to valued, the term 

perceived refers more too how the displaced people from Burma view the certificates 

they have received or are obtaining. 

 

Education 

The term education is used in this body of work, unless specifically noted, means 

‘formal education’ where there are students and teachers in a formal setting learning 

through books and lectures.  

 

Burma vs. Myanmar 

Burma’s military government has not changed much in terms of power or tactics. 

The military dictatorship has changed names over the years from State Law and Order 

Restoration Council (SLORC) to the current State Peace and Development Council 

(SPDC). In 1989, the SLORC-SPDC also changed the name of the country to Myanmar 

and changed the capital from Rangoon to Yangoon. This has led to great controversy 

because many pro-democracy groups argue that these names should not be recognized as 

they were not made by a democratically elected government.  
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Chapter 2: Globalization, Education and Refugees 

“It has been said that arguing against globalization is like arguing against the laws 

of gravity” stated former secretary for the United Nations, Kofi Annan (Crossette, 

September 3, 2000). The concept of globalization is large and debated and this paper is in 

no way arguing for or against this phenomenon. Instead it aims to understand how 

refugees from Burma living in Thailand fit into this globalized world. Specifically, 

looking at how the educational certificates they are receiving assist or impede these 

refugees at obtaining the future they desire.   

 

What is the connection though between refugees in Thailand and globalization?  

 

When the current military government of Burma took power in 1962 they 

attempted to remove Burma from the international community. They forced almost all 

immigrants to leave the country and they closed their borders to most imports. This is not 

to say that communities in Burma are not affected by the international community. 

However, I would argue that they are less so then most communities around the world. 

Therefore, when people from Burma leave their communities for Thailand in search of 

safety, economic survival or a better education they suddenly enter a globalized world 

without a nation state to back them.  

 

There are international laws for refugees and their rights to an education. 

However, Thailand like many other countries has not signed these agreements. 

Furthermore, there are no policies or recommendations established for what curriculum 

or certificates refugees should receive when they are in refugee camps. Therefore, 

although some refugees and migrants along the Thailand-Burma border might be 

obtaining skills they need, they are not obtaining certificates that are recognized by 

Burma, Thailand or any other nation state. This is a major hindrance for people who are 

not ‘legally’ allowed to live forever along the border but are supposed to either: return to 

Burma (currently very dangerous), become legal Thai citizens (not an easy task) or be 

resettled abroad (not everybody is eligible).   
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The following chapter aims to understand the educational dilemma of illegal 

migrants, refugees, and IDPs, within the context of the globalization and the concomitant 

increasing internationalization of laws and people everywhere, by looking at the 

following issues: globalization as a concept;  the role of the nation state in relationship to 

education; globalization and its impact on education; international laws for stateless 

people, especially as regards their education; and, the literature on educational 

certification. My field research examines the lack of protection and support that refugees 

and IDPs are receiving when it comes to their education being recognized and attempts to 

explore solutions that have been suggested by the results of that research.  Therefore, this 

chapter attempts to understand how stateless people can have a voice in the international 

world in order to obtain the future they desire. 

 

2.1 Viewing globalization 

Globalization is a complex and contested phenomena that has a variety of 

dimensions from the cultural to the technological to the economic and the political (Held, 

1999). In its essence, the concept reflects a sense of an increasingly interconnected world 

where the lines between the local and the global become blurred. In the extreme form, 

globalization theory predicts the end of the nation state, a borderless world where global 

communication creates a hybridization of national cultures with the international 

organizations/corporations holding the vast amount of world power (Green, 1997: 130).  

 

Broadly, Anthony H. Richmond, professor of Sociology at York University, 

writes that globalization is “used loosely to describe almost any economic or social 

change that affects more than one country” (Richmond, 2002:1). The concept of 

globalization by this definition makes it in no way a new phenomenon. Dani Rodrik, 

considered an expert in the globalization field explains that global economic integration 

was even more intense in the late 19th century (Rodrik, 1997: 303). However Rodrik 

claims that there are three major reasons why globalization is more “contentious” today 

than in the past. The first reason he gives is that the present restrictions on immigration 

gives some people mobility and others none. Second is the competition for identical or 
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similar products on a global level. Lastly, governments in today’s world have a much 

larger role in providing social welfare than ever before making “life in an interdependent 

economy considerably more difficult for today’s policymakers” (Rodrik, 1997: 303-304).  

 

The globalization paradigm grew in the 1980s with the increase of technology that 

allowed for people, capital and ideas to travel faster around the world than ever before. 

Furthermore, the expansion of privatization decreased the power of the state and 

increased the influence of national/transnational companies (Robertson, 2007: 2).        

 

The cultural impact of globalization means that music, television, films, and 

fashion are connected on all continents.  Urban centers on different continents have often 

begun to have more in common with each other than with their rural neighbors.  

Cosmopolitan cities the world over have similar stores, restaurants and skyscrapers.  The 

Internet, fax machines, and mobile phones have played a large role in the cultural sharing 

of ideas, technology and trends. With this phenomenon there is a rise in tension between 

an interest in ‘global culture’ simultaneously with a rise in the defence of minority 

cultures. The tension is created between being global and holding on to the local. People 

still want to be Karen and from Burma for example, as well as being cosmopolitan and 

accessing the resources that brings access to jobs and higher education.  

 

The ability to connect quickly and cheaply to the larger world has assisted small 

communities and grass roots groups in forging relationships with each other and with 

larger organizations in order to seek support, funding and advice on management and 

legal matters (Young, 2003).  The power that social movements have been able to obtain 

through connecting people all over the world has produced positive changes through 

pressure on multinational corporations (MNCs) to change their harmful practices. Nestle, 

Shell and Nike are often cited as targets of political pressure from social movements 

(Young, 2003). Furthermore, social movements have also made headway in changing 

policies within international organizations, one example being the World Trade 

Organization (WTO), by raising the issues of their impact on less economically powerful 

nations. 
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Furthermore, Multi National Companies (MNCs) are considered one of the main 

agents of globalization. MNCs “produce and distribute goods and services across national 

boundaries; they spread technology throughout the world; and they plan their operations 

on a global scale” (Cohn, 2000: 274). MNCs are responsible for two thirds of global trade 

through transport between their own company and trading with non-affiliated companies 

(Cohn, 2000: 274).The amount of money that MNCs produce yearly is higher than many 

nation states yearly Gross Domestic Product (GDP).  

 

With the rise of other global actors, besides nation states, who controls what at 

what scale? Globalisation has brought in processes of decentralization and 

recentralisation; as well as state and private delivers at a range of scales. Decentralization 

could assist refugees from Burma, in Thailand by allowing them power over their 

communities however still being linked to the nation state of Thailand. Furthermore, 

private actors have been able to assist refugees from Burma living in Thailand with 

donation such as a recent gift of computers to Tham Hin refugee camp by Microsoft (For 

more information on Microsoft’s donation and other 

big business involvement in the refugee camps check 

out UNHCR Internet site http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-

bin/texis/vtx/partners?id=3d8f1be44). However, for 

the IDPs still in Burma they are considered enemies 

of the state by their own nation and do not have 

access to other non-state actors.  
New computer lab at Tham Hin camp 

How else do refugees and IDPs fit into this globalized and interconnected world? 

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) holds classes in Mae La camp along 

the Thailand-Burma border where people being repatriated learn how to access the 

Internet in order to find jobs once they reached their new homes (although it is taught 

theoretically as Internet is not legally permitted in the camps by the Thai government). 

Anthony H. Richmond in his article “Globalization: implications for immigrants and 

refugees”, argues that globalization has also allowed for refugees and IDPs to 

communicate better than ever before with their family and friends that have repatriated to 

different countries around the world (2002). Many people I spoke with in migrant and 
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refugee settlements talked of the pressure that they were receiving from friends and 

family to either stay along the border or to join them in the repatriated countries.  

 

Furthermore, small community groups by learning English are able to 

communicate their struggles for freedom through having their own websites. Community 

groups along the Thailand-Burma border are also often funded by international donors 

either because they are connected to international NGOs or from contacts with 

community members that are now living abroad.  

 

For IDPs in Burma however, there is no provision for them at any level. There is 

no access to the ‘global world’ as there is no access to electricity or generators (needed 

for mobiles and computers) and there are no state or current international actors that are 

able to assist IDPs. 

 

2.2 The nation state and education  

In its extreme form globalization “depicts a striking revolution among techno-

industrial elites, driven mainly by technological advances, that ultimately renders the 

globe a single market” (Reich, 1998). This radical version where the nation states lose 

their power would have a major impact on national education systems. Without a solid 

national identity it is difficult for educational systems to establish a common curriculum 

or language(s) of instruction, two elements that are necessary in order to compare and 

hold educational systems and degrees accountable to global standards. As Waters and 

Leblanc explain, education systems contribute in the formation of national identity and 

therefore, “mass public education is a goal of almost every government in the world” 

(2005: 129) (For more information read Green, 1997).  

 

The development of the nation state is intertwined with the creation of the mass 

public education system. Baron Dubin wrote in 1826: 

“Practically all modern nations are now awake to the fact that education is 

the most potent means of development of the essentials of nationality. 

Education is the means by which people of retarded cultures may be 
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brought rapidly to the common level. Education is the means by which 

small and weak nations may become strong through their cultural 

strengths and achievements” (Green, 1997: 134). 

 

The creation of an educational curriculum is meant to develop the nation and its citizens 

in order to create a collective “we”. Therefore, not only does an education system assist 

as an economic function – in the sense that it prepares people for future jobs and to 

become active members of the economy – it attempts to bring millions of people together 

to be one nation. Yet, for the IDP or the refugee their future is undecided as they do not 

know if they can return to their homes, remain in a host nation or move to a third country. 

Therefore, what community are they a part of? What curriculum should be developed? 

What mindset and national loyalty is to be developed?  

 

One of the issues demonstrating the politics and struggles of providing education 

for refugees and IDPs entering into an education system without a nation state deals with 

the question of what languages should be taught and what language should the teacher 

instruct in. This is especially difficult in Africa and Asia where there are many local 

dialects and national languages differ between neighbouring countries. Because a refugee 

cannot predict their future, they do not know when they will be able to return to their 

homeland, if they will have to remain in the host country or if they will migrate to 

another country.  

 

For many cases such as the refugees from Burma living in Thailand each possible 

future path holds a different language. The first language for many refugees from Burma 

living in Thailand is their local dialect.  This is highly valuable for children learning in 

their own language because it is key to the learning curve of the child. Since language is 

the major form of communication in almost all learning activities it is imperative that the 

learner completely understands the language of instruction (Shaeffer, 2005). When a 

child is taught in a language that they have no practical understanding of, most concepts 

will be lost and drop out rates will be higher (Bush, 2000). Moreover, if the migrants 

from Burma living in Thailand, moves back to Burma, they will need to learn Burmese in 

order to communicate in the national language. If they remain in Thailand they will need 
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to learn Thai as for the past two years that Thai government has insisted that Thai be 

taught to refugees and migrants even though there is no indication that they are willing to 

accept local integration. If they want to communicate with UN or international NGO 

staff, or with the broader international community for advocacy purposes they need to 

know English. Even more complicated is if they are repatriated to another country like 

Sweden or the Netherlands then there needs to be a fifth language. As Walters and 

Leblanc point out, language of instruction, often “has political implications for how the 

home country, host country and refugees imagine their future” (2005: 139). As one can 

deduce, this has serious implications for the curriculum used.   

 

Language, culture and history are key subjects at developing the citizens of 

nation. However, if a group of people are stateless what should their education look like? 

For the Karenni and Karen people they have a State, however, this state is not 

internationally recognized. What should then their education look like? This will be an 

overarching question through this paper. 

 

2.3 Globalization and education 

There are several other ways in which globalization has a direct link to education. 

As the world becomes more interconnected, schools need to adapt their curriculum in 

order for their students to succeed in the changing world. Schools in the past had a clearer 

understanding of what a child’s future would be as there were fewer options for 

employment. Today’s students need curriculum to stress adaptability, learning how to 

coexist with diverse cultures, and form a sense of identity that can be viable within a 

range of contexts (Burbules, 2000: 22). This is especially true for refugees who cannot 

predict if they will be able to return to their original community, remain in a host country, 

or be resettled abroad.  

 

Although forms of globalization can be seen in Burma (some people do have 

access to the Internet and mobile phones), this nation has very little contact to the 

international world because of poverty and the distrust the military government has of the 

international community. The migrant and refugee schools in Thailand on the other hand 
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are affected by globalization through contact with international NGOs and international 

foreigners that teach and assist migrant and refugee schools. Although many of the 

migrant and refugee schools emphasize local history and languages they depend on 

international funding and have access to international educational practices.  

 

With globalization Marginson and Rhoades argue that higher education around 

the world is “being influenced by global economic, cultural, and educational forces” and 

that higher institutes are becoming more similar across the world (2002: 281). This 

phenomenon is not exclusive to higher education, however, it is especially relevant in the 

European Union (EU) where there has been a need to redevelop education systems in the 

joined countries in order to unite and mutually accept forms of certification (Erichsen, 

2000). Specifically the Bologna declaration was signed in June 1999 committing 

governments to create a European Higher Education Area.  The hope is that the 

declaration will help remove barriers and create a more unified post secondary education 

system through the EU (Erichsen, 2000).  In this sense the Bologna process is an example 

of the way that states through the EU are developing new forms of educational 

reciprocity so that they can promote the mobility of their citizens within the EU. This 

idea of creating unification to allow mobility is a crucial concept for refugees and IDPs 

who are forced to be mobile and are in need of their education to be recognized no matter 

what community or nation state they are living in.  

 

2.4 International recognition of refugees and IDPs 

At the end of World War II, there were eleven million people left homeless.  

Although many of them were eventually resettled, some were imprisoned and killed 

when they returned to their home countries (Waters, 2005: 133). The United Nations 

High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) was established in 1951 to assist the 

remaining refugees and make sure that they were not forced to return to countries that 

would put them in danger (Waters, 2005: 133). The United Nations Convention relating 

to the Status Refugees was adopted on July 28, 1951 and amendments were made in 1967 

to broaden the scope from European refugees to all refugees around the world. Please see 
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the definition section in chapter one that outlines how refugee are defined by UNHCR 

under these regulations. 

 

As IDPs have not crossed any international borders specialized protection of 

international refugee law is not applicable. Therefore, UNHCR does not have a specific 

mandate to assist IDPs. However, they do contend that they have been assisting IDPs by 

working “closely with other organizations and United Nations sister agencies, in 

particular applying its expertise in the fields of protection, emergency shelter and camp 

management” (UNHCR, 2001-2007).  

 

The UN Convention on Refugees signed in 1951 is considered by some as 

outdated as it does not take into consideration such things as the civil wars that have been 

widespread since the end of the Cold War (Richmond, 2002: 718). For example the 

Internal Displacement Monitoring Center (IDMC) reports that when first counted in 1982 

there were 1.2 million IDPs in 11 countries. In 1995 (after the Cold War) it was estimated 

that there were 20 to 25 million IDPs in more than 40 countries (IDMC, 2007). This is far 

too large of a problem to be ignored by an international treaty protecting the persecuted.  

