
mCÄmNÐlÉkßrkm<úCa 

DC-CAM GENOCIDE EDUCATION PROJECT: THE TEACHING OF “A HISTORY OF DEMOCRATIC KAMPUCHEA (1975-1979)” 

 

GENOCIDE EDUCATION PROJECT:  
THE TEACHING OF “A HISTORY OF DEMOCRATIC KAMPUCHEA (1975-1979)” 

 
A JOINT PROJECT BETWEEN THE DOCUMENTATION CENTER OF CAMBODIA AND  

THE MINISTRY OF EDUCATION, YOUTH AND SPORT 
 

NATIONAL TEACHER TRAINING  

FINAL REPORT  
 

June 29-July 7, 2009 
Senate Library Phnom Penh, Cambodia 

 
 
I. SUMMARY 
The Documentation Center of Cambodia collaborated with the Ministry of Education, Youth, 
and Sport to conduct training sessions for 24 Cambodians officials from the Pedagogical 
School, Ministry of Education, and  Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum as well as 24 staff 
members from the Documentation Center of Cambodia. The participants met at the Senate 
Library in Phnom Penh, Cambodia from June 29 to July 7, 2009 to attend a seven-day 
training seminar designed to offer pedagogy instruction on ways to teach Democratic 
Kampuchea history in Cambodian high schools using Khamboly Dy’s textbook A History of 
Democratic Kampuchea (1975-1979). During the training workshop, Khamboly Dy and Prof. 
David Chandler went over all chapters in the textbook while Christopher Dearing and Dr. 
Phala Chea presented the teacher’s guidebook that accompanies the text. Films, songs, field 
trips, and guest lectures were also incorporated into the training.  

The National Teacher Training workshop was the first step in a tri-partite process to train 
history, language, and morality teachers throughout Cambodia to teach Democratic 
Kampuchea (DK) history. Together with local and international experts, the trainees received 
in-depth training in order to serve as “core leaders” in subsequent training workshops.   

The following report details the various activities that took place during the National 
Training. It also outlines the objectives and strengths of as well as challenges faced during 
the National Training Seminar.  

II. STRUCTURE OF PROJECT  

The curriculum and training program revolves around DC-Cam’s (Khamboly Dy’s) textbook A 
History of Democratic Kampuchea, which was approved by the Ministry of Education, Youth, 
and Sport to be used as a core reference text in Cambodian schools in April 2007. The 
textbook has received plaudits from around the country and the world, and is the first of its 
kind in Cambodia that accurately details the events and contexts of Democratic Kampuchea. 
To help support the use of the textbook in the classroom, Dr. Phala Chea and Chris Dearing 
authored a Teacher’s Guidebook and a Student Workbook to accompany the textbook.  

Moving forward, the 48 National Trainers who attended the National Teacher Training 
workshop will help train 186 trainers at the provincial level in November 2009. Then in 
December 2009, National and Provincial trainers will help train over 3000 Cambodian high 
school teachers at the village level. This “trickle-down” training approach provides an 
opportunity for Cambodians to train each other, thus taking ownership of and responsibility 
towards their national history.  
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III. EXPECTATIONS 

The expectations of the project were three-fold. First, we hoped that National Trainers 
would come out of the project with a clear understanding of the history of Democratic 
Kampuchea. Second, we hoped that the National Trainers would know how to use 
appropriate pedagogical structures in order to train teachers in the next training and 
ultimately teach students. Finally, we hoped that the National Trainers would know and 
understand the importance of genocide education in Cambodia and be able to think about 
its implications on the society today. Below are the objectives  set forth in the Minsistry of 
Education and DC-Cam’s Memorandum of Understanding for the entire Genocide Education 
Project:  

1.  Introduce Khamboly Dy’s textbook and the Teacher’s Guidebook/Workbook to 
Cambodian schools grades 9-12 

2.  Teach DK history to 3,000 history, morality and literature teachers 

3.  Improve teaching skills and knowledge base of the history of Democratic 
Kampuchea 

4.  Apply scientific and modern way of teaching 

5.  Respect Ministry’s protocol and procedures 

6.  Convey expertise on education and history to Ministry officials 

7.  Ensure the effectiveness of the teaching of the history of DK 

IV. ORIENTATION 

All National Trainers and international participants traveled to the Senate Library on June 
26, 2009 for an official opening of the National Training workshop. Participants received a 
welcoming speech from Khamboly Dy and Youk Chhang, who both explained the purpose 
and logistics of this training and subsequent trainings. Mr. Diep Sophal, a national 
participant, commented, “I’ve waited 25 years for this education.” This was also a time for 
international scholars and national participants to introduce themselves to each other.  