 

Richmond argues in regards to the 1951 Convention on Refugees that “The 

distinction between persecution and systemic discrimination has become blurred. New 

international laws are needed that will protect all migrants, including contract workers, 

against discrimination, and facilitate temporary and longer term asylum and protection 

for those who face persecution in their own countries” (Richmond, 2002: 718). What 

does exist however is the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement that was created in 

1998. Although not legally binding like a treaty the guidelines have become 

internationally recognized and “recast sovereignty as a form of national responsibility 

toward one’s vulnerable populations with a role provided for the international community 

when governments did not have the capacity or willingness to protect their uprooted 

populations” (Cohen, 2004). What would be helpful however would be a legal treaty 

outlining the protection of IDPs as well as contract workers that could make governments 

legally responsible. 
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2.5 Education and refugees 

The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 26, declares that 

“Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary 

and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and 

professional education shall be made generally available and higher education shall be 

equally accessible to all on the basis of merit” (UN, December 10, 1948) 

 
The 1951 Charter also deals with education in Article 22 and states: 
 

“1.The Contracting States shall accord to refugees the same 
treatment as is accorded to nationals with respect to elementary 
education. 
 
2. The Contracting States shall accord to refugees treatment as 
favourable as possible, and, in any event, not less favourable than 
that accorded to aliens generally in the same circumstances, with 
respect to education other than elementary education and, in 
particular, as regards access to studies, the recognition of foreign 
school certificates, diplomas and degrees, the remission of fees and 
charges and the award of scholarships” (UNHCR, October 2006) 

 
Although education was recognized as important for refugees in 1951 and is a human 

right, in practice education was always seen as a luxury after food and shelter.   

 

Knowledge is the one thing someone can not take away – and for people who in 

some cases have had their houses/villages burned to the ground education is seen as the 

one thing that can ensure a prosperous future.  As coordinator for an education program 

and a refugee in Umpium camp along the Thai Burma border, P-w M- Sh-w explains, 

“The elders of the camp emphasize the importance of education because educated people 

can help more with their community” (3/4/07, Umpium Camp).  

 

What has also made a difference in making education a priority for refugees has been 

other educational agreements such as the education for all mandate and the millennium 

goals that outline the following: 
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• Dakar Education for All Framework (EFA): 6 goals to be met by all countries by 

2015 

1. Expanded and improved access to early childhood care and education 

2. Access to and completion of free and compulsory primary education of good 

quality 

3. Access to appropriate learning and life skills programs 

4. A fifty percent improvement in the levels of adult literacy and equitable access to 

basic and continuing education for adults 

5. Elimination of gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005 and 

achievement of gender equality in education by 2015 

6. Improvement in all aspects of the quality of education and achievement of 

recognized and measurable learning outcomes, especially in literacy, numeracy 

and essential life skills 

(UNESCO, 2000) 

 

• The Millennium Development Goals – that include: 

1. Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to 

complete a full course of primary school 

2. Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, preferable by 

2005, and to all levels of education no later than 2015 

(UN, 2005) 

 

Most recently there has been a strong recognition that without dealing with students in 

conflict and post-conflict countries the EFA objectives can not be met (Robertson et 

al.2007) 

 

2.6 Educational certification for refugees   

Although the importance of refugee education has now been recognized it has not 

solved the issue of who is certifying the education that students and teachers are receiving 

in the camps or in IDP areas. In a working group set up by the Inter-Agency Network for 

Education in Emergencies (INEE) the Minimum Standards for Education in 
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Emergencies, Chronic Crisis and Early Reconstruction was created.  There is little cited 

about certification in the Minimum Standards document however what is outlined is the 

following: 

In refugee situations, certification typically involves substantial 
negotiations with both the asylum and home countries. Ideally, in 
longer-term refugee situations, the curricula need to ‘face both ways’ 
and be acceptable in both the country of origin and the host country. 
This requires significant regional and inter-agency coordination to 
harmonise educational activities and refugee caseloads in different 
countries. (INEE, 2004: 54) 

 
The realities of educational certification are that if you do not have the approval of a 

nation state, the certificate you receive is not recognized internationally. Furthermore, for 

IDPs the ability to receive any recognition is almost impossible. Chris Talbot from 

UNESCO explains that although there are international rights established in concern to 

education for refugees “there is a lack of consistency in application of these rights when 

it comes to the recognition and certification of refugee and IDP children’s diplomas and 

other school attainments” (Talbot, 2006). Refugee students are therefore receiving an 

education but have no proof that it is considered legitimate.  
 
Figure 1 (Talbot, 2006)         Figure 2 (Talbot, 2006) 

 

 

Figures 1 and 2, illustrate the choices that IDPs and refugees face and therefore 

where certification can cause problems. The issues of certification are a combination of 
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political and technical. With political struggle comes a variety of actors and ideologies 

that could play a factor in allowing for certifications to be legitimized. Technical issues 

include matching curriculum, teacher training, languages, loss or destruction of 

certification, and attempting to certify incomplete years (Talbot, 2006). 

 
Although for many refugees and IDPs receiving an education is of value, 

returning to a life of non-emergency can result in years of their life not being validated.    

 

2.7 Conclusions 

This chapter has looked at some on the major literature on globalization, as well, 

the dominating international actors and laws that affect stateless peoples and their 

education.  Today IDPs and refugees, if they are to be assisted in survival or a better life 

in the future, must prevail upon those persons and organizations which loosely constitute 

the informal, changing international community. This loosely constituted international 

community -- including NGOs, missionaries and even the Internet -- fulfills a role that, 

prior to the last 30 years, was usually supplied by state governments.   The examination 

of the phenomenon of globalization and its impact on refugees, to the extent that such an 

inchoate, new and constantly changing phenomenon can be examined and understood, is 

germane here and has shaped my research methodologies, as well as how I have assessed 

the data collected in the field. 

 

This chapter also plays a large role in shaping how and why an international 

certificate would assist refugees and migrants to survive in this globalized climate. With 

an internationally recognized educational certificate this can be considered valid in every 

country that refugees, IDPs and migrants try and seek higher education and jobs. 

However, this will become clearer in the following chapters. 
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Chapter 3: Global Ethnography 

The following chapter outlines how I approached my field research and the data I 

collected. I was heavily inspired by the work of Michael Burrawoy and his colleagues in 

their work on global ethnography. To understand what is happening within the refugee 

community it may help to try to understand how the global paradigm is perceived, since it 

is within this paradigm that the refugee community exists, in ways that are visible as well 

as invisible.  

3.1 Research questions 

 What are the central political and logistical barriers regarding educational 
certification for refugees living along the Thailand-Burma border?  

 

 How do the refugees/migrants perceive, use and value the educational certificates 

they receive along the Thailand-Burma border?  

3.2 My research strategy 

Answering my research questions involved two components. First are the logistics 

and political issues surrounding educational certification for refugees and migrants living 

in Thailand. Second, is how refugees and migrants viewed the education and certificates 

they were receiving and how this affected their dreams for their future.  

 

To do this research I wanted to become as close as possible to the community I 

was studying. I wanted to use the principles of ethnography that stem from the field of 

anthropology where people go into communities and observe (Crotty, 1998). The 

research question had two interlinking components, as did the research methods. The 

ethnographic research involved first getting close to the NGO community and secondly, 

understanding the life of a refugee/migrant. 

 

The first of these components was simpler as I was fortunate to be hosted by two 

NGOs and have a background working in the non-profit sector. The second was more 

difficult and had more ethical dilemmas. While aware of the ethical implications (see 
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section below), I spent a week living in one of the refugee camps – sleeping, eating and 

involving myself in one of the post-post 10 schools (the use of the word post-post 10 

stems from Thai laws that did not allow for education higher than standard 9 be taught in 

the camps – higher than post ten is now tolerated by the Thai government). To have a 

broader perspective I also spent time visiting other camps and migrant communities up 

and down the border.  

 

3.3 Approaching my research 

According to Crotty there are four elements to research 

that always need to be answered. The first is epistemology, “the 

theory of knowledge”; second is theoretical perspective or “the 

philosophical stance”; third is the methodology “plan of action, 

process or design lying behind the choice and use of particular 

methods and linking the choice and use of method to the desired 

outcomes”; and lastly the methods, or techniques used to gather 

the data in order to answer the research question (Crotty, 1998: 3).   

 

The epistemology that I have chosen is critical 

constructivism because my research is all done under the pretext 

that the research I am gathering is based on human experiences 

(Crotty, 1998) and the way individuals and community construct 

their own identities and understanding of the world. Linked to 

Critical constructivism is the theoretical perspective of symbolic 

interactionism that looks at these labelling processes in societies 

(Crotty, 1998).  

 

3.4 Understanding critical ethnography  

In seeking to understand peoples self perceptions I adopted an ethnographic 

approach. “Ethnography is the art and science of describing a group or culture” 
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Field notes/ 
Transcripts 

Search for 
categories & 

patterns 

Mark up or 
cut up the 

data 

Construct 
outline (re-
sequence) 

(Fetterman, 1998: 1). The ethnographer studies and describes the routine and daily lives 

of others while trying to remain open minded about the group they are studying 

(Fetterman, 1998).  I attempted to do this both by living in a heavily migrant town and 

living for a week in a Karen dominated refugee camp. While a very short period, I 

believe that the approach and the experiences offered valuable insights into the research 

questions.  

 

Figure four outlines a summarized version of how to analyze ethnographic 

research. I used these principles to collect data to sorting data for this paper.   
 

Figure 4: concept from: (Gilbert, 2001) 

 

A major critique of ethnography is that if knowledge is socially constructed, 

“empirical methods and ‘objectivity’ have only marginal epistemological status” 

(Ramanthan, 1999:45). In answer to this critique, I did a literature review of articles and 

reports documenting refugee experiences and then used this data as a discussion point to 

check back with informants about my perceptions. Ethnography also attempts to remain 

open minded and objective, however no researcher can be politically neutral or be 

completely accurate (Ramanthan, 1999). It is ethically pertinent that the researcher is 

aware of their role and the power dynamics that they are involved in when living in a 

community that is not their own (Brown, 2004). This information was imperative while 

researching on the border as I needed to be aware of cultural norms and practices during 

my interviews and observations in order to not offend the very people I was trying to 

learn from. 

 

In my research I tried to adopt a ‘critical’ approach. Critical ethnography does not 

oppose conventional ethnography, but “offers a more direct style of thinking about the 
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relationships among knowledge society, and political action” (Thomas, 1993). Critical 

ethnography does not look just at the lone researcher or research subject but also looks at 

the environment that the community and researcher is in (Brown, 2004: 16). In other 

words it seeks to locate research questions within larger and more complex whiles. This 

method of understanding the broader environment in which a community is set is 

important when looking at issues of certificates being received by the students along the 

Thailand-Burma border. The Thai government expects these students to either return to 

Burma or to resettle abroad, making their futures unknown. A refugee community, by 

definition, is not expected to remain as it is; therefore, understanding where refugees fit 

into the larger world perspective is important.  This is why I chose global ethnography, 

which will be defined in the following section, as a framework for the research on 

refugees. 

 

3.5 Global ethnography 

An important component of my research is trying to understand what is happening 

in education along the Thailand-Burma border but to also link it to a wider global 

phenomenon of globalization.  

 

Burawoy’s Global Ethnography questions how ethnography can be global as 

ethnography is meant for the small scale. Burawoy writes that ethnography “was 

designed to elucidate social processes in bounded communities or negotiated orders in 

institutions” (2000: 1). However, Burawoy argues that it is not an “oxymoron” to have 

‘global’ and ‘ethnography’ together. He contends that “In entering the lives of those they 

study, ethnographers attune themselves to the horizons and rhythms of their subjects’ 

existence. The ethnographer has, therefore, a privileged insight into the lived experience 

of globalization” (2000: 4). 

 

Burawoy also talks about the writing of Global Ethnography and how the 

different researchers were not only studying globalization but were a product of it as 

well. The researchers communicated with each other over the Internet and were 

continuously connected from different areas of the world (Burawoy, 2000: 4). Similarly, 
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my research can be viewed from a globalization paradigm and it is also part of a larger 

global project; two other researchers conducted similar studies on the issues of refugee 

educational certification in Kenya and Tanzania. Central to Burawoy’s ongoing work is 

the attempt to try to link micro-practices and micro-existences of ‘local’ people with 

regional, national and international processes that effect that local action and vice-versa. 

For stateless people that find themselves not being recognized in the global sphere 

understanding how they fit into their community, host country and international 

community is important in trying to give them a voice. Therefore, my analysis sections 

are split into three chapters: community, national and international.  

 

3.6 Methods used 

For my field research methods I chose observation, semi formal interviews and 

the collection of life histories when collecting the opinions, stories and suggestions from 

government officials, NGO and UN personnel and the refugee/migrants themselves. I 

wanted to understand the lives of the people that were being affected by the certification 

polices. Further, to understand where people were coming from and to find out about 

their dreams for the future.  

 

Participatory observation is when you observe a group or person by taking part in 

the activities they are involved in (Gilbert, 2001). This form of research is a key 

component of ethnographic research and was used while working for two NGOs in the 

field as well as living and visiting in refugee and migrant communities. I was able to take 

notes on the environment I was in and become ‘closer’ to this environment.  

 

I also conducted semi-formal interviews, which consisted of having a list of 

questions that I wanted, answered, but would rephrase the question depending on the 

conversation and the people being interviewed.  Semi-formal interviews were a good 

method of understanding how different groups view the issues of refugee education and 

the role of educational certification.  It also allowed me to change questions depending on 

the reactions of the interviewed (Russel, 2002). Most of my interviews were conducted 

one on one however I did have two group interview sessions, one with high school 
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students and another with youth just finished secondary school. I used the group setting 

in order to have the members be able to bounce ideas off of each other. I also found that 

both groups were nervous and felt more comfortable talking with me in a group with their 

friends. Please see Appendix one for an outline of the questions I used. 

 

Life histories, is a method entailing the collection of the major life events that 

happened over someone’s life time (Devereux, 1992). I chose this method because I 

wanted to find out more details about the person I was interviewing. I wanted to 

understand why they chose the educational choices they did. For example were their 

parents educated or was it their community that impacted their desire to seek an 

education. Furthermore, I wanted to understand peoples goals for the future and their 

answers were easier to understand by having a better knowledge of the life events that 

shaped them. Please see Appendix one for an outline of the questions I used. 

 

Part of my research was also to collect a collection and analyse of books, articles, 

and grey material from CBOs, NGOs, UN organizations and Thai government officials.  

 

Collectively, the methods used were aimed at providing authenticity, which is 

“concerned with truth value while recognizing that multiple truths may exist” (O’Leary, 

2004). The mixture of methods allowed me to gather a range of different forms of data 

which I was able to triangulate in order to answer my research questions. It also allowed 

me to look at these questions from the perspective of the various actors that play a role in 

the education system along the border from the community, national and international 

level.  

 

In order to make sure that my research can be verified I have provided full 

explanations of the situation in which interviews took place. Please see Appendix 2 for a 

chart of dates, locations, subjects, how subjects were identified and if a translator was 

used. 
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3.7 Ethical dilemmas  

“Ethics say that while truth is good, respect for human dignity is better, even if, in 

the extreme case the respect of human dignity leaves one ignorant of human nature” 

(Gilbert, 2001).  

 

Ethical considerations are exceedingly important for the research that I conducted. 

Refugees and IDPs are highly vulnerable population groups. Furthermore, many of my 

informants are from a country that will persecute anyone that opposes the government’s 

regime and harass family and friends of people that oppose the military regime. With this 

paper I have protected the names and personal information of my informants as to not put 

them in any danger for their opinions and experiences. Moreover, I am from a different 

country with different customs as the people I was interviewing. Therefore, I attempted to 

be respectful in the how I spoke and asked questions, I made sure that I dressed 

appropriately such as having my shoulders covered.    

 

I also followed other more general ethical principles governing social research 

consisting of: obtaining informed consent; respecting people’s privacy; safeguarding the 

confidentiality of data; making sure that the researcher is not in harm or causing harm; 

and not lying or being deceitful (Gilbert, 2001). Before every interview I clearly 

explained that my research would be published, however, if the informant wanted, their 

story would not be connected with their name or where they were born.   

 

3.8 Limitation to my study 

While conducting my research I was fortunate to interview many people that had 

excellent English skills. However, for many interviews I had outstanding translators but 

this can sometimes limit the full understanding of what the interviewee means. There 

would have been value added to this study if I was fluent in Karen, Thai, Karenni and 

Shan. 

 

Due to safety issues I did not feel comfortable crossing into Burma illegally to 

obtain interviews with people living in IDP communities. This would have been valuable 
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in my research. However, many of the refugees and migrants I interviewed had once 

lived as an IDP. 

 

I was fortunate to have interviewed over a hundred refugees and migrants living 

along the Thailand-Burma border. However, this can never be a full representative of all 

people. Furthermore, this study is not meant to be a representation of all refugees and 

IDPs living around the world. Yet, it is fortunate that it will be part of a larger study in 

order to get a wider view of the issues of certification for refugees and IDPs. 

 

3.9 Conclusions 

This chapter outlines how I have approached my research from the overall 

framework to the methods used to collect the data to answer my research questions. This 

chapter also outlines some of the ethical dilemmas and limitations to my study. The 

following chapter will now give some of the background to the area in which I conducted 

my field research. 
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Chapter 4: Short History of Burma and its Refugees 

Burma has a long and complex history, and in this chapter I cannot do full justice 

to the issues. However, what I will do in this chapter is to illustrate those aspects that are 

directly relevant to issue of the IDPs, refugees and migrants. Why are there groups that 

want independence from Burma? Why have the refugees been forced to stay in Thailand 

as long as they have? The following section aims to understand these questions in order 

to understand the politics and logistics of educational certification. More importantly this 

section will make the stories of the refugees more understandable.  I have also included 

Appendix 3 for further insight into Burma’s history. 

 

4.1 The political situation of Burma 

A hundred years ago Burma was considered the “Golden Land” because of its 

fertile soil; large tracks of forest; petroleum and precious minerals such as rubies, 

sapphires and jade; and its rivers and ocean borders yielded large quantities of fish and 

seafood as well as some of the worlds most beautiful pearls (Aung San, 1991). Over the 

past 2,000 years peoples from all over Asia have migrated to this 679,500 square km area 

producing one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the region (Smith, 2002). While 

there are over one hundred languages spoken in Burma, there are only 8 major ethnic 

groups. These ethnic groups consist mostly of the Burmans, the Chin, Kachin, Karen, 

Kayah (Karenni), Mon, Rakhine (Arakan) and Shan. As suggested by the amount of 

languages there is a great deal of diversity within all the groups. For example there are 44 

ethnic sub-groups within the Chin alone (Smith, 1991).  

 

Turbulent history 

During colonial rule the British had two separate ways of governing Burma. In the 

predominantly Burmese areas the monarchy was destroyed and a form of parliamentary 

home rule was established (Smith, 2002). This area was ruled as a province of India up 

until 1937 (Smith, 2002). In contrast, many of the ethnic groups such as the Karen were 

left to more or less rule themselves by traditional local authorities. Therefore, when 
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Burma obtained its independence from Britain many of the ethnic groups did not want to 

join the newly independent nation of Burma.  

 

With independence on January 4, 1948 came an onslaught of fighting. Groups 

such as the Karen National Defence Organization declared their independence and took 

up arms. A communist group that had been part of the parliament before independence 

went underground and started fighting for their international cause. Furthermore, the 

People’s Volunteer Organization (PWO’s) (a military group that had been set up to fight 

against the British if independence was not achieved easily) also went underground and 

started attacking the Burmese government. 

 

Historian Martin Smith explains that “within eight months of independence, there 

was complete chaos” (Smith, 1991: 109).  He explains that 88 out of 311 police stations 

in the country were reported to be in the hands of guerilla movements and the ferries and 

trains through the country were mostly nonfunctioning (Smith, 1991).    

 

Military government 

With fighting that began with independence the military was able to obtain more 

and more power. By March 1962 the military successfully overtook the Burmese 

government. With the military in control new laws were established nationalizing all 

school which resulted in the banning of all ethnic languages besides Burmese, to be 

taught in the schools (Lwin, 2000). The secret service became much larger and military 

personal became the new elite (Smith, 2002).     

 

In 1988, there were nation wide protests where millions took the streets 

demanding the end to the military regime. The protests resulted in thousands of people 

slaughtered on the streets by the military. The protests did result in a shift of figure heads, 

however, to this day the military remains in power. Currently General Than Shwe is in 

charge of the military run government in Burma called the State Peace and Development 

Council.  As academic Stefan Collignon explains “An unelected government, draconian 

laws, military tribunals, widespread arrests, torture, forced relocations and portering, 

mass refugee movements, crackdowns on political leaders, closed universities, repressed 
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freedom of the press, expression of speech and information are the everyday reality in 

Burma” (Taylor ed, 2001: 70). The Burma’s military government is considered one of the 

longest most brutal dictatorships in human history.  

 

Education in Burma today 

Dr. Thein Lwin, an academic of education in Burma estimates that 3 million 

children are not attending school in Burma (Lwin, 2000). This is due in part to school 

fees, forced labour by the government, and the lack of schools for children to attend. For 

example, there is around one school for every five villages in the heartland of Burma and 

as few as one school for twenty five villages in the border regions (Lwin, 2000: 64). The 

Karen Human Rights Group reports that the SPDC government targets schools with 

soldiers “restricting the expansion of educational facilities, prohibiting instruction in 

Karen language, confiscating school materials provided independent of SPDC channels 

and destroying schools as part of the army’s mass relocation campaigns” (Karen Human 

Rights Group, April 2007: 76). The governments focus on the military at the expense of 

the masses and racism towards certain cultural groups has created inadequate educational 

opportunities for most citizens in Burma. 

 

4.2 Thailand and its refugees/migrants from Burma 

The cause for people from Burma leaving their homes are varied and include 

forced relocation to being harassed by the government and remaining constantly in search 

of new economic and educational opportunities. Thein Naing, Academic Coordinator for 

NHEC explains that “refugee communities are better off than the population inside 

Burma on the border.  Education is better, services better in the refugee camps – 40 

percent of children don’t have access to schools in Burma” (27/07/07, Chiang Mai).  

 

The Thai government does not refer to the people fleeing to Thailand from Burma 

as refugees but as ‘displaced persons’ and the camps as ‘temporary shelters’ (Mortimer, 

2004). There are many political reasons behind the name changes, namely that the Thai 

government does not want to disturb their relationship with the Myanmar (Burmese) 

military government. Furthermore, Thailand did not sign the 1951 Convention relating to 
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the Status of Refugees that states in Article 22 that refugees will be treated as nationals in 

regards to education up to grade 10 (UNHCR, October 2006: 26). As the government did 

not sign this convention, they have no legal requirements to aid the refugees along the 

border.  

 

However, the Thai government has had lenient policies over the past fifty years 

with refugees coming from Cambodia, Laos and Burma.  Refugees began fleeing in large 

numbers from Burma into Thailand in January 1984 when the scale of the attacks on the 

Karen State heavily increased (TBBC, 2004). In February of that year, the Thai Ministry 

of the Interior (MOI) requested the aid agencies that were working with the Cambodian, 

Lao and Vietnamese to provide emergency assistance to the refugees from Burma 

(TBBC, 2004). The Thai government hoped that the refugee situation would not last long 

and so let the people from Burma set up small communities and provided them (more or 

less) with their own autonomy.   

  

Following the mass killings and arrests in 1988 many Burmese fled to the Thai 

border. The refugees that came to the border in 1988 were for the most part more 

educated and wealthy than the Karen, Karenni, Mon and Shan refugees that had been 

fleeing to the border for over a decade. Thein Naing, Academic Coordinator Education 

Programme for the National Health and Education Committee was a student at the 

University of Rangoon in 1988. He recounts his story of arriving at the border where he 

and his colleagues went through culture shock as they had to get use to difficult 

conditions with no food, medicines, or supplies. Most of the students had come from 

urban environments and had to get use to far more primitive existences. Naing, along 

with many others like himself began teaching within the Karen and Karenni settlements 

in Thailand and the IDP areas until he got a scholarship to go to Australia and study 

(27/05/07, Chiang Mai).  
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Map 1: Burma and Thailand border (Source: UNHCR, 2003)  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the 1990s, the schools in the refugee and IDP areas consisted of makeshift 

curriculum developed from the old British curriculum, the Burmese curriculum and a mix 

of Australian and American curriculum imported from expatriate volunteers that came to 

assist along the border (KED interview, 16/03/07). In 1994, the Thai government 

realizing that the refugee situation along the Thailand-Burma border was not 

disappearing allowed for education and sanitation Non Governmental Organizations 

(NGOs) to assist the refugee groups. In 1997, the Thai government decided to increase 

the security of the refugee communities.  Many communities were brought together and 

the autonomy and freedom of movement that had once existed was brought to an end.  

 

In 1995 the KNU was divided and the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA) 

was created. This led to the fall of the KNU headquarters at Manerplaw (in the Karen 

State) and also attacks on the refugee communities in Thailand began by the DKBA and 

the Burmese military. This led to stricter protection from the Thai government. This also 

meant that the freedom and autonomy that had existed for the refugees from Burma living 

in Thailand soon came to an end.  

 

UNHCR’s role has not been a primary one in the camps as they were only 

permitted access to the camps in 1999, where many of the NGOs have had access for 
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longer. Currently there are nine camps along the border with around 154,000 inhabitants 

(TBBC, 2004). Seven are considered to be Karen dominated camps and consist of Mae 

Ra Ma Loung, Mae La Oon, Tham Hin, Maela, Umpium, Nupo, and Don Yang. There 

are two Karenni camps in the very north called Ban Mae Noi Soi and Ban Mae Surin.  

There are over 500,000 Internally Displaced Peoples (IDPs) in Eastern Burma; Over 

200,000 refugees outside of the camps in Thailand; and over 2,000,000 migrant workers 

from Burma are living in Thailand (TBBC, 2006).  

 

The status of ‘refugee’ in the camps depends on when the person was registered. 

For example, the last registration was in 2005, therefore anyone that fled to Thailand after 

that is not legally a ‘refugee’ (UNHCR interview with Elizabeth Kirton, 28/03/07, 

Maesot). Furthermore, UNHCR reports that “refugees outside the camps fall under 

provisions of the Immigration Law and are considered illegal migrants. Admission to the 

camps is managed by Provincial Admission Boards (PABs), which now work along 

criteria similar to the refugee definition found in the 1951 Convention” (UNHCR, 2007).  

 

The Thai government does allow migrant children to attend Thai school for at 

least the elementary level. However, it depends on the school and the area. As children 

who are 15 become adults they are then considered illegal, this complicates the 

relationship between the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of the Interior.  

 

4.3 Karen National Union and Karen Education Department 

The Karen National Union (KNU) was set up 5 February 1947 to safeguard the 

interests of the Karen people. In January 1949 they were forced to go underground. 

Under the Karen National Union there is the Karen Education Department (KED) that 

assists with education policies in Karen State, in the refugee camps, as well as some 

migrant schools. The KED has been around in some form since British colonialism in 

Burma with the Anglo Karen Vernacular Schools that were located through the Karen 

State (KED interview, 28/03/07, Maesot).  In the height of KNU power they controlled 

territory from northern Karen state to southern Tenasserim Division (Mortimer, 2004). In 
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each of the seven KNU districts there was an education department that reported to a 

larger KNU department (Mortimer, 2004). 

 

The KNU has had some major losses in the past 20 years, namely the fall of their 

headquarters, Manerplaw, in 1995 when a division of the KNU broke off to create the 

Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA). The DKBA were responsible for aiding the 

Burmese military in attacking the KNU headquarters which sent thousands of people into 

Thailand (Lintner, 1999). Currently the KED is supported by several international NGOs 

in order to administer the education system in the camps, the schools in the Karen state, 

and to migrant schools along the border. 

 

4.4 Karenni, Shan and Mon 

Within the Karenni, Shan and Mon states there has not been an education 

department that is separate from the SPDC military governments. However, for the two 

Karenni camps in the north, Ban Mae Noi Soi and Ban Mae Surin, the Karenni Education 

Department is set up in order to organize the schools and work with the NGOs assisting 

with education.  

 

Furthermore, along the border the Karenni State Nationalities People’s Liberation 

Force (KNPLF) has a school for youth in Thailand to improve their English and computer 

skills. The Shan people have set up similar schools along the border and in Chiang Mai to 

assist migrants with Thai classes, English and computers. 

 

4.5 Conceptual Scheme:  

The actors and their relationships to each other along the border seemed almost 

impossible to understand. Therefore, I constructed a conceptual scheme that has been a 

great help to me and hopefully to the reader showing the links between some of the major 

actors dealing with refugee and migrant education along the Thailand-Burma border. 
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The pink lines in the graph represent funding relationships. The brown line 

represents an overseeing role in the sense that the Ministry of Interior (MoI) must give 

permission for UN or NGO personnel to be in the camps. The doted line between the 

Ministry of Education and the camps is not a full line because although they are 

beginning to have some involvement in the camp (for example with Thai teachers) there 

role is not yet prominent.  

 
Figure 5 
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4.6 Conclusions 
This chapter discussing the history and current situation in Burma; the history and 

current situation for the refugees and migrants in Thailand; and the actors and their roles 

along the Thailand-Burma border is essential at understanding the following chapters. 

The next three chapters will discuss the politics and logistics of educational certification; 

as well as the personal stories of the refugees and migrants.  
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Chapter 5: The Community 
“In the silence that followed, Weasel said very softly, ‘It is good to be alive. To have 

friends, to have a family, to have children, to live in a particular place. These 
relationships are sacred.’”  

From the storybook Crow and Weasel 
 

“The Burmese have a great respect for education. There is a popular old saying that 
riches can vanish as if by magic, but knowledge is a truly precious treasure which 

nobody can take away”  
Aung San Suu Kyi 

(1991: 74). 

 
Can a community that is not recognized as a nation, be considered by the international 

community as a nation in waiting?  