After a welcoming lunch at the Juliana Hotel, all National and International Participants met 
with H.E. Mr. Im Sethy, the Minister of Education, Youth, and Sport, to kick off the training. 
The Minister gave an inspiring speech to all participants. He explained to the group that this 
project strikes a very personal cord with him as he has pursued genocide education for over 
15 years, often meeting with the Australian government and the US State Department. He 
spoke of the struggles to rebuild both the society and the educational system as the Khmer 
Rouge killed almost 80% of teachers. Despite the struggles of the past, H.E. Mr. Im Sethy 
believed the political and social climate is right for the history of Democratic Kampuchea to 
enter into the curriculum. He told the group that Cambodian society has played “a 
dangerous game of ignoring or denying the genocide, dangerous not only for Cambodia, 
but also for the world.” Continuing, he said “the younger generations who were born after 
the Khmer Rouge, especially those in the city, have everything. They have plenty of 
everything--plenty of food, plenty of money, etc, but the younger generations must 
understand that there were times when we had nothing, when it was all striped away.” He 
closed the speech by encouraging all participants to take the training seriously and thanking 
them for their time in this very important project.  
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V. ACTIVITIES DURING TRAINING WORKSHOP 

Each day the participants met at the Senate to go over historical details, receive pedagogy 
training, and listen to a national or international scholar lecture on a specific topic. National 
Trainers also broke out into small group sessions once a day to practice or mock lessons. Film, 
music, and plays were also incorporated into the training. A more detailed schedule can be 
found in the Appendix of this report.  

 
A. History Lessons Khamboly Dy and Prof. David Chandler 

During each morning session, Khamboly Dy and David Chandler presented two 
chapters from the textbook A History of Democratic Kampuchea. Using PowerPoint 
slides, Boly extrapolated text from his book to discuss and teach DK history. 
Participants readily asked questions on DK facts, which took up more time than 
generally allotted.   

Some questions from participants included: 
1. What are the reasons for putting code numbers for regions? Why were 

there code numbers in some cases and not others?  
2. Where did the leaders get their theories from? Did they model their 

policies after other countries and leaders?  
3. What were the political goals of the Khmer Rouge?  
4. What type of currency was used during the Khmer Rouge? 
5. Was Pol Pot really Buddhist?  

 
B. Small Group Sessions 

 
For a few hours per day, National Trainers broke out into small group sessions of 
around 10 participants per group. International facilitators led the sessions. Breaking 
out into small groups presented the opportunity for National Trainers to interact with 
the guidebook and textbook and make themselves more familiar or experiment with 
the material. During the more intimate sessions, each National Trainer modeled one 
lesson from the Teacher Guidebook in 30 to 45 minute sample lessons while other 
participants acted as “students.” Then, after the lesson, each “Teacher” received 
feedback from the participants and sometimes from the international facilitator. 
During this time, facilitators encouraged participants to use discussion-based 
questions along with fact-based questions and presented various methodological 
tactics to participants.  

Some sample lessons included: 

1. Morn Met began her lesson by saying hello and taking attendance. She then 
went over what students had studied last time, asking one student for a brief 
review of the previous lesson. After the student summarized the previous lesson, 
she then reiterated and added information to the student’s summary. Then she 
went over objectives for the day. She put the students in groups of three, and 
assigned each group a paragraph to read on different divisions during 
Democratic Kampuchea. She told each group to take notes on important facts in 
their paragraph, having students write their notes on large white sheets of paper. 
Then, each group had to present their notes to the class. Finally, she posed an 
open-ended question by asking the students to answer the question, “Compare 
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differences between each geographical zone and explain why you think zones 
differed in size.” Students were asked to present their hypotheses to the class. 
She concluded the lesson by summarizing what the students learned that day and 
assigned reading for homework.  

 
2. Siv Thoun began his lesson by saying hello and taking attendance. He then went 

over what students had studied last time, asking one student for a brief review of 
the previous lesson. He then showed a photo of April 17, 1975 and asked the 
students to explain what they thought this photo was about. He asked the class 
“Why do you think people hid in the house?” He then divided the class into two 
groups and assigned two people as the group leader and secretary. He told the 
class that they were going to have a guest speaker come in to speak to the 
students and each group needed to write a report on what he has learned. Then, 
a “guest speaker” came to describe his life as a base person during the regime. 
After the guest speaker gave his presentation to the class, he asked each group 
to report on what the guest speaker said.  

 

Small-group facilitators were also asked to model lessons for their groups. Below is a model 
lesson from one facilitator, Sarah Jones Dickens.  

1.  Sarah modeled a lesson based on the interviewing lesson from Chapter 7. She 
started the class by taking attendance and asking a student to explain the prior 
day’s lesson. Then she told the students what they would be covering today: 
understanding the historical importance for interviewing and some possible negative 
consequences that could arise as a result of interviews. She told students that they 
would have to interview a person affected by the Khmer Rouge by next week, but 
they would go over interview techniques and methodology for the whole week to 
prepare them for their interview. She made two columns on the blackboard and 
asked students if they could help name good things that can come from an interview 
and bad things that could come from an interview. To reinforce or add to a student’s 
answer, she summarized what the student said while writing on the blackboard. Then, 
the facilitator asked the students to get in pairs and come up with 5 potential 
questions they should ask Khmer Rouge survivors and 2 questions they should avoid. 
Each group presented their questions to the classroom while the facilitator wrote 
down on the board their responses. The facilitator summarized what the students 
covered today and assigned them for homework to explain in a four to five sentence 
paragraph the importance of interviewing. Once her actual lesson was over, she 
explained her rationale for conducting the lesson this way: She wanted to emphasize 
a lesson where there was no “right” or “wrong” answer, thus encouraging student 
participation to think on their own.  