 

The international community if they recognize a ‘nation in waiting’ is then 

rejecting the current nation, in this case a section of Burma. The Karen, Mon, Shan and 

Karenni states have not always been opposed to being part of Burma but they do not 

stand behind the current government. Therefore, with other actors that are playing a role 

within international relations is it possible to have groups such as these rogue states, have 

a voice in international politics? Furthermore, if the government of Burma (no matter 

how many international laws they are breaking) considers these groups (depending on the 

cease fire agreement being upheld at the time) enemies of the state and terrorists how can 

they be recognized in the political realm?  

 

Furthermore, if nations are built on the development of an education system that 

promotes patriotism how can a community fighting for their independence not have their 

own education system?  

 

The following chapter will look at these issues through answering the two 

research questions from the community level. I will outline what certificates are available 

within the community. Moreover, I discuss the political and logistical barriers with these 

certificates. The following section lets the voices of the community explain how they 

perceive, value and use the certificates they are receiving.  
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5.1 Obtaining a formal certificate in the refugee camps 

Living in the camps refugees from Burma can obtain an education till standard 

ten. Currently, there are post ten programs and post-post ten programs offered that are a 

range from engineering, teaching, English immersion programs, management, leadership, 

medical training etc. Formerly, the Ministry of Interior did not permit programs above 

post nine (as this was the minimum standard for Thai’s under the previous constitution) 

therefore this is why the programs after secondary level were called post and post-post 

ten so that they were still connected to secondary level. Slowly, standard ten and further 

programs began to be initiated. During the last year or so discussions of standard ten and 

post ten programs have been discussed openly with the Thai government. The following 

chart outlines the options for a refugee student in the camps. The boxes not connected 

with arrows are the options that are always available without an education. The purple 

boxes represent formal education and the green boxes represent work opportunities that 

education is needed. 

 

Figure 6: 
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The certificates awarded are either organized by the Karen Education Department 

or the Karenni Education Department depending on which camp (the Karenni dominated 

camps are the two most northern camps: Ban Mae Noi Soi and Ban Mae Surin).  

 

To take the British exams or GED there is a great deal of extra learning and 

money involved. This will be discussed in further detail in chapter 7. Aide Medicale 

Internationale (AMI) and American refugee committee international (ARC) are both 

medical organizations that work in the refugee camps. 

 

5.2 Politics of educational certification at the community level 

In many conflict situations it has been common practice for UNHCR to take 

responsibility for the education in refugee camps and contract an NGO to be responsible 

for managing the logistics of running the schools. However, the situation along the 

Thailand-Burma border is unique. UNHCR and international education NGOs did not 

have legal access to the refugee settlements till the mid and late 1990s (see chapter 4 for 

more information). Currently, UNHCR’s role in the camps is more of advocacy and 

protection according to the UNHCR’s Maesot Director, Elizabeth Kirton (28/03/07, 

Maesot). She explains that UNHCR now gives funds towards the library project, 

vocational training, Thai language teachers and a resettlement course but have pulled out 

from funding formal education.  

 

The responsibility of education for migrants, official refugees and IDPs has 

primarily been in the hands of the Karen and Karenni community. Marc van der Stouwe, 

ZOA Refugee Care, Program Coordinator believes that the positive result of this is “the 

incredible high degree of community involvement from all parts of the system from 

teacher training, curriculum development and school management” (20/04/07, Maesot).   

 

The educational certificates for formal education have been awarded by CBOs 

such as the Karen Education Department (KED) and the Karenni Education Department. 

The Karen Teacher Working Group gives certificates to the training they do for teachers 

in the Karen State and in the refugee camps. Many CBOs and international NGOs have 
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conducted workshops over the years and almost always award some sort of certificates. 

There is however, no standardized certificate within or between the migrant schools, IDP 

areas and refugee schools.  

 

Kelle Rivers, JRS Education Program Coordinator argues that working with the 

Karenni community, it is “Important that the education system is theirs and maintain 

language and culture through curriculum” (10/05/07, Bangkok). As discussed in the 

theoretical framework, curriculum is created to develop citizens to be members of a 

community. In this case the Karen and Karenni organizations want to develop the next 

generation to have knowledge of the customs and languages of their forefathers. KED 

aim is “To build up a true and lasting peace and justice by producing graduates who are 

critical and creative thinkers, leaders, good citizens and proud of their ethnicity” (KED 

presentation, 2007). In an interview with several KED staff they explained that “the aim 

of the curriculum is to have the students be able to help the community back” (28/03/07, 

Maesot). Therefore, like any nation state, Karen and Karenni groups along the border 

have a vested interest in the curriculum and the certificates produced as they desire to 

develop their community.  

 

The major problem is that even though groups like the Karen Education 

Department (KED) consider themselves an education ministry for a government in 

waiting, they are not internationally recognized as so. Therefore, the certificates they 

produce are not recognized outside of the community. 

 

Karen and Karenni groups are also part of a larger umbrella group called the 

National Health and Education Committee (NHEC) whose mandate is “To create, adopt 

and implement a national education and health policy in equal partnership with all 

nationalities” (27/05/07, Chiang Mai). NHEC which is located in Thailand, India and 

China (all the states bordering Burma), have developed a constitution that could be used 

as a basis for when Burma obtains democracy. They have also developed a curriculum 

that could be used for the whole nation. In an interview with Thein Naing the Academic 

Coordinator Education Programme for NHEC he explained that the school curriculum he 

helped develop “is aimed for reconciliation through education. We are preparing for the 
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future for a federal democratic union, promoting peace, human rights and democracy” 

(27/05/07, Chiang Mai).   

 

Although NHEC is recognized by almost all pro democracy groups fighting for 

Burma’s freedom, NHEC has no real power. Even if they produced certificates for the 

formal education being conducted it would still have the same problems as the KED 

certificates in that it is not recognized outside of these communities.  

 

5.3 Logistics of educational certification at the community level 

Lack of mobility to administer the certificates 

Currently none of the CBOs working along the border have legal status in 

Thailand. Many of the employees working for these CBOs are not able to move through 

the country freely either because they have no proper identification papers or there papers 

only permit them to remain in a confined area (a city area or a refugee camp).  

 

This causes problems in monitoring the education and being able to standardize 

and certify the formal schools. Furthermore, the KED is located outside of the camps, and 

in the past years the security to the camps has become tighter, this has sometimes 

prevented KED staff from entering the camp at all. 

 

This lack of security is also a problem on a policy level, for example a bi- 

monthly conference held at Chulalongkorn University that invites the Thai government, 

NGOs and CBOs to discuss migrant and refugee education has yet to have any local CBO 

staff attend due to lack of permission from Thai officials for travel permits.   

 

Curriculum 

Even though NHEC has created a possible curriculum for the future, currently 

only some schools have utilized some of the lesson plans. Thein Naing explains, that the 

“Curriculum is different everywhere – difficult to have a curriculum that everybody 

agrees.  Even more difficult is implementing it” (27/05/07, Chiang Mai). The KED 
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department has standardized from Kindergarten B to standard 10, the curriculum used 

and teacher training received is all the same for the seven camps and standard four and 

seven is standardized through the board exam and the students receive standardized 

certificates. However, it is much harder to regulate the schools in Karen State and along 

the Thai border.  

 

In an interview with KED they explain that it is difficult to decide what Karen 

dialect to use in their curriculum (28/03/07, Maesot). As explained in chapter 4, there are 

eight major ethnic groups in Burma but each group has multiple languages. Beyond 

making sure that the students will be able to understand the lessons in their mother 

tongue the schools also need to teach Burmese, English and Thai. Therefore there are 

multiple problems at developing appropriate curriculum between the different schools 

and therefore certifying this curriculum. 

 

Therefore even through the certificates are being administered by KED and KnED 

it is very difficult to logistically administer successfully without the abilities of a nation.  

 

5.4 How do people within the community view their certificates 

There is a general consensus within the people I interviewed that the educational 

certificates received in the refugee camps have value and use within the community itself. 

Say Naw, employed by an NGO along the border and also a former student and teacher 

along the border argues that “The degree you get is very important although not 

recognized internationally – it is in the community system – so as long as it is recognized 

in the community it is valuable.  This is key, because the aim or purpose of educating 

people is to serve their community. To get a degree from abroad will help the individual 

but it won’t necessarily help the community” (24/04/07, Maesot).  

 

The following section will look at how people perceive and value the educational 

certificates received along the border through the various uses, which are: assisting their 

community, obtaining jobs and attending higher education. 
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Assisting the community 

Say Naw who played an important role in her community as a teacher and 

educational coordinator told me that the commitment people have towards their 

community is the most important. She says that some people might have the same 

certificate but if they “do not help their community the certificate is useless” (24/04/07, 

Maesot).   

 

S-w P- P- waited since the early morning to take the test to apply for a post post 

ten program in Nupo refugee camp. He is twenty three years old and has dreams of 

becoming an interpreter. He went to school in Karen state and in the camps and has also 

completed part of a post ten program. He stated “None of the certificates are useful. If I 

get knowledge I can help my community, but the certificate is just paper” (14/05/07, 

Umpium Camp). 

 

It was getting dark at Umpium camp while I listened to the story of S-w Th--n. 

His father, a musician, and his mother, a physician still live in Burma. S-w Th--n grew up 

in Rangoon and attended university there before he came to Thailand. He has a great 

desire to help his people and has been attending an English program in the camp in order 

to be of more assistance as a spokesperson in his community. Although most of his 

certificates are considered valid in Burma and in Thailand he feels that the education 

system along the border “might not be recognized internationally. But, if we can improve 

the quality and provide higher development we will be able to help our community” 

(05/04/07). 

 

In a small community in the northern hills in Thailand close to the border of 

Burma, H-- Paw sat at a table by the school she is helping to run for Karenni youth. The 

schools aim is to improve their students English and computer skills. Hs- Paw chewed 

bitter nut so her mouth is red and she had an aura of someone who had seen a lot for her 

twenty-two years. She talked of her father who was a revolutionary and a doctor for the 

KNU. She said that she looks up to her father and hopes that she can follow in his 

footsteps. She explained that she is Karen but she is working with the Karenni people as 
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she feels she can be useful to them. H-- Paw completed standard 10 in Burma. She 

wanted to go on to higher education and her uncle told her about the educational 

opportunities along the border in Thailand. She then attended two post ten programs one 

in a Karenni camp and another in Maesot. Both programs focused on leadership, English, 

computers and management. She told me that “Even though I can’t use these certificates 

for university. I have lots of skills so I can apply it for our community, or for people that 

don’t have a chance I can share my knowledge and skills” (23/05/07, Migrant 

community).   

 

Saw Thw-- is a twenty three year old who had just completed an English 

immersion post post ten program in Umpium camp. His dream is to become “the best 

teacher I can be” (04/04/07). He completed his secondary schooling in Burma but then 

had taken courses in Thailand to improve his teaching abilities. He explained that he has 

learned to be more confident with public speaking. Furthermore, he has learned about 

student centred learning and classroom management. The courses he has taken in 

Thailand he explained will help him go back to Burma and be a better teacher. He wants 

to be able to help his community and feels that by giving children the chance to be more 

educated gives hope for the future of his people and country. 

 

What all of these people have in common is the desire to assist their communities. 

The education that they are receiving helps them achieve this. Although they are each 

aware that the diplomas they received is not of any assistance outside their communities 

the skills they developed are transferable.  

 

Quality 

In the border town of Maesot, an NGO staff member, explains that the diplomas 

he has received along the border from high school and post ten programs “did not help 

me, but the skills and the knowledge have allowed me to help my community, 

organizations I work with, and also help myself” (20/04/07, Maesot). Many have 

journeyed to Thailand for educational purposes knowing that their certificates would not 

be valid however the quality of education would be superior to what they could obtain in 

Burma.  
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N-y Ht--, a medic along the border understands that the certificates received on 

the border are not legal however, feels that the education is far superior to what is being 

taught in Burma. He explained “People are getting undergraduate degrees in Burma.  

But it is not good. I met one student who is a third year English major in Burma and her 

English was worse than a 10th standard student here” (21/04/07, Maesot). He sent for his 

brother in Mon state to come to the border to complete his education so that he will have 

more chances and further skills than he would receive at home.  

 

She- Sh-- was born in Burma in the Karen State. She said that her mother was a 

librarian and her father stayed at home and worked on their garden and took care of her 

and her brother. She wants to be a good leader in her community and maybe work in an 

office one day. She attended a three year English post ten program and tells me that she 

hears that the program is illegal and that the Thai government does not allow it. She says 

“I feel like I got an education so no problem, but I would like if my certificate was legal” 

(14/05/07, Umpium Camp). 

 

In a group interview with ten of Hs- P-w’s Karenni students they shyly spoke up 

in their newly learned English. They had all recently arrived in Thailand and had all 

graduated from standard 10 and some had completed first or second year of university in 

Burma. They explained that they all came to Thailand because they cannot obtain the 

English or computer skills they want in their own country. They seem in agreement that 

the certificates they receive in Thailand are not valid back home but the skills they 

receive are priceless. With English and computer skills they are more able to get the jobs 

they want. This is a contrast to the education in the Karenni state which they felt was not 

useful. Furthermore, they described schools where only the children from wealthy 

families benefit because they can afford to pay the teacher to come to their homes. 

(23/05/07, Migrant community). 

 

Although the educational certificates from Burma are considered legitimate in 

Thailand and Burma, the education itself is considered by everyone I talked to as under 
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par. Therefore, although the certificates received along the border might not be legitimate 

people seem to prefer an education that they feel is of higher quality.   

 

Getting jobs… 

“I have an active imagination, one day I want to be a journalist the next a nurse” 

stated Mya, a twenty year old student in Umpium camp (05/04/07). We sat in the evening 

overlooking most of the huts of the crowded camp. Her parents were not able to afford 

university for her in Burma and her sister suggested that Thailand might be the solution. 

She explained that she knows that the certificates she received along the border she 

would have to leave behind if she was able to go back to Burma. However, the skills that 

she has learnt are very helpful. 

 

Ch- ch-, is twenty two and has worked for an NGO for the past two years. She 

came to Thailand before completing standard eight after her father had been black listed 

in Burma and her family began to be harassed. She explained that when she left Burma “I 

was worried because I would not get a government certificate which I thought would 

mean I would have to always stay in the camps” (18/04/07, Maesot). Her father however 

told her that she would get a better education in the camps in Thailand than in Burma. 

She explained that she kept studying but when she got her certificate for standard 10 she 

thought it had no value. She then attended two post ten programs where she learned 

English and management skills. Now that she has a good job with an NGO and every 

time her father sees her he says “see it is better in the camps”. She explained that even 

her “friends who went to school in Burma and went to university have called to say that 

they are working as house maids in Bangkok.  They tell me that I am lucky to study in the 

camps”. She feels that the value of the certificates in the community have risen with 

people getting hired by international NGOs (18/04/07, Maesot).     

 

One of the major components to an education system is giving people the skill set 

and qualifications in order to achieve the jobs they desire. For many along the border the 

certificates they are receiving allow for them to obtain the jobs that they want.  
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University… 

Over and over again the youth I interviewed from ages 15-29 when asked about 

their dreams for the future talked about their burning desire to go university but as 22 

Naw Lwin explained “I  would like to study in university but not possible in camp.  But if 

possible I would like to study math and science” (05/04/07, Umpium Camp).  

 

There are many barriers for the refugee and migrants when it comes to attending 

university. The first one is that their certificates are not valid for Thai universities. The 

second obstacle is that they are not legally permitted to leave the refugee camp. For 

illegal migrants they are not permitted in the country therefore can not register for 

university. It is possible to obtain a Burmese passport however it is very expensive and 

difficult if not impossible if you are considered an enemy of the state. There are some 

refugees that have lived in Thailand their whole lives or for decades and they sometimes 

have been able to obtain cards that allow them to remain in Thailand without being 

deported however they are not permitted much mobility to travel.  

 

The options available for higher learning after secondary school is the post ten or 

post post ten programs offered by CBOs and NGOs. Many of these programs are highly 

valued in the community. As 19 year old M—Ku explained that if she stays in her 

community her certificate from her post ten program is very valuable and can help her get 

the jobs she desires (05/14/07, Umpium Camp). However, as many other students and 

teachers explained there are no universities in the camp and this does not meet the need 

of the thousands of students along the border that want to have a university education. 

 

5.5 Conclusions 

Most of the people I talked to were not laboring under false impressions about the 

real worth of the certificates they were receiving and the validity they might hold outside 

the refugee community. Nonetheless, they did express pride in the skills that they were 

developing and hopeful as to how this might benefit their communities and their 

families.  This help for families and communities is, in essence, the point of national (as 
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opposed to international) education.  However, as the following chapters will illustrate, 

the camp life of the refugees along the Thailand-Burma border was never intended to be 

permanent; thus, the question of legal or non-legal certificates becomes more of an issue 

as the refugees immigrate, or attempt to immigrate and move beyond their camps. This, 

in microcosm, is a problem experienced in all refugee camps around the world, and is 

part and parcel of the process of globalization where shifts in populations and even in 

borders create an increasingly international population and, simultaneously, increase the 

need for a standardized international education system, and, it needs to be said, not just 

for refugees. 
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Chapter 6: Living in Thailand as a Citizen from Burma 

“To understand a man, you must know his memories. The same is true of a nation” 
Author and Actor Sir Anthony Quayle 

 
“I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will 

not be judged by the colour of their skin, but by the content of their character” 
Martin Luther King Jr. 

 
 
Can one country represent people from another nation?  

 

Currently there are discussions between the Thai government and international 

NGOs about recognizing the education in migrant and refugee schools. This is a huge 

step in making the certificates along the border internationally recognized. However, the 

ethnic groups from Burma living in Thailand have been fighting for their own 

sovereignty. The curriculum they have developed encourages patriotism and community 

ownership. If a curriculum is meant to build up the values of a community what does this 

mean for people from Burma if they begin learning Thai curriculum? Is it possible to 

develop a curriculum that will suit the needs of the Karen and Karenni communities and 

the needs of the Thai government? 

 

Although there is no end in sight for the refugees in Thailand being able to return 

to Burma, what happens if this becomes possible? Will a Thai dominated curriculum be 

accepted in a new Burma? 

 

The dissertation will not be able to answer all of these questions. However, they 

are important in this following chapter when looking at the current options for 

refugees/migrants living outside of the camps in Thailand; the politics and logistics of a 

Thailand-Burma certificate; and the personal stories and comments of refugees in 

Thailand.  

 



Towards a future: educational certification for refugees from Burma living in Thailand 
 

57

6.1 Obtaining an educational certificate in Thailand as a refugee or 
migrant 

For people from Burma living in Thailand and not in the camps there are two 

options for their children’s education. They can either go to migrant schools or they can 

attend Thai schools. Migrant schools are not always an option as many are located close 

to Maesot and there are very few in the northern and southern areas along the border.  

 

Thein Naing the Academic Coordinator for the NHEC explained that the migrant 

schools range from very well funded to working under a tree with no materials at all. 

Naing said that the quality of education is questionable everywhere but the migrant 

schools (as well as the refugee schools) at least compared to inside Burma have access to 

more training, newer ideas, and materials (27/05/07, Chiang Mai). 

 

The Thai Ministry of Education has stated that they guarantee education for all 

children. Since 2005 the Thai government has “removed the label of no documents”, 

meaning that children can register in school with no papers and it will not be written 

down that they are illegal or legal citizens (Statement from the Deputy Secretary, office 

of the Basic Education Commission Ministry of Education, Manthana Sangkhagan at the 

May 11-12 2007 conference at Chulalongkorn University). Therefore the children 

without papers are entitled to the same rights as the Thai citizens. According to the 

Ministry of Education over the last year there were over 50,000 migrant students enrolled 

in state schools. However, if they are not documenting who is legal or not legal one 

should be wary of how they obtained these figures (Statistic from the Deputy Secretary, 

office of the Basic Education Commission Ministry of Education, Manthana Sangkhagan 

at the May 11-12 2007 conference at Chulalongkorn University). 

 

Another option for children and adults are a wide range of special schools that 

teach practical skills such as computers or English. They are usually run by community 

groups and many have outside support by either international NGOs or international 

donors.  
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The following chart outlines the options for children in the migrant schools and in 

the Thai schools. Although the Ministry of Education might advocate for children to be in 

school, students at the age of 15 become considered adults, therefore the Ministry of 

Interior considers them illegal. In the chart the green boxes represent special courses that 

can be obtained without a specific level of education. The pink boxes is the educational 

path with Thai schools. The purple boxes show the path with migrant schools. The *** 

emphasizes that once the child turns fifteen if they do not have the right documents 

allowing them to be in Thailand they are considered illegal and can be deported if caught 

by Thai officials. 

 

Figure 7: 

 
 

6.2 Politics of educational certification in Thailand 

In many refugee situations (such as Cote D’Ivoire refugees in Burkina Faso, 

Somalia refugees in Kenya) children and youth fleeing to neighbouring countries have 

used the curriculum of the host country. In Thailand there was a sense that the conflict 

would soon end and the refugees would return to Burma. When the numbers of refugees 

grew in 1984 the Thai government did not allow educational NGOs along the border 

because of concern that this would encourage more people to cross into Thailand (TBBC, 
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2004). Although, many foreigners assisted with teacher training and English classes 

through the 1980s and 1990s, foreign NGOs were not legally allowed on the border till 

1997.  

 

The refugee and migrant education is a complicated and sticky situation for the 

Thai government. The Thai government has a working relationship with the current 

Burmese military government. A representative from the Thai Ministry of Interior, 

Banjong Dtrigon, described his last visit to Burma, he said “The 2004 mission I joined in 

Burma we talked about resettlement of refugees and we had to change the subject as the 

general did not allow us to talk. The refugees are considered enemies of the state” (Said 

at the May 11-12 2007 conference at Chulalongkorn University). Therefore, the Thai 

government cannot be seen as too friendly to the refugees seeking asylum. 

 

Moreover, the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Education in Thailand 

have very different objectives which can create a clash. For example, the Deputy 

Secretary from the Office of the Basic Education Commission Ministry of Education, 

Manthana Sangkhagan, stated that “The Convention for Education and child rights is the 

law that we use to justify education for migrants and hill tribes”. Thailand hosted the 

founding international conference for education for all in March 1990. They have signed 

a commitment to give all children in Thailand access to education. This then includes the 

children of illegal migrants. The Ministry of Interior estimates there to be at least 5 

million illegal immigrants in Thailand (Statistic from the May 11-12 2007 conference at 

Chulalongkorn University). In the three months that I stayed along the border two 

migrant communities were demolished by the Thai military. Although the schools were 

not targeted the students were obviously affected as many of them went into hiding.  

 

Hence, the discussion of having migrant and refugee children receive Thai 

certificates is something that is not taken lightly. There has been very recent progress 

made in this area through discussions between NGOs, the ministry of interior and the 

ministry of Education. Representative from UNICEF Thailand, Katrin Imhof, explains 

that the Thai government is concerned with the international public opinion and therefore 

are committed to upholding human rights (30/03/07, Bangkok).  
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Fred Ligon, director of World Education in Thailand explained the interest in 

refugee and migrant education came in April 2005 after there was conflict in the South of 

Thailand. The Thai government started looking at the Muslim schools and realized they 

knew nothing about them. Then they started looking at the Chinese and the migrant 

schools. It was “Not clear what was being taught”, stated Ligon. The National Security 

Council then wanted the Ministry of Education to get more involved in order to regulate 

the schools.  Ligon accounts that before this it seemed that the Ministry of Education had 

wanted to get involved but migrant schools had always been an issue of security that they 

could not get involved in (19/04/07,  Maesot).  

 

A forum has also been established for regular meetings at Chulalongkorn 

University in Bangkok between the Thai ministry of Interior, the Thai Ministry of 

Education, and the prominent education NGOs (ZOA, WE/C, and JRS) to discuss refugee 

and migrant education. Although each meeting there has been discussion about refugee 

and migrants being able to attend there still has not been progress in permission being 

granted for travel passes. This is of grave concern if community groups will be given a 

say instead of having to voice their concerns through international NGOs. 

 

Within these discussions there has been talk about the Thai Ministry of Education 

possibly certifying the refugee and migrant education. Ligon feels having a recognized 

certificate might be useful to refugees who are resettled. However, with a Thai certificate 

Ligon emphasizes that KED and KnED would need to agree with Thai government 

expectations, such as the recent decision to allow consideration of migrant school 

accreditation with use of core Thai curricula (19/04/07, Maesot). 

 

Another progressive step is that currently the Thai government is considering the 

possibility of allowing twenty appropriate refugee students to attend Thai university. 

However, unfortunately it is not so simple. The student would either have to attend a Thai 

or English speaking university. For the refugees along the border English is a more 

realistic option however the next barrier is having a student that has a high enough 

education to handle the work load at the university level. For a community that is so 
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transient with people going back and forth to Burma and many of the educated people 

leaving for repatriation abroad this has caused havoc in the education system. This has 

resulted limited numbers of students capable of attending university after a post ten 

program.  

 

Therefore, the major political barrier at the national level is cooperation between 

government and the refugees/migrants – and not just through NGO representatives. 

 

6.3 Logistics of educational certification in Thailand  

Now that there is interest from the Thai government in assisting the refugee and 

migrants along the border the major problem is logistics. The following section outlines 

the major concerns and barriers at preventing certification to begin. 

 

Language  

Currently the Thai government with funding from UNHCR has made available 

Thai teachers in the refugee camps. Also many migrant schools have hired Thai teachers. 

However, it is generally agreed by NGOs personnel, teachers and students that the skill 

level in Thai is not high enough to complete aptitude tests in Thai. 

 

Fred Ligon explained that the children were not able to take tests in Thai to 

evaluate their skills, but now what is being proposed is that the curriculum would have 

Thai, English, Math and Science based on the Thai curriculum.  Children would still 

learn in their own language “which is just good educational practice” so they would learn 

the main principles and then with the Thai language skills would be able to take Thai 

tests later on. 

 

Another issue with language is for the children that do not have access to migrant 

or refugee schools. To attend Thai school the child must start from the first grades or 

their level of language will not be sufficient to pass the grades.   
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Grades/Curriculum 

Program Manager at ZOA, Loytee Taluang explains that the education in the 

camps is under KNU control and has been for the past 30 years (20/04/07, Maesot). The 

curriculum used is neither Burmese nor Thai. Taluang feels that if it was Burmese 

curriculum, which is accepted by the Thai officials it would be easier.  

 

The Thai education system has up to grade 12 and the Burma education system 

finished at grade 10. This makes it very difficult to compare and contrast curriculum. 

Furthermore, according to Taluang, the Thai government has asked KED for a curriculum 

framework but this has not been produced. Taluang states that “A lack of curriculum 

framework is the major issue and biggest obstacle” when it comes to certification 

(20/04/07, Maesot).   

 

Furthermore, it is important that the community still has a voice in the curriculum. 

As Marc van der Stouwe states “I would not like to just copy the Thai curriculum and 

KED especially does not want this” (20/04/07, Maesot).  He goes on to say that the 

community needs to be involved in developing curriculum but they need assistance with 

having expertise in this area. 

 

Training of Teachers and monitoring 

Finding the funding and the time to train the current teachers to teach a new 

curriculum is going to be an incredibly difficult project. If it was possible to have all the 

teachers properly trained in the new curriculum, who would be responsible for 

monitoring their progress? Would the Thai government have the manpower to take on 

this project?  

  

Therefore, although discussion has started about the possibility of Thai 

certificates being made available to migrants and refugees, the logistics still play a major 

hindrance in making this a quick solution. 
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6.4 Perceive, value and use certificates in Thailand  

If refugee and migrant students will eventually receive Thai certificates there are 

some major concerns that need to be addressed. Namely, what they will be able to do 

with these certificates? Presently, migrants can attend Thai school however; the 

certificates obtained are not always helpful as it does not remove issues of security, and 

lack of access to jobs and university. The following section outlines these concerns and 

shows what it is to be going to school in a country without proper documentation. This 

section has been split into security issues, difficulties with Thai schools, universities and 

jobs.  

 

Security Issues 

Chairperson of BWMEC, Paw Ray stated, “I’m very happy about the education 

being taught in the migrant schools but very worried about the security of the schools, 

teachers and students” (20/03/07, Maesot). Her teachers and students all have to be 

concerned about security on a regular basis. It is difficult to manage schools, staff and 

students when you are not sure if you will suddenly be shut down or if your teachers and 

students will be deported. 

 

H-- Paw (coordinator for a Karenni school along the border) when asked about 

the biggest problems about education on the border answerd that “People in Thailand 

from Burma are illegal – they get education for free but they can’t move freely” 

(23/05/07, Migrant Community). For her school transportation is an issue as if they get 

students from Burma they need to make lots of negotiations to get them across the border 

safely.   

 

Therefore, although many people in the community appreciate and value the 

education being provided they are incredibly concerned about the safety and well being 

of the students, staff and personnel involved with the schools. 
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Difficulties with attending Thai schools  

In an informal discussion with an illegal migrant in Chiang Mai (a northern 

capital in Thailand) he told me that Shan, Karen, and Karenni children living in Chiang 

Mai have very little options for education. They are able to go to elementary school till 

grade 6. However, this is very difficult because of the language barriers and they will 

have had to start at a very young age in order to be able to understand what is going on. 

For children who move to the area at an older age they begin work as they will not be 

able to catch up with the level of Thai needed for older grades. Children that do attend 

Thai schools from the beginning usually stop after elementary school as they have had 

trouble receiving certificates after grade 6. They are sometimes able to attend school but 

many don’t see the point if they will not be rewarded with documentation at the end. 

(25/05/07, Chiang Mai) 

 

There have been a few migrants that have had success at attending higher level or 

Thai schools or universities, however many have been able to obtain Thai citizenship and 

therefore have been able to attend school without worry that they will be deported. 