 

Below is another model lesson from small group facilitator Chris Dearing 

2.   Chris decided to model a vocabulary lesson based on Chapter 3’s vocabulary.  He 
explained to the participants that he will both “model” and “explain” what he is doing 
during the lesson. When modeling, the participants had to pretend at times to be 
students. When the facilitator gave the cue that he is “stepping out of the modeling 
mode,” he then provided an explanation of the reasons behind certain aspects of his 
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lesson. The participants also had an opportunity to pose questions on any confusing 
points, aspects, or details of the lesson during the “stepping out” phase.  

He began the lesson by writing on the top of the board: “economic systems” and drew 
a narrow box indicating a category of information.  He asked participants, “What are 
all the economic systems in Chapter 2’s vocabulary?” The participants gave their 
answers while the facilitator wrote all responses on the board, commenting on each to 
encourage the students’ answers.  He then asked the students, “are there any other 
economic systems not listed that you know about?” The participants responded, 
“Socialism, and Capitalism.” He then gave positive reinforcement by commending them 
for their answers.  He commented briefly and asked participants if “peasants” were an 
economic system.  They responded “No.” He had the students tell him where in the 
category of economic systems peasants would be better placed.  

He then divided the students into two groups and asked students in one group to write 
about life under capitalism and the other students to write about life under communism. 
He asked each student to pretend as if they were living under their assigned economic 
system and describe what their life would be like under the system. Next, he picked 
several students from each side (capitalism side and communism side) to read aloud 
their stories or descriptions of life in their economic system.  The facilitator then posed 
the question: What is different between capitalism and communism? 

The lesson concluded with the Facilitator asking participants, “What did we learn?” to 
evaluate the participants’ understanding and to model how the participants should 
summarize lesson activities in their own classrooms.  

This is only an excerpt from a lesson plan. The full lesson plan can be found at the 
appendix.  

C. International Scholars, National Scholars, and Guest Speakers 

Ros Chantabot, professor of history at the Royal University of Phnom Penh, lectured on 
the history of political change from Sangkum Reastr Niyum to the Khmer Republic, 
placing the rivalry between royal families (Norodom and Sisovath) at the center of 
political chaos in the 1950s and 1960s. In his lecture on June 29, 2009, Ros mainly 
spoke about Prince Sihanouk’s concern over the superpowers’ and communist influences 
on Cambodia. Because some Cambodian figures were in contact with or were 
influenced by communism, Sihanouk put pressure on his officials who intended to join or 
support the communist powers as well as the superpowers, such as the United States.  

 
In the 1950s, some of his officials had associated with the US  and intended to stage a 
coup’ d’état. This concerned Sihanouk and he tried his best to prevent his officials from 
joining with American agents. By the mid-1960s, some Cambodian schoolteachers and 
figures went missing. Although the motives of their disappearance were not exactly 
known, Sihanouk predicted that these lost people were leftist and in fact communists. 
Pressure was put on schoolteachers. The government was concerned that teachers 
would teach about politics. When the communists rose to power quickly and more and 
more Cambodian leftists disappeared, Sihanouk began to put pressure on teachers. 
They were not allowed to discuss something in public with more than four or five 
people. 

 
In 1967, the people in Northwest Cambodia were angered by the corruption 
policy of the government. The government soldiers grabbed people’s land and when 
people protested, the government responded harshly by killing people, burning down 
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their houses, and beheading the protests’ leaders.  
 

Alex Hinton, associate professor and anthropologist at Rutgers University, presented 
a lecture on “Truth, Representation, and the Politics of Memory after the Genocide” 
on July 1, 2009. He delineated between two types of education: formal education 
and informal education and explained that both types of education can occur at sites 
of memory. He then explored different periods of memory Cambodian society has 
faced since the Pol Pot time:  

a. Khmer Rouge period: Hinton argued that the Pol Pot period was a time when 
memory was itself a crime and the Khmer Rouge attempted to erase memory. 
People left sites of memory, places they once lived, streets once walked upon. 
He also stated that Pol Pot also tried to destroy memories of Buddhism, 
education, and commercial interaction by destructing the institutional 
framework itself. If people during this period thought about the past, they 
had memory sickness and would be killed. In short, the most effective way to 
erase memory was to erase the people themselves.  

b. PRK period: This period, Hinton argued, was when politics of memory 
manifested in society as well as in the educational system. The PRK regime set 
out to establish a “narrative of the recent past that would buttress their 
legitimacy both domestically and abroad.” Primary school textbooks included 
graphic images and violent stories of the Khmer Rouge period as 
propaganda for the PRK. 

c. UNTAC: The Khmer Rouge period was literally taken out of the curriculum. 
There was an explicit emphasis of forgetting although there were holidays 
that still commemorated the period.  

d. Current period: Hinton argued that Cambodia is in a period of transitional 
memory, citing the court and the current genocide education project as 
another reworking of the past. 