 

There is also the issue of keeping the commitment towards there own 

communities. A thirty year old Karen man by the nickname Bird explained the struggle 

of deciding what school to place his son. He stated, “Sometimes I want him to go to a 

migrant school so he can learn Burmese and Karen.  But I am worried about the migrant 

school as you don’t know how long the NGO will keep supporting it”. Bird was able to 

get Thai citizenship through family Thai/Karen friends who were able to adopt him. His 

children therefore have more options than most children of Karen refugees. Bird chose in 

the end to put his children in Thai school as he felt that they would have more options in 

their future (21/05/07, Mae Hong Song). 

 

Da Po is a twenty year old Karenni man living along the border. He came to 

Thailand when he was a young child and was able to start Thai school so he was able to 

pick up Thai without any problems. He explained that grade 1-6 were free, grade 7 to ten 

he had to pay for his books and some school fees, which was a struggle for his family. 

However, in standard 11 and twelve he was not able to attend as he was not a Thai 
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citizen. But he said that it depends on the school. He was able to attend a bible school but 

he is still worried that he will not be able to get a good job because he does not have the 

right Thai citizen card. (22/05/07, Mae Hong Song).  

 

Therefore, although Thai schools are available and are more secure, they are not 

accessible to everybody as children need to start at a very early age in order to have the 

Thai skills.  

 

University 

I met Crash K- H--- is a twenty five year old Karen man while he was sitting 

around waiting to take a test to apply for a much coveted post-post ten school. He had 

worked a year as a primary school teacher but wanted to continue his education. He 

explained that the certificates he has received so far are “not formal.  I can not use this to 

continue education in any formal schools. It is only useful in our community” (14/05/07, 

Umpium Camp). This concern is voiced my dozens of the youth I spoke to along the 

border.  

 

Saw Htoo Lay was born in Burma but came to Thailand with neighbours after he 

was forced to work in the army and managed to escape. He is now twenty-three has 

completed standard ten and two years of an English immersion program. He told me that 

his dream is to be able to work and travel without difficulty. He explains that to leave the 

camp you need to pay 150 baht (Thai currency) and he has no money. Then once you 

leave the camp you can’t stay long or you have to constantly be concerned about Thai 

police (14/05/07, Umpium Camp). 

 

Kh-n W-n is twenty five and would like to one day attend university. In Burma as 

a child he was told in grade 4 that his family did not have enough money to keep him in 

school. He then worked selling lottery tickets in order to pay for his school fees. After his 

village was burned down his family came to Thailand. In a refugee camp he completed 

secondary school and then did three years of a post ten school. He is now teaching Karen 

History in a secondary school in the camp. He said that he loves history and is of Po 

nationality so he has done research on the history of the Po people as well as the Karen. 
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His explained that there are many clever students along the border but they are not able to 

attend university as they cannot get permission from the Thai government. He also 

explained that the Thai authorities do not consider the school certificates so although he 

thinks the certificates he has received are good “outside camp they are not helpful. This is 

sad for the youth in the camps as they are not able to complete their dreams”. (15/05/07, 

Nupo Camp).  

 

For a community where education is of such high value the lack of accessibility to 

university education is felt heavily amongst the youth and their parents.  

 

Jobs 

Bird told me that people will go to all these training and have “like 10 certificates. 

The certificates are just like nothing.  The refugee people cannot apply for any jobs in 

Thailand. For CBOs you don’t need to show certificates - certificates good for NGO 

work – but refugees can’t work outside camp” (21/05/07, Mae Hong Song). 

 

Although many refugees/migrants do find work outside of the camp they either 

need to work illegally, have a Burmese passport and visa, or have a special certificate 

from the Thai government that recognizes that they have lived in Thailand a long time 

therefore can remain in a certain radius around their town. The educational certificates 

are not recognized therefore the skills that they have obtained must sustain them if they 

want a job that is not hard labour. 

 

6.5 Conclusions 

This chapter outlined the educational opportunities for refugees/migrants living 

outside of the refugee camps. Furthermore, it showed that there have been some great 

steps forward with negotiations with the Thai government in terms of assisting with 

migrant and refugee education. This would allow for refugees and migrants to receive 

legal certificates. Although this is a great step forward would community ownership 

remain? In chapter 5 it is outlined the importance of community ownership on the 
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curriculum. If Thai certificates and curriculum were developed the refugee and migrant 

community must also play a part. 

 

Furthermore, this chapter shows the personal stories of refugees living outside of 

the camp and the issues they face with education. If certification is allowed will this solve 

the problems that exist in regards to freedom of movement, access to jobs, and access to 

Thai universities?  

 

The following chapter will look at how the refugees living in Thailand fit into the 

global environment.  
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Chapter 7: Think Global act Local 

“Whatever help we may want from the international community now or in the future, we 
want to make sure that this help is tailored to help our people to help themselves”  

Aung San Suu Kyi 
 

“Every era has concepts that capture the public imagination, and globalization has 
recently emerged as one for our time” (Hall, 1998: B4) 

 
 
Can the international community replace the role of a nation state?  

 

Stateless people still need the services that a government provides. Human rights 

state the entitlement to health, safety, and education. When it comes to education do we 

live in enough of a globalized world that curriculum can be made to meet the needs of all 

nations? 

 

The following chapter will look at what forms of internationally recognized 

certificates are available to refugees besides Burmese or Thai certificates and if it would 

be possible to have an international certificate available to the mass public. This chapter 

also looks at the political issues of resettlement and examines education and resettlement 

from the perspective of the refugee and migrant communities. 

 

7.1 Obtaining an internationally recognized certificate 

There are limited options for a select few refugee/migrants to obtain 

internationally recognized educational certificates along the Thai Burma border that are 

not Thai certificates. One is through Eden Valley Academy, second is studying for the 

General Educational Development (GED), and lastly is a pilot project where students can 

study online through Australian universities. 

 

The Eden Valley Academy is set in Maela refugee camp and was started by the 

Seventh Day Evangelist Church in the Karen state. Due to increased conflict the school 

was forced to move into Thailand and eventually into the camp. The school starts at 
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Standard 4 and goes to Standard 12 and offers Indian curriculum. Students, if they do 

well up to Standard 10, can enrol in standards 11 and 12 and receive the Division High 

School Certificate (DHSC). They would then be eligible to attend university or college in 

India or any mission college in Thailand. However, in order to attend university in either 

India or Thailand they would need to obtain Thai identification or a Burma passport. 

Both of these documents are very difficult and expensive to obtain. N-- Wah, a 16 year 

old Eden Valley student explained that even though his education is very different at the 

academy, it might as well be a KED certificated because he can’t leave the camp 

(15/05/07, Nupo Camp). 

 

Furthermore, although the Indian curriculum and its certificates are considered 

internationally valid they are not necessarily relevant to the community. The director of 

the school, Helen Hall, explained that the Indian exams are cheap and international but 

she would rather something else as it is “too Indian”, meaning that learning Indian history 

and geography is not always relevant for refugees from Burma. Helen Hall also explained 

that she felt that the Indian curriculum involves too much memorizing. (9/05/07, 

Bangkok). 

 

An international NGO, that would like to remain anonymous, has been assisting 

refugees, migrants and IDPs for the past ten years to obtain their GEDs. The program 

allows for approximately twenty students a year and is incredibly rigorous. At the end of 

the year the students sit for their GEDs which, on successful completion, will allow 

students to attend Universities in Thailand or abroad. This organization has also been 

assisting these students to obtain proper identification (such as Thai identification or a 

Burma passport) in order to attend schools in Thailand and abroad. Similar to the Indian 

curriculum the GEDs are not locally relevant as to pass the GEDs one must be thoroughly 

versed in American history, geography etc., not Asian or any other region.  

 

Lastly, a pilot project has begun this year to have refugee/migrant students who 

are eligible along the border to complete Australian University on line. The problem with 

this so far is finding students who are at the level to complete Australian University. It is 

yet to be discovered how successful this project will be.  
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As much as these select opportunities are working on a small scale they would be 

much more difficult to implement on a large scale. Internet is not legal in the refugee 

camps which poses a challenge to having on line education. Obtaining Thai ID or a 

Burma passport is not always done through legal means but necessary if one wants a 

GED. Having tests from countries that have no relevance (such as focusing on Indian 

history and learning nothing about Burma’s history) to the students is not a best case 

scenario. All of these issues make it difficult to implement the current internationally 

recognized certificates on a large scale. 

 

7.2 A Global Certificate? 

The solution provided by a standardized curriculum both inside the Thai refugee 

camps and with IDP groups in Burma, does not solve the problems for future refugees in 

other areas. It is only one solution in one small corner of the globe. A more long-lasting 

and widespread solution would be to create an international certificate.  This would be a 

certificate that is similar to a GED but, unlike the present GED, would not be one-nation 

focused, but would include the entire world.  This does not suggest that local education 

should be eliminated, or even that a host country should not provide educational 

assistance to refugees. Instead, it proposes that there be an international test that could be 

taken by primary and secondary students; the test, in local languages, would accompany a 

curriculum that the students would need to pass in order to take the test. 

 

An international curriculum and test would alleviate the adverse situation and 

difficult immigration prospects facing refugees who have received an un-standardized 

and unrecognized education in the camps. In addition, out of the chaos and suffering in 

the camps, could come, a global education standard which would benefit all students, not 

just refugees. Local history and culture should still be taught, varying with each situation, 

and would be ancillary to the international curriculum and certificate. 

 

In an ever changing world where education systems are being more connected and 

people are developing similar cultural norms having an education system that could fit in 
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every nation should not be an impossible task. It would on the other hand give more 

choices to refugees and IDPs. It could be a curriculum that could be obtained and then 

tests could be overseen by a UN or international representative. 

 

Fred Ligon, of World Education says that he has been recommending an 

international certificate at conferences he has attended but so far he has heard nothing 

about it becoming a reality (31/05/07, Bangkok). Shona Kirkwood, Director of Thabyay 

Education Network in Chiang Mai stated, “Are we only looking at Thai accreditation?” 

and when I mentioned the idea about an international certification she became quite 

excited and commented enthusiastically that she “would stand behind an international 

certification process” (25/05/07, Chiang Mai).  

 

Besides the logistics of an international certification, the difficulty would be that 

every nation would need to recognize this diploma. However, if it was administered 

properly by reputable academics this should not be an issue. 

 

7.3 Politics of educational certification when going global 

During the time I was conducting my field research there was a team of two 

researchers looking into the issues of repatriation. They found what many had suspected; 

repatriation was having a devastating affect on the administrations of CBOs, schools and 

medical services (discussion with researchers: report commissioned by TBBC and was 

not yet available when this dissertation was published). Since 2004, 26,112 refugees have 

been repatriated from the Thailand-Burma border to Australia, Canada, New Zealand, 

Denmark, Finland, Sweden, the United States, Norway, Netherlands, and the United 

Kingdom (IOM, 2007). A representative for the Thai Ministry of Interior says that 

although they once felt that repatriation is too much of a draw for more refugees to cross 

the border they now see it as a solution (11/05/07, Conference at Chulalongkorn 

University Conference). 

 

However, if any of the refugees were not registered in 2005 or before they are not 

eligible for repatriation. The Thai government has not allowed for people to apply for 
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official refugee status with UNHCR since this time. This has caused quite a bit of 

difficulty for some families, some of whose members came to Thailand before 2005 to be 

joined by other members afterwards.  

 

There has been a huge rise of refugees from Burma being accepted by the United 

States after a change in 2006 to the original Homeland Security Act that banned all 

migrants to the United States if they provided any material support to rebel groups. This 

was almost impossible for anyone born in the Karen State as the rebel groups live 

amongst the communities. The change that was made allows the secretary to waive 

resettlement restrictions on refugees who meet all the other criteria. However, State 

Department spokesman Sean McCormack, made clear that "anybody who might be a 

combatant or a member of the Karen National Union would not be eligible for 

resettlement in the United States, even under this waiver authority" (Morse, May 5, 

2006). This waive of the Homeland Security Act has resulted in a predicted 12,000 

refugees from Burma to be resettled in the United States for the year of 2007.  

 

It was predicted that the numbers leaving would almost eliminate the need for 

some camps. However, repatriation does not solve the problems in Burma. Daily more 

refugees come into the camps with increased fighting along the Eastern border of Burma. 

Therefore, instead of camps being emptied, the trained and educated people leaving are 

replaced with the less educated and non-trained people coming in from Burma. 

 

Can an education be sustained if the most educated (who are usually the most 

inclined to leave) are being drained from key positions, such as teaching and academic 

administration? Resettlement has caused major issues within the Karen community as 

many of their political leaders, teachers, administrators, and medical personnel have left.  

 

For the people that are being resettled, the education that they have received in the 

camps is not considered internationally accepted. Studies have yet to be completed 

showing what the success rate in education is for refugees from Burma once they are 

repatriated abroad. However, as the following chapter will show the chance to be 
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repatriated means to many, access to higher education that is not available along the 

border. 

 

7.4 Perceive, value and use: resettlement and education  

I met and talked with over a hundred youth, teachers, and parents that all had 

heroine stories of narrow escapes and a search for a better life for themselves and their 

families. One story I was especially captured by was in Umpium camp in the post-post 

ten school. A young man told me his life story of how he was forced to complete a large 

part of his primary school in the jungle along the Thailand-Burma border. There were no 

real writing materials and the teaching was sporadic. Once his family finally got to the 

camp he said that other students laughed at him for not being able to write and read 

properly. In his English class when he made a mistake his teacher made him do a dance 

in front of the class as punishment. He explained that his sister could not handle the 

teasing and she decided to stay home, but he was convinced that he could achieve his 

goals by continuing with school and eventually be able to tell people his story. He told 

me with tears in his eyes that last year he won an essay competition in English that told 

people of his families struggle for safety. He worked hard to achieve his goals. (04/04/07) 

 

I was inspired by his story of courage and determination. However, I was also 

frustrated because although he has gained the skills that he desired he still does not have a 

legitimate educational certificate or the opportunity to attend university. His options in 

continuing his education is limited and like many others he will most likely apply with 

UNHCR to be resettled abroad. However, what will a certificate from an unrecognized 

group give him? Education is one of the major reasons people are choosing to apply for 

repatriation. However, what is unknown is if their certificates are accepted when they go 

abroad.  

 

For the people educated what opportunities besides NGO, CBO or medical 

training to they have? Resettlement has become a huge concern for many that are worried 

about what affects it will have on the border community. People in positions that are 
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important to the running of camp life, such as the teachers, nurses etc. are the most likely 

to leave their community to search for better opportunities, therefore undercutting the 

educational opportunities of those who are left in the border community. Thein Naing, 

Academic Coordinator for NHEC, when asked about resettlement said, “Resettlement is 

sort of a personal thing.  It affects our project in many ways.  Especially people who can 

help our community like the teachers and nurses” (27/05/07, Chiang Mai).  

 

Bird, explained his anger towards resettlement. He said, “It makes people lose 

hope.  We hope Karen people will do something – but with resettlement who will be left to 

do anything” (21/05/07, Mae Hong Song). Not everybody wants to leave however, and 

furthermore not everybody can. An example of how the change in the Homeland Security 

Act has not helped everybody is an example of one eighty six year old man by the name 

of Lincoln. Named after Abraham Lincoln because his father was a big admirer of this 

American president, Lincoln explained that he had taken all the courses and medical tests 

and was ready to go to America. He said that because he was a teacher for the Karen 

National Union he was considered a terrorist. His family has now gone to America and he 

remains teaching English and Geography in the camp. (30/05/07, Tham hin Camp). 

 

Saw Ki--h, is twenty two. He was born in Burma but did most of his schooling 

along the border and has received certificate from a post post ten school. He now works 

for a CBO advocating for the people of Burma. He explained that he applied for 

resettlement but he does not want to go. “My relatives pressured me, because we cannot 

get as good of an education here. I applied for the US. At first I thought I would not go 

but now if I have a chance to go I will as I would like to go to school for strategic 

thinking and management”. He further explains his hesitancy, “I didn’t want to go 

because most of my people are not educated.  So I have to help them get an education 

and teach them about human rights.  They have been abused!  When I think about their 

rights being abused I am very upset!  I think they need to tell the world about the abuses 

they have gone through so that we can stop it from happening!” (17/05/07, Mae La 

Camp). Although he wants to help his community his family wants him to better himself. 

Understandably, that is also a personal concern. 
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Nai Ho--s--, a twenty four year old student at a post ten school professed, “I am 

confused sometimes.  I love my family sometimes and sometimes I love my education.  My 

family is getting old and if I left I could not come back easily.  If I apply with UNHCR 

then I could go after my education” (22/04/07, Maesot). Education is the main reason 

why many people are thinking of resettlement. 

 

Hs-- Paw, is forty and lives in Umpium refugee camp with her four children and 

husband. She and her husband both have jobs in the educational sector and she said that 

she does not want to leave her community. However, her husband is concerned about the 

education for their children. They both want their children to have the option for 

university and so far this is not possible in the camp. She explained that if the option for 

resettlement comes they will consider it in order to provide a brighter future for their 

children (04/04/07). 

 

 What everyone in each of these stories, as well as everyone I interviewed, have in 

common is a desire to help their community. However, most people want to also help 

their families and to improve themselves. Repatriation gives access to higher educational 

institutes, and this fact is very much on the minds of people who are interested in 

education. Therefore, although there is a realization that repatriation destroys the 

community there is hope that if the community can return with higher education there 

will be improvements made for the future. 

 

7.5 Conclusions 

Currently there are international certificates available for migrants and refugees 

along the border. However, it is only for an elite group of people and cannot be made 

available for the large numbers. An international certificate available globally would give 

IDPs, refugees, and migrants the ability to be mobile with their education but also to be 

legitimate.  
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One of the solutions being given for the ‘problem’ of the large amounts of 

refugees and migrants along the border is resettlement. However, this does not fix the 

issues in Burma so more people will keep coming to the border. The only difference is 

that the people that developed the education systems will be gone and they will need to 

be replaced with less qualified people. Although many people are considering 

resettlement to obtain a better education this takes away the value of having an education 

system that promotes the values and history of the community.  

  

The following chapter will now give the final conclusions and look at the 

connections and lessons learned from this study. 
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Chapter 8: Final Conclusions 
My grandmother who was a teacher and advocate for education passed away 

when I was fifteen. I was amazed at how many students came to her funeral, some now 

living all over the world, told stories of how she inspired them. I thought of her often 

when I met the educators along the Thailand-Burma border and the students they were 

empowering. For all the people that are working so hard to achieve their goals there 

should be a way that they can obtain an education that allows them legitimacy and 

opportunities that most people around the world take for granted.   

 

This paper has attempted to bring to attention the issues surrounding educational 

certification along the Thailand-Burma border in hopes that solutions can be found. The 

following chapter will review how I have answered my two research questions, outline 

what I have learnt in my research, what insights the research can give and provide 

recommendations for future studies and regarding issues surrounding educational 

certificates along the Thailand-Burma border.  

 

8.1 Answering my research questions 

 My task within this paper was to answer two research questions: 

1. What are the central political and logistical barriers regarding educational 

certification for refugees living along the Thailand-Burma border?  

2. How do the refugees/migrants perceive, use, and value the educational certificates 

they receive along the Thailand-Burma border?  

 

What I learned trying to answer these questions was that there were three groups 

at play: the community from Burma living in Thailand, the Thai community and then the 

international community. On one hand it is positive that the community of  refugees has 

ownership of the curriculum along the border. However, unfortunately the refugee 

community does not have the power to legitimize an education system in the way that a 

nation state does. Furthermore, the refugees by the nature of being refugees are mobile. 

Understanding this refugee community at the national and global level is therefore 
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needed to find a solution. The refugees live in a nation that is not their own, therefore, it 

is essential that Thailand not be forgotten when addressing the political and logistical 

barriers to educational certification for refugees from Burma. Thailand might soon play 

an important role in legitimizing the current migrant and refugee education systems. 

However, will this assist the refugees if they are still not allowed access to Thailand?  

 

At a global level lie political issues of repatriation that add further complexity to 

the education refugees will need. Should refugees receive an education that is not only 

accepted in their community but also in the community that they will be resettled to? 

Resettlement makes refugees an example of the ultimate global citizen. Currently the 

refugees from Burma do not have the right educational tools to manage in a global world. 

 

At each level one can see various political and logistical barriers to educational 

certification. The problems and issues that exist are an example of a ‘local problem’ that 

needs a ‘global solution’. We need to understand the interconnectedness of the refugee – 

a quintessential nomadic character who needs an education that can fit into this forced 

lifestyle. 

 

The second research question found a bounty of rich stories of students that 

wanted higher education; of parents who wanted to resettle abroad in order to provide 

their children a secure education; and of concerned students worried about obtaining an 

illegitimate education. The life histories collected were important to understand who is 

affected by educational certification. At the community level the life histories illustrated 

the importance of community ownership over the curriculum; this should not be lost 

when discussing educational certification. As one of the major reasons nation states have 

state education systems is in order to foster community spirit. The education systems 

along the Thailand-Burma border achieve this goal.  

 

At the national level the narratives show the issues that refugees outside the 

camps are facing. It highlights some of the issues that are happening outside the camp 

and questions if the Thai government does not allow for local integration will allowing 

Thai educational certificates be the ultimate solution to the educational certification 
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issue? At the global level the stories told by the refugees and migrants assist at 

understanding the motivations and concerns of repatriation.  

 

Through understanding at all three levels and from both the actors involved in 

shaping educational certification along the border, as well as the narratives from refugee, 

migrant and IDPs – I have attempted to paint a clear picture of what is going on and 

outline some the major questions and possible solutions being proposed. 

 

8.2 Recommendations for future studies 

 I recommend that further studies be conducted in what is happening when 

refugees are arriving in western countries. Are their educations dismissed? What are the 

numbers of people who wanted to pursue university actually able to do so? What are the 

difficulties and barriers they encounter?  

 

This study as mentioned is part of a larger study. Hopefully through comparing 

and contrasting with other refugee and IDP areas there can be more solutions put 

forward. 

 

8.3 Lessons learned 

What I discovered through the interviews and people’s stories was that the illegal 

migrants and official refugees – with their worthless certificates but not worthless 

education – would benefit from a non-ethnocentric international GED. This would be 

combined with at least a basic education about their own nation’s history and culture; i.e. 

not a replacement of their own culture, but more a way for them to be legitimate and 

mobile.  

 

At each level of analysis there are problems that are difficult to solve. An 

international certification/curriculum option would not eliminate all the problems 
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however; at each level it would give migrants, IDPs and refugees more options in being 

mobile, carrying a degree that is considered legitimate.  

 

I call on global educators to create a non-ethnocentric certificate that does not 

exclude people’s cultures but allows people mobility and legitimacy. I recommend that 

global educators and international organizations brainstorm how an international 

certificate might be plausible. With an internationally recognized education, migrants, 

refugees and IDPs will have one less concern to worry about. 
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Appendix one: Interview Questions  
 
Questions for refugees and migrants 
 
Background/History 

1. Where were you born? 
2. Jobs of your parents? 
3. When and where did you start going to school? 
4. How many brothers and sisters? 

 
Education 

1. Where was the school?  
2. What was school like? 
3. Describe each level of education? 

 
Future 

1. What would you like to do with your education? 
2. How do you think your education has helped you or will help you? 
3. What are your dreams? What do you see yourself doing in 5/10 years?  

 
Certification 

1. How will your education assist with your dreams? 
2. Why did you choose the education you did? 

 
The Migrant/Refugee/IDP/Burmese… Education 

1. What are the positive and negative aspects of the education that was available? 
2. What would you like to see changed for your children? 
3. What are the major problems that you encountered with your education? 

 
Do you have any questions for me? 
 
 
 
Outline of questions for NGOs, UN org. and Gov’t 
 

1. What do you feel are the major issues surrounding certification for the refugee 
and migrants? 

2. What work is …..(org.) doing towards issues of certification? 
3. What is the interconnection with other organization about these issues? 
4. What do you think are the positive and negative aspects of the migrant and 

refugee education? 
5. What are your goals and aspirations for the education systems along the border? 
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Appendix two: Location and Logistics of Informants 
 
 “Much of the work on forced migration is weakened by the fact that key components of the research design 
and methodology are never revealed. Researchers are seldom told how many people were interviewed, who 
did the interviews, where the interviews took place, how the subjects were identified and selected and how 
translation or local security issues were handled” 
(Jacobsen, 2003:186) 
 
The following chart is outlines official interviews held through the course of my three 
month field research.  
 

 
Date 

 
Location 

 
Subject  
         
Translator was needed (T= Translator, 
Y=Yes, N=No) 

 
How subjects were 
identified 
 

 
Method of 
research 
used 

 
4/03/07 

 
Bangkok 

 
Introduction to Fred Ligon from WE/C (T: N) 

 
Director of WE/C 

 
Semi formal 
interview 

 
12/03/07 
 

 
Maesot 

 
First meeting with Marc van der Stouwe and 
Loytee Taluang (T: N) 
 

 
Staff at ZOA 

 
Semi formal 
interview 

14/03/07 Maesot Interviews with ZOA and WE/C staff (foreign 
and local) 
 (n)*: 3 (T: N) 

Requested interviews from 
personnel at ZOA and WE/C 

 
Semi formal 
interview 

15/03/07 Maesot Interviews with ZOA and WE/C staff (foreign 
and local)  (n)*: 2   (T: N) 

Requested interviews from 
personnel at ZOA and WE/C 

 
Semi formal 
interview 

16/03/07 Umpium 
Refugee 
camp 

Discussions with students, teachers, NGO 
workers, and KED staff. (T: N) 

Attended a graduation ceremony 
for the teachers college. No 
official interviews took place but 
unofficial discussion and 
observation. 

 
Participatory 
Observation 

• Interview with Migrant teacher (T: N) Was introduced by NGO staff Semi formal 
interview 

19/03/07 Maesot 

• Interview with VSO employee working 
with the Ministry of Education (T: N) 

Was introduced by NGO staff Semi formal 
interview 

• Interview with Paw Ray BMWEC chair 
woman (T: N) 

 

Introduced by NGO staff Semi formal 
interview 

20/03/07 Maesot 

• Interviewed migrant teacher (T: N) Introduced by Paw Ray Semi formal 
interview 

22/03/07 Maesot Attended meeting with CBOs, NGOs, UN 
organizations (T: N) 

Introduced by NGO staff Participatory 
observation 

23/03/07 Maesot Attended function with CBO, NGO and UN 
personnel (T: N) 

NGO celebration Participatory 
observation 

28/03/07 Maesot Meeting with KED (T: N) Introduced by NGO staff Semi formal 
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 interview 

Meeting with UNHCR representative (T: N) Introduced by NGO staff Semi formal 
interview 

30/03/07 
 

Bangkok Meeting with UNICEF representative (T: N) Introduced by NGO staff Semi formal 
interview 

2/04/07 Maesot • Meeting with Curriculum Project (T: N) 
• Meeting with JRS (T: N) 
 

Introduced by NGO staff Semi formal 
interview 

3/04/07 Umpium 
refugee 
camp 

• English Immersion Program (EIP) 
Coordinator  (T: N) 

• ZOA camp base staff  (T: N) 
• Head mistress for #2 high school  (T: N) 
• Post 10 graduate (T: N) 
 

• Visited EIP school 
• Visited education office and 

interviewed personnel 
around 

• Went to the house of a 
school principle and 
interviewed her and her 
three daughters 

 

Life histories 

4/04/07 Umpium 
refugee 
camp 

• Focus group with ten high school students 
(age range from 14-22) (T:Y) 

• Education Coordinator for the camp 
(T:Y) 

• Recent graduate of Teacher Preparatory 
Course (TPC) (T:N) 

•   Interviewed EIP students *n= 4   (T:N) 
 
 

• Daughter of head mistress 
from the previous day 
arranged a meeting with ten 
fellow students  

• Visited the education office 
again 

• Visited the TPC campus 
• Visited the EIP campus 

• Life 
Histories 

• Group 
interview 

5/04/07 Umpium 
refugee 
camp 

• TPC graduates *n=5 (T:Y) 
• EIP students *n= 8  (T:N) 
 

• Visited the TPC campus 
• Visited the EIP campus 
 

Life histories 
 
 

6/04/07 Umpium 
refugee 
camp 

• Specialized Education Programme (SEP 
students) *n= 4  (T:N)  

• Burmese language teacher (T:Y) 
• Camp NGO staff *n=4 (T:Y) 
 

• Visited SEP campus  
• Visited teacher training 

workshop 
• Visited Planned Parent 

Association of Thailand  

Life histories 

11/04/07 Maesot • ZOA staff interviewed (T:N)  Semi formal 
interview 

18/04/07 Maesot • WE/C staff interview (T:N)  • Life 
histories 

• Semi formal 
interviews 

19/04/07 Maesot • WE/C staff interview *n=5 (T:N)  • Life 
histories 

• Semi formal 
interviews 

20/04/07 Maesot • ZOA staff interviewed *n= 2 (T:N) 
• WE/C staff interview *n= 2 (T:N) 

 • Life 
histories 

• Semi formal 
interviews 

21/04/07 Maesot • Wide Horizon (WE) students *n=3 (T:N) Visited WH campus Life histories 
22/04/07 Maesot • WH students *n=8 Visited WH campus Life histories 

23/04/07 Maesot Interview representative from Burma 
Volunteer 

Introduced through personal 
contacts 

Semi formal 
interview 

24/04/07 Maesot Interview with NGO staff  Life history 
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9/05/07 Bangkok • Closed TPPC meeting with NGO, UN 
staff and CBOs working along the border 

• Interviewed head mistress from Eden 
Valley Academy 

• Introduced through ZOA 
and WE/C 

• Observation 
• Semi formal 

interview 

10/05/07 Bangkok Interview with JRS representative Personally introduced at TPPC 
meeting 

Semi formal 
interview 

11-
12/05/07 

Bangkok Conference at Chulalongkorn University with 
Ministry of Education, Ministry of Interior, 
JRS, ZOA, WE/C 

Introduced through ZOA and 
WE/C 

Observation 

14/05/07 Umpium 
Refugee 
Camp 

• Interviewed EIP hopefuls *n=  7 (T:N) 
• Interviewed Thai University student 

home on vacation 

• Attended EIP application 
process 

Life histories 

15/05/07 Nupo 
Refugee 
Camp 

• Interviewed EIP hopefuls *n=  3 (T:N) 
• Interviewed EVA student home on 

holidays (T:N) 
• Interviewed principle and teacher of a 

middle school *n=  2 (T:N) 