He concluded his lecture by encouraging all participants that they are “making history just 
like the tribunals are making history.” Hinton encouraged all National Trainers to think 
critically about the past and ask difficult questions. Concluding, Hinton says, “Even if we fully 
condemn atrocities and seek accountability, we must recognize that the world is not always 
divided in black and white and we must recognize that the world is full of humanity.” 

John Ciorciari, professor at Michigan University, lectured on the Extraordinary Chambers in 
the Courts of Cambodia, or better known as the Khmer Rouge Tribunal on July 2, 2009. 
During his lecture he explained the tasks the ECCC has set out to accomplish: conducting 
criminal trials and delivering justice to victims. He also explained that the court has a “truth 
telling function,” or in other words it seeks to create an objective truth of the period by trying 
to figure out exactly what happened. The court also holds responsibilities to the international 
community: it’s the first of its kind to operate as a “hybrid” or mixed international tribunal.  
He also talked briefly about the creation of the tribunals and its legal and institutional 
features, such as victim participation and civil parties.  

George Chigas, professor at the University of Massachusetts and Adjunct Professor in Asian 
Studies at Cornell University spoke about trauma and its relation to Cambodian refugee 
poetry on July 3, 2009. He first gave a basic introduction of trauma and the affects of 
trauma on the psych. He explained that there is an inherent problem in language to describe 
traumatic experiences, which he argued was the reason that so many survivors chose silence 
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over speaking. Yet, Professor Chigas warned of the inherent dangers in keeping silent. He 
quoted Eli Wiesal, a famous Holocaust survivor, who said “if we are silent, those who have 
died, died twice. First, when they were killed by the perpetrators and second when they 
were forgotten.” Professor Chigas then introduced a set of poems written by Cambodian 
refugees in the United States. He wanted participants to ask themselves a few questions:  

 -What is the chance, the risk, the writer is taking to tell the story?  
 -How does the writer overcome the problem of language?  
 -What is the new identity the writer has when writing about his or her trauma? 
 - What is the purpose of the witness? Who is the witness speaking for?  
 -What does the writer and survivor need to hear?  
 
Professor Chigas explained that above all the survivor needed someone to say “I believe 
you, I believe what you told is true.” He also explained that the poems signify a way for 
Cambodian survivors to take control of their trauma and integrate the traumatic experience 
into normal consciousness and memory.  

Frank Chalk, former Chair of the Montreal Holocaust Memorial Museum, director of Montreal 
Institution for Genocide and Human Rights Studies, and history professor at Concordia 
University, presented a lecture entitled “Genocide in a Global Context” on July 3, 2009. He 
first went over a basic, legal definition of genocide, explaining that genocide is defined as 
killing and other actions that have intentions to kill or harm an entire group of people on 
racial, religious, national, or ethnic reasons. Professor Chalk then gave a legal working 
definition of Article II of The UN Convention for Prevention of Genocide. He explained to the 
National Trainers that UN Convention did not include political and social groups in the legal 
definition of genocide, which he considered a major flaw. Chalk pointed to the Khmer Rouge 
as a good example of the reasons one should not omit social and political groups in the 
legal definition of genocide. He also cited two groups of people during the Holocaust who 
were not protected by the Genocide Convention: the Nazi extermination of the mentally ill in 
1939 (“racial hygiene”) and of homosexuals. Professor Chalk also pointed out another flaw 
in the Genocide Convention by arguing that it is difficult to prove that the perpetrators’ 
intend to destroy the whole group. Generally, once this can be proven, the whole or most of 
the group is dead.  

Then, Professor Chalk encouraged the National Trainers to think about genocides in a global 
context and presented different ideas for a classroom lesson plan: The teacher can assign 
different students various genocide and have them answer questions such as : Who was the 
perpetatror and victim group? What was the most important motive of the Perpetrator? How 
does the assigned genocide differ from the Khmer Rouge? How is it similar? 

Participants then had a chance to ask Professor Chalk questions, some of which are below:  

1. Why should we not include Lenin or Stalin in the atrocity group? 
2. Why is it always too late to intervene?  
3. There have been genocides in other countries, but Cambodia is the only example 

where Cambodians killed other Cambodians. Do you think there is  a different 
solution for reconciliation for Cambodia? 

Laura Summers, professor at Hull University, lectured on the history of Pailin on July 6, 
2009. She decided to present on this topic because she believed one is able to observe how 
divisions within the National Army of Democratic Kampuchea began to recognize and deal 
with the problems of inadequate government and war economy. Using a series of photos of 
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Wat Phnom Yat, Sinahouk’s house, and the city center, to only name a few images shown, 
Professor Summers mapped out the ways in which Pailin transformed itself to “become more 
politically aware and economically organized during the four years before the mutiny.”  

National Guest Speakers 

Norng Chan Phal ,  a child survivor of Tuol Sleng Prison,  gave a heartfelt talk to all 
participants during the morning session on July 1, 2009. He explained that he was part of 
the “train station” group who was brought to Tuol Sleng. He arrived with his mother and his 
three brothers and sisters. When he arrived, photographs were taken of them. His mother 
was brought to the second floor of Tuol Sleng while the children were brought to the ground 
floor. He explained that this was the last time he saw his mother, and then he began crying. 
After the Vietnamese entered Cambodia, he was brought to Phnom Penh hospital. One 
Vietnamese and one Cambodian solider thought he was a “child of Pol Pot.” He moved from 
place to place with the Vietnamese army and he was sent to an orphanage. He never saw 
his mother and father again.  

Him Huy, a former prison guard at S-21, spoke about his experiences leading up to and 
during the Khmer Rouge. He was selected to join the army in 1973. When he arrived at 
District 18, he was asked to attend political training and indoctrination . He spoke about 
being homesick while there, but the Khmer Rouge would not let him visit home. US bombs 
were dropped near the training center two times per day, and the cadre told him if they 
dropped the bombs again, he would be killed. He was then transferred to Takeo, but got 
sick and went to the hospital. He escaped to go home for three days. He told the audience 
members he served in the army until 1976. In late 1976, he was sent to be a marine. In 
1977, many chiefs were arrested and cadres in Division 7. He was later promoted as a chief 
of 100 member unit and was responsible to receive prisoners and take them to Choeung Ek. 
He said that many S-21 staff members were arrested and his name was actually included on 
the list.  

Questions from participants included: 

1. You said that you worked in the arrest unit. I want to know if  people 
refused to be arrested, did you beat them?  

2. What was your home village and age?  

3. What is the meaning of District 18?  

4. Could you tell us about the code names of the districts?      

5. You were a young man at S-21 and must have had friends. You didn’t 
come from a family of killers. When you saw children being killed, what do 
you think? How did you live with the site of children being murdered?  

“I’ve never been happy about my role at S-21. One day in April 1977, I 
asked Son Sen at S-21 to transfer me to the frontline and out of S-21. That 
day, Son Sen asked me ‘do you dare to fight the Vietnamese?” They were 
scared that if the Vietnames captured me, the secrecy of S-21 would be 
compromised. I was concerned that if I were arrested, my whole family would 
be arrested.  

Regarding the children, I was never able to do anything about it. The climate 
in 1977 was not as intense—cadres could talk to people in different units, but 
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in 1978 the climate of distrust was deepened. Everyone looked after 
themselves only. At that point, almost everyone was arrested and people 
acted just like scarecrows and not able to do anything. I would have died 
more than likely if the Vietnamese did not come in. The 703 Division where I 
used to work—most all cadres from that division were killed.”  

6. What were your impressions so far of the Duch trial? What do you think 
about what he’s said so far?  

“I’m very happy that Duch is on trial. During that time Duch and Hor didn’t 
along. Duch preferred cadres from the Western zone. I myself planned a 
prison break and at that time, I thought Hor would have supported the idea. 
But the prison break didn’t happen because Hor wouldn’t go through with it. I 
learned about this place in Kiriom, and I knew there was a Lon Nol base 
there we could escape to. I am not a bad person. After the Liberation of 
1979, I saw this Lon Nol cadre, but I did not kill him. I could have killed him. I 
am not a bad person.”  

Youk Chhang, director of the Documentation Center of Cambodia, informed participants 
about the different activities of the Documentation Center of Cambodia: genocide education, 
research, building a permanent center, and the tribunal. He also handed out DC-Cam’s 
Strategic Plan for the following years and a Searching for the Truth Magazine. 

Farina So, team leader of the Cham Muslim project and PhD candidate at Ohio State 
University, described her role in the Cham Muslim project, which started in September 2005. 
She explained to the participants the projects’ goals, which are to collect information and 
have the Cham community talk about what happened during the Khmer Rouge. She also 
spoke about outreach projects directed towards the Cham community, such as DC-Cam’s 
invitations for Cham leaders to come to Phnom Penh as well as the Center’s field trips to 
meet with different Cham communities.  

D.  Visual and Aural Activities and Field Trips 

Films, excerpts from plays, and songs were also incorporated into the training 
workshop, which were followed by seminar-format discussions.  
  
 

Film Screening of Tuol Sleng, Baset and Prey Veng prisons in 1979, and KR Liberated Zone, 
Kampong Cham 1973.  
Three films were shown on the morning of July 1, 2009 to the participants. The silent, rare 
films provided interesting visual testimony of the time after the Vietnamese entered 
Cambodia. Professor Laura Summers facilitated a short discussion of the films. She told the 
participants that whenever there were films shown, viewers should ask themselves three 
questions:  

1. Who produced the films? Who made them?  
2. Who was the intended audience? 
3. What messages were trying to be communicated?  

Professor Summers then gave a brief description or summary of each film, answering the 
questions she posed. She explained that some of the films shown were meant only for 
records and not intended for public viewing while other films were intended for a 
Vietnamese TV Station.  
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Professor Summers then argued that the films do not teach any history on the conflict 
between Vietnam and Cambodia. She also stated that film evidence does not help us with 
critical thinking and knowledge of history, but we must be careful to interpret correctly the 
visual evidence shown.  