• Attended EIP application 
process 

• Walked into a middle school 

Life histories 

17/05/07 Mae La 
Refugee 
Camp 

• Interviewed EIP hopefuls *n=  3 (T:N) 
• Interviewed people passing by the TPC 

office *n=  3 (T:N) 
 

• Attended EIP application 
process 

• Hung out at the TPC 
campus 

 

Life histories 

20/05/07 Maesot • Interviewed representative of Burma 
Migrant Teachers 

Went to the BMT office Semi formal 
interview 

 
21/05/07 

Mae Hong 
Song 

Interviewed CBO employees *n=3 (T:N) Friends of friends Life histories 

 
22/05/07 
 

Mae Hong 
Song 

• Interviewed EIP hopefuls *n=  5 (T:N) 
 

Attended EIP application 
process 
 

Life histories 

23/05/07 
 

Migrant 
community 

• Interviewed EIP hopefuls *n=  3 (T:N) 
• Interviewed KTWG staff (T:N) 
• Interviewed KNESDO students as a 

group *n=10 (T:N) age range from 17-23 
• Interviewed KNESDO staff *n=2 (T:N) 
 

• Attended EIP application 
process 

• Visited KTWG and 
KNESDO 

 

• Life 
Histories 

• Semi formal 
interviews 

• Group 
interviews 

25/05/07 
 

Chiang Mai • Interviewed representative from Thabyay 
Education Network (T:N) 

• Interviewed staff at Shan migrant school 

• Visited Thabyay Education 
Network 

• Visited Shan migrant school 
– introduced through 
personal contacts 

Semi formal 
interviews 

27/05/07 
 

Chiang Mai • Interviewed Education Coordinator for 
NHEC 

Introduced through personal 
contacts 

Semi formal 
interviews 

30/05/07 
 

Tamhin 
Refugee 
camp 
 

• Interview with teachers, students, 
translators 

•  

ZOA staff made announcement 
on the loud speaker 
 

Life Histories 
 

• Interviewed with representative from 
Christian Church who helps coordinate 
Nupo Academy (a migrant school)  

 

Met at TPPC meeting Semi formal 
interviews 

31/05/07 Bangkok 

• Interview with Fred Ligon 
 

  

 
*(n) = number of interviewed that day  
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Appendix three: More Burma History 
Burma’s history is rich with drama and conflict. I feel that to understand the current 
events it is important to have a clearer understanding of the events that led up to the 
current military regime. However, it is a lot of information to intake. Therefore, I have 
attached this more detailed history for the more keen reader∗. 
 
Pre-colonialism  
Before colonial rule, the Burmans held some political control over the hill tracts but this 
was never secure. The hill tribes were forced to pay some tribute to the Chinese or 
Siamese (Thai) overlords as much as they did to the Burman Kings (Tucker, 2001: 26). 
The various villages in northern and eastern Burma were ruled by a local prince, 
headman or chief, and each community was self sustaining with their own autonomy 
(Wilson, 1985).   

 
In the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century, the Burman Konbaung 
dynasty came into conflict with the British territory of India (Tucker, 2001). The 
consequence was the first Anglo Burmese War from 1824-26, which was the longest and 
most expensive war in British Indian History (Thant, 2001). The war finished with the 
signing of the Treaty of Yandabo, however, peace did not last long and a second conflict 
resulted in the British annexing Lower Burma. The third and last battle was in November 
1885 when British troops marched on Mandalay and captured the Burmese royal family 
bringing them to India. As a result, Burma fell to British rule.  
 
Colonialism  
Conflict with the British arose in various areas of Burma after the fall of Mandalay. The 
British brought in tens of thousands of troops from India who enforced a moderate peace 
in the countryside (Aung San, 1991).  
 
During the time of British colonial rule of Burma, great technological advances were 
made. With the British invasion came the building of railways, introduction of electricity, 
a modern postal system, telegraph and phone lines (Tucker, 2001). Furthermore, there 
was a push for families to concentrate less on producing goods for themselves and start 
farming in mass quantities (Tucker, 2001). Administered as a province of India, the 
country prospered but this prosperity benefited the British companies and new arrivals of 
Indian and Chinese migrants, more so than people of Burma (Aung San, 1991).  
 
The British aim however, was not to aid the people from Burma. As historian and 
political analyst Martin Smith explains “Nation-building was never a British objective” 
(Smith, 2002: 6). Instead, the British amplified the ethnic differences by having a dual 
system of government.  There was ‘Ministerial Burma’ where Burmans were prominent 
and it was a form of parliamentary home rule (Smith, 2002). In contrast, where most of 
the ethnic minorities lived, was considered ‘Frontier Areas’ as power was left to 
traditional local authorities of headman and chiefs (Smith, 2002).  
 
                                                 
∗ For even more information I would highly recommend Smith, Lintner and Tucker. 
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With colonialism came the spread of Christianity and missionaries built churches and 
schools throughout the country. Most of the converts to Christianity were Karens, 
Kachins and Chins. It was these groups that also supplied most of the British recruitments 
for the army and the police (Tucker, 2001). Very few Burmans converted to Christianity 
but increasingly the education and medical services were turned over to British schools 
and hospitals (Tucker, 2001). English soon began replacing Burmese as the language of 
the educated elite (Tucker, 2001).   
 
The bombing of Rangoon in December 1941 by the Japanese was the beginning of WWII 
in Burma, and the ethnic division became even more apparent. The young nationalists of 
the Burma Independence Army (BIA) led by Aung San fought for the Japanese and many 
minority groups such as the Kachins, Karens and Muslims remained loyal to the British 
(Smith, 2001). However, the BIA turned against the Japanese in March of 1945 when it 
became apparent that the Japanese would not grant the full independence of Burma 
(Tucker, 2001).  
 
Independence was seen differently by the various ethnic groups in Burma. For many 
Burmans independence was important in order to regain the power that their people had 
once possessed (Tucker, 2001). However, for many minority groups like the Karen, Mon, 
and Shan, independence from Britain meant Burman domination over the country and a 
loss of their autonomy (Tucker, 2001). Where there had been some resistance from the 
hill tribes against the British in the beginning, the Christian missionaries had “promoted 
education and the transcription of minority languages into writing for the hill peoples, 
galvanizing a sense of modern ethnic or national identity among peoples that previously 
had been scattered or politically disparate” (Smith, 2002: 7). As a result the formation of 
political and cultural organization soon developed, the biggest one being the Karen 
National Association that was formed in 1881 (Smith, 2002). 
 
The Fight for Independence 
The fight for independence continued after World War II.  The strongest opponent 
against the British was the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL) which was 
represented by Aung San who had left the army to become a political leader (Aung San, 
1991). Many ethnic groups were still concerned by the dominance of Burman influence 
in an independent nation and violence broke out in Arakan where communist groups 
were strong, and many ethnic groups started training their own armed troops(Smith, 
2002). 
 
Aung San, as representative of the Provisional Government of Burma attempted to bring 
together the various groups through the county. In a famous speech at the Panglong 
conference in February 1947 he announced:  
 

“If we want the nation to prosper, we must pool our resources, manpower, wealth, 
skills, and work together. If we are divided, the Karens, the Shans, the Kachins, 
the Chins, the Burmese, the Mons and the Arakanese, each pulling in a different 
direction, the Union will be torn, and we will all come to grief. Let us unite and 
work together…” (Naw, 2001: 202). 
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It was at this conference that there was a general consensus achieved with the Chin, 
Kachin and Shan leaders. Other groups including the Karen, Mon and Rakhine were not 
part of this agreement (Smith, 2002).  
 
In one of the most extensive biographies of Aung San titled: Aung San and the struggle 
for Burmese Independence, author Angelene Naw recounts the popularity of Aung San 
throughout Burma and the support he received from all ethnic leaders “because of his 
obvious concern for their people” (2001: 199). Aung San held a unique position as leader. 
He was the brother-in-law of the Burmese Communist Party, leader Thakin Than Tun, 
but also had a great friendship with Kyaw Nyein leader of the Socialist party dating back 
to their University days (Linter, 1999). Aung San was seen as the clear leader to unite 
Burma and obtain democracy. 
 
However, it was not to be. On July 19, 1947 a jeep pulled up to the building in Rangoon 
where the provisional government was meeting. The jeep contained several hit men that 
succeeded in murdering Aung San as well as eight other prominent political figures 
(Lintner, 1999). The country went into great mourning for the loss of “its most competent 
leaders” before independence was even achieved (Lintner, 1999). The right wing leader 
who had been in competition with Aung San for leadership, U Saw, was charged and 
hung for the murder (Lintner, 1999). Shelby Tucker in his work, Burma The Curse of 
Independence, argues that it is very possible that U Saw was framed, however, it is still 
not clear who was behind the assassinations (2001: 144).  
 
Independence and Ethnic conflict 
On January 4, 1948 Burma received its independence. U Nu who was the most senior 
member of the AFPFL became the first Prime Minister. After less than three months of 
independence the country was thrust into a civil war with various groups throughout 
Burma fighting against the central government in Rangoon (Lang, 2002). There were 
three major factions that fought against the new regime: the first were the communists 
who had fought with AFPFL for independence but were now fighting for the 
international cause of communism (Aung San, 1991): the second group was the People’s 
Volunteer Organization (PWO’s) which had been set up to fight the British in case they 
had not given Burma’s independence and had never disbanded (Aung San, 1991): the 
third group was the Karen National Defence Organization that declared their 
independence from the nation of Burma and had several demonstrations throughout the 
Karen state demanding for independence (Lintner, 1999).  
 
Military Government 
As the army grew stronger in order to fight against the groups that opposed them so did 
the power that they held. As a result, a group of army officers led by the commander and 
chief Ne Win, were able to successfully take over the government and put in place a 
military dictatorship in March of 1962 (Aung San, 1991). Ne Win established a one party 
rule with the Burma Socialist Programme Party which was controlled by the military 
(Lwin, 2000). 
 
With power, Ne Win started his economic policies called “Burmese Way to Socialism” 
with the goal: “to eliminate foreign control of the economy, to reduce the country’s 
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dependence on primary production towards more balanced industrial condition, and to 
reduce the power of the private market by centralization of economic power of the state” 
(Krongkaew, 1997). These policies resulted in a mass exodus of foreigners and it marked 
the beginning of complete border closures to the outside world. The consequences were 
devastating to Burma’s economy and by the 1980’s, the country was on the verge of 
bankruptcy (Smith, 2002).  
 
Under the education section of the “Burmese Way to Socialism” Ne Win’s government 
announced: 
 

“The Revolutionary Council believes the existing educational system 
unequated with livelihood will have to be transformed. An educational system 
equated with livelihood and based on socialist moral values will be brought 
about; Science will be given precedence in education” (Lwin, 2000: 58)  

 
All schools became nationalized and indigenous languages were not permitted and all 
Christian schools were banned (Lwin, 2000).  
 
Ne Win launched a massive attack against all insurgent groups. With the aid of an 
oppressive Military Intelligence Service (MIS) he arrested hundreds of political 
opponents. Furthermore, every part of society, especially students, Buddhist monks, and 
other religious groups were closely watched (Smith, 2002). With what has been labelled 
the act of ‘Burmitization’ all independent and religious schools were closed, there was a 
banning of teaching any ethnic languages, and severe restrictions were made on any 
publications in ethnic languages (Smith, 2002). Communities were also completely 
relocated to areas that the government felt they could control better, and any resistance 
was an immediate death sentence (Smith, 2002). Moreover, ethnic minorities started to be 
excluded from top positions in the government and the military (Smith, 2002).  
 
1988: Protests, massacres, NLD, election, name changes  
In September 1987 there was a broadcast over Burma’s official radio announcing that the 
25, 35 and 75 Kyat notes would no longer be considered legal (Lintner, 1999). It was 
found out later that it was a result of Nu Win’s superstitions. For the people of Burma it 
meant that 60 to 80 percent of the currency in circulation was worthless (Lintner, 1999). 
The news came just as most students had to pay their yearly dues. Minutes after the 
announcement there was a violent student uprising with mass groups destroying 
government property. The students were supported by the majority of the populace and 
regarded as heroes (Tucker, 2001). 

 
Although the protests were squashed soon after they began, it was the start of something 
much larger throughout the country as protests and strikes became more frequent. In 
March 1988, after the army put an end to a protest in Rangoon with tanks and tear gas, 
open dissent began within the army (Tucker, 2001). Furthermore, Aung San Suu Kyi the 
daughter of Aung San accused Ne Win of corruption and stated publicly that “the country 
is poor while one individual is rich” (Tucker, 2001).  
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With the uprisings, the army’s disobedience, and the failed economy, Ne Win, officially 
resigned in July of 1988. However, the people of Burma, who for the first time were 
uniting under a plea for democracy were further enraged when Sein Lwin known as ‘the 
butcher’ succeed as ruler.   The effect of this was a general strike in August 1988 
throughout the country (Tucker, 2001).  An estimated 10,000 protesters walked through 
Rangoon while similar demonstrations happened in all the major cities in Burma 
(Lintner, 1999).  The government reacted to the protesters by using machine guns which 
killed thousands (Lintner, 1999: 344). August 19th 2007 Dr. Maung Maung known as ‘the 
puppet’ took over power and promised a referendum.  The public was not impressed and 
strikes throughout the country continued (Lintner, 1999).  

 
The largest rally in the fight for democracy was August 26, 1988, when over half a 
million people gathered to hear Aung San Suu Kyi speak (Tucker, 2001). Aung San Suu 
Kyi, was 43 and had come to Burma from her home in Oxford in order to take care of her 
ailing mother (Lintner, 1999: 345). In her speech she announced, “The present crisis is 
the concern of the entire nation. I could not, as my father’s daughter, remain indifferent to 
all that was going on. This national crisis could, in fact, be called the second struggle for 
independence” (Lintner, 1999: 345).  The speech made Aung San Suu Kyi the undisputed 
leader for the democratic struggle in Burma. On August 28, U Nu, the former Prime 
Minister of Burma with the support of Aung San Suu Kyi, started the first independent 
political organization in Burma after 26 years, called the National League for Democracy 
(NLD) (Lintner, 1999).   
 
September 18, 1988 a new junta called the State Law and Order Restoration Council 
(SLORC) headed by Gen. Saw Maung took over power.  They sent army vehicles into 
Rangoon and began what Lintner describes as an “operation carried out with cold-
blooded efficiency” (1999:352). For two days thousands of people were slaughtered. 
There was international condemnation and foreign aid was cut off by the United States, 
Australia, Britain, Germany and Japan (Lintner, 1999: 352).  
 
In May 1990, the military government held an election as promised. Despite a heavy 
smear campaign against the NLD by the government, the NLD won 82 percent of the 
seats, with 19 seats won by representing ethnic minorities (Smith, 2002). The military 
government has to this day refused to acknowledge the election. Aung San Suu Kyi has 
also remained under house arrest not able to see her children and was not even permitted 
to attend the funeral of her husband in March of 1999. 
 