Song Performances and Film Screening  O Phnom Penh sung during Cambodian Children 
and Phnom Penh in 1979 and Breaking the Silence  

Participants started off July 2, 2009 by watching a short film Cambodian Children and 
Phnom Penh in 1979 during the morning. The poignant film showed emaciated Cambodian 
children in the slums, eating bugs and digging through trash to find food. Their tattered 
clothes and dirty bodies offered a stark reminder of life after the Khmer Rouge. To 
juxtapose the horrid conditions in which the Cambodian children lived, children from more 
privileged countries flashed on the screen, often at the beach or on the playground. During 
the film, a woman sang O Phnom Penh.  

After the film, participants then heard the song from Breaking the Silence. Youk Chhang led 
the discussion by asking participants to explain the songs and asked them which one they 
liked as the National Reconciliation Song.  Below are some participants’ comments:  

“The first song is more about anger, but the second song keeps repeating the 
word river, moving from the blood of the river to a river of reconciliation and 
responsibility. It is as if we move from sadness to responsibility. It’s more 
empowering. Oh Phnom Penh, however, is only moving from sadness to 
revenge.” 

“I think both songs are meaningful but the second song is more meaningful. 
The first song seems to focus only on Phnom Penh and doesn’t speak about 
other places people went after the Khmer Rouge. The second song, however, 
talks about reconciliation, turning killing into reconciliation.”  

“Both songs are important because it reminds us of what happened. The first 
song reminded me of what happened, it is very emotional, and I can’t hold 
back my tears. The second song, however, well after listening, I feel relief.”  

“I think the first song is about survival, our 2nd life. However the 2nd song 
encourages us to reconcile with the crimes and to heal.”  

“I do not think we can evaluate the meaning of each song. We can’t compare 
the songs to each other. We must think about the time that they were 
composed. The first song is about then and the 2nd song is about now. The first 
song was written during the war, so it’s hard to avoid words of revenge”  

Field trip to Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek 

National Trainers went on a field trip to Tuol Sleng, and Choeung Ek on July 3, 2009. After 
the field trips there was a discussion on ways in which field trips could be used in classrooms 
and their importance. Some comments are found below:  

“When I saw Tuol Sleng, it made me believe that it happened. When we teach 
students in the classroom, we should use field trips to make them believe.” 

“If students visit these sites, they may make them feel terrible and upset and 
remember or imagine what happened.” 
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“When we have field trips, we encourage education because the child soldiers 
were not educated. When you are educated you don’t let people control you, so 
taking children on field trips and seeing uneducated children like those in the 
photographs encourages them to come to school and learn.”  

Breaking the Silence 

Excerpts from the play Breaking the Silence were performed for the National Trainers. One 
of the scenes shown depicted a victim and perpetrator speaking to one another.  

One participant commented on the play:  

"Watching the play made me recall what happened during the Khmer Rouge. The 
Khmer Rouge made me clear the jungle. One day, the knife broke, and the Khmer 
Rouge punished me. I was injured and had to go to the hospital. I met with the 
medical staff and they made me eat porridge although I didn't want to eat. The 
lower level Khmer Rouge staff helped me."  

When asked about using plays to teach the history, many National Trainers hesitated 
to the use plays in the classroom. Some commented:  

“We need to have a methodology to perform.” 

“The play should be used in art class, not history” 

Professor Chalk encouraged that teachers must change as the world changes and 
begin to accept and use innovative technology. Teachers must “accept the language” 
of their students.  

 
VI.  STRENGTHS 
  

1. Small group Sessions: If there were resentment or animosity in the large group 
meetings, it disappeared once participants gathered in smaller groups. National 
Trainers who were trying to “show off” their knowledge in the large group seemed to 
not be as outspoken in the smaller groups. The more intimate environment allowed 
National Trainers to voice or raise concerns without stirring up the whole group. Small 
group sessions also provided a great opportunity for teachers to model lessons and 
give feedback on each person’s lesson plans. After hearing critiques and strengths 
from all participants and facilitators, participants obtained a better understanding of 
expectations. It was also a useful activity for observers to evaluate comprehension of 
the teaching methodology and the Guidebook. 

 
2. Songs, Films, and Performances: These activities provided a forum to allow 

participants to discuss various issues on Democratic Kampuchea. By using the arts, 
facilitators created a more welcoming environment for participants. Starting the 
morning sessions with some type of film or song was also a great way to grasp 
participants’ attention and provided an engaging activity with which to begin the day.  

 
3. Guest Speakers: Like the art-based activities, the guest speaker presentations were 

useful methods to stimulate discussion and increased participant contextual 
understanding. They also enjoyed the lengthy post-speaker discussion period and 
enjoyed learning from and sometimes challenging the international and national guest 
speakers.  
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4. Modeling Lessons: During each small group session, every National Trainer had to 
present a mock lesson to the other trainers in their small groups. This activity provided 
a wonderful forum for National Trainers to engage with the guidebook and textbook 
and “make it their own.” Some National Trainers deviated away from the guidebook, 
adding other creative approaches to cover the lessons’ objectives. Other National 
Trainers followed the guidebook exactly. Regardless of their approaches, modeling 
lessons was an excellent context for participants to make the material “come alive.”  

 
5. Handling Concerns Raised by National Trainers and Organizational Logistics: Boly 

and the other Cambodian facilitators did a wonderful job of appeasing the National 
Trainers’ concerns. Because the National Trainers were much older than the DC-Cam 
staff, there was some friction between the two groups owing to the issue of respect 
and age (In Cambodia, it is part of the culture that adults know more than children. In 
other words, the older you are, the more you know, and thus the more respect you 
receive). DC-Cam staff members addressed the National Trainers with respectful 
Khmer language, calling them “le cru neck cru” and speaking with soft language. By 
doing this, the younger DC-Cam staff members affording the teachers with high 
regards although they were training them. The two co-faciliators, Phala and Chris also 
did a wonderful job to manipulate the schedule to stay on time. Other DC-Cam staff 
members often corrected each others translations, thus showing an air of teamwork 
and camaraderie among DC-Cam staff.  

 
6. Modeling the Training Session in Similar Ways to Model the Classroom: The ways in 

which the training sessions were conducted were the ways in which a classroom should 
be organized. The National Training seminar incorporated guest speakers, songs and 
films, fact-based lessons, and critical thinking questions.  

 
  
VII.  CHALLENGES 
The following list of challenges summarizes a meeting held at the Documentation Center of 
Cambodia following the National Training. DC-Cam staff, some international scholars, and 
facilitators participated in the meeting.  
 

1. No Clear Objectives It appeared that we did not provide participants with clear 
objectives and rationales of the training workshop. Participants seemed unsure of their 
roles in and the reasons for their attending the workshop. They also seemed unclear 
about their duties in the second training.   

Recommendation: For the next workshop, it was suggested that we include a short, 
carefully crafted paragraph that states the aims and objectives of the program and 
seminar. We should also have the aims and objectives posted at the front of the room 
as a visual reminder for the participants. It was also recommended that we have 
conduct an icebreaker activity that asks participants to list objectives and rationales 
for the training project and teaching of DK.  Doing so would smooth over any 
misunderstandings, allow for expectations to be established, and give participants a 
“voice” in the Seminar’s organization and outcomes.  

2. No Consistent Model Lessons It was noted that the National Trainers were never 
given clear, precise, and consistent model lessons. While the small groups were 
effective for the participants to engage with the guidebook and material, participants 
felt that they were not presented with standard and consistent model lessons. Small 
group facilitators often deviated greatly in their own small groups, using and 
employing different methodology. Some small group facilitators commented after each 
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teacher lesson while others only gave comments after each day of modeling. Some 
facilitators took on more detailed lesson plans and covered theoretical concepts while 
others did not do so. Finally, there seemed to be some inconsistency among the actual 
methodology of modeling lessons: some facilitators decided to step out of “model” 
mode and point to the actual theory at work while others modeled the lesson as if it 
were a regular classroom.  

Recommendation: Facilitators and some National Trainers could conduct model lessons 
in large and small groups. Facilitators should also meet the day before to make sure 
their lesson plans are specific and that they follow similar guidelines so that the 
information presented in small groups is consistent across all groups.  

3. Tensions between Teaching and Learning History There appeared to be tensions 
between learning the history of Democratic Kampuchea and learning ways to teach the 
history of Democratic Kampuchea. Methodology, in other words, “took a backseat” to 
history lessons and facts. For instance, history lessons always ran into the time set for 
methodology and pedagogy. Also, during the time set aside for small group models, 
books and laptop bags were passed out. Participants also used this time to go into 
long speeches over the microphone.  

Recommendation: The facilitators next time should try to keep the discussions and 
questions more focused and centered on learning about the history in the book, rather 
than on more nuanced details. It should be reiterated to the trainees that they are not 
becoming historians on Democratic Kampuchea, but rather teachers who will be able to 
relay and teach DK history to high school students. Of course, trainees should have time 
to ask and answer questions during the history presentations, but questions must be 
limited. If trainees have questions that do not pertain to the history in the textbook or 
time has run out, trainees should feel free to meet the historians or scholars “after 
class” or during lunch and snack breaks, which would be the procedure in any 
classroom.  

4. Western way of teaching verses Cambodian way of Teaching There were 
fundamental differences in Western, student-centered approaches to teaching and 
Cambodian, teacher-centered approaches to teaching. Because the teacher-centered 
model of education makes the teacher into the “end-all, be-all” of knowledge for the 
students, historical facts become the determinant of success.  This approach seems to be 
preferred in Cambodia because it helps the teacher maintain control over large 
groups of students and it prevents the teacher’s authority (or competence) from ever 
coming into question. In the student-centered model, “learning processes” as opposed 
to “inputs and outputs” of knowledge become the desired outcome rather than simply 
the transfer of knowledge from teacher to student. The student is encouraged to discuss 
his or her thoughts on ideas, lessons, and information provided by the teacher.  In some 
cases, this could bring the student’s opinion in direct conflict with the teacher’s position 
on an issue.  If the teacher is not familiar with how to navigate these situations, he or 
she could feel personally attacked or have his or her role as “teacher” directly 
questioned.  Without directly being stated by any participants, I sense this was a 
fundamental fear underlying any use of open-ended questions and student-centered 
discussions.  

Recommendation: At the heart of this problem lie the very same issues of any Western 
project coming in and implementing their own set of standards or goals on Non-
Western society. It becomes a challenge of “our way” verses “their way.” Arguably, 
there are some similarities between two ways of teaching and facilitators must utilize 
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the similarities rather than focusing on differences in order for the project to sustain 
itself.  

We should reiterate to the trainees that the Cambodian taxonomy includes discussion 
questions in steps four through six while it includes the need for fact-based discussion 
questions in steps one through three. Future seminar trainings should highlight the use of 
the Cambodian taxonomy in the Guidebook. Rather than asking teachers to abandon 
one teaching approach, the essential goal is to present a history of the DK period that 
allows teachers to use the teacher-centered approach, while encouraging greater 
experimentation and use of the student-centered approach. Also, we could have 
teachers read aloud in the group some text from articles based on theory. This is a 
Cambodian way of learning. Then, we could ask them to probe deeper into the 
meaning, which is more Western. After the activity, we could explain to them the 
methodology of our asking fact-based and discussion-based questions on the reading 
and the importance for incorporating the two in the classroom.  

4. No Explicit Coverage of Larger Questions on Genocide Finally, it seemed that what 
was missing from the training was we did not cover complex, sociological questions on 
the history of genocide and mass atrocities.  What are the affects of genocide on our 
current society? What are circumstances that give rise to genocide? Why do leaders 
select young children and teenagers? Why do people need to identify with groups? 
Why do people kill?  

Recommendation: We should include these types of questions into all model lessons 
and discussions and reiterate to the trainees that these are the larger and perhaps 
more crucial questions to ask students. While dates and facts are important, teachers 
should reinforce these issues into all classrooms.  

It was also suggested that we wait to cover more thematic comments in the second or 
later rounds of training in the following years, focusing the next two phases of training 
on the history of Democratic Kampuchea. Once basic history is covered and teachers 
understand and can teach more basic knowledge, we can then move on to more 
philosophical and theoretical training.  

5. Tensions from National Trainers  

There seemed to be much tension between the National Trainers and DC-Cam staff, 
perhaps owing to the fact that DC-Cam staff members are much younger than the 
National Trainers. Tensions also seemed to arise from the fact that the National 
Trainers did not “feel ownership” to the project. In fact, some asked that their names 
be removed from the guidebook. It also seemed that the Ministry’s internal agenda 
dominated the workshop. 

Recommendation: In order to mitigate these problems, it was suggested that we bring 
in more senior level teachers to the next training. We could also state that the 
guidebook is only a guide, and teachers should feel free to deviate away from it. 
Furthermore, we could explain in the next meeting that their participation is valued in 
the project, and we need them for the projects’ success. Boly did a great job speaking 
diplomatically and politely to the trainees, and we should continue to employ this 
language. Finally, more leadership may be required from the group facilitators to 
bring discussions back on track rather than deviating from the purposes of the training.   

6. National Teachers’ Focus on Administrative Tasks Rather than “Larger Picture” 
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Accountability and administrative tasks seemed to have a high priority in the classroom 
and participants were very critical of any teachers who failed to put the date on the 
blackboard or who did not abide by the 5-Step Process that they learned. Much 
criticism was given on what Westerners would consider minute details, but apparently 
are highly valued in Cambodian society.  
 
Some participants gave lessons that were very regimented and focused on simple 
recitation of basic historical information.  These lessons would typically involve the 
teacher asking questions that were either answered with “Yes” or “No” answers or 
very short statements.  Such teachers would also sometimes ask rather complex or not 
easily answered questions but they would quickly make these questions rhetorical by 
answering them very quickly after asking them.  Generally, the teacher imposed his or 
her view of “right” and “wrong” and did not feel comfortable allowing students to 
discuss their views of right or wrong.   
 
Overall, some of the participants understood the basic methodology behind each 
lesson (i.e. what is being taught [or rather learned], why it’s being taught, and how it is 
being taught), but they lacked sufficient practice in various teaching methodologies in 
order to effectively use the lessons.   
 
Recommendation: More time in practicing the lessons is required in order for all 
participants to gain a sufficient skill in training teachers in the lessons. Small group 
facilitators should recognize the importance of these details in Cambodian teaching 
methods, but also try to move group discussion and feedback into larger thematic and 
overall feedback on the lessons.  

There were also more nuanced suggestions made.  

1. There should be little changes to the schedule for both international and national 
participants. Post- seminar meetings and dinners should also be included in the 
schedule so participants can plan their schedule accordingly.  

2. An internet connection should be set up at the conference hall. 

3. Include a packet to all trainees with a large map of DK, a glossary, a photo book, 
DVDs, and other supplies.  

4. Photo Captions should either be included or we should go over ways teachers can 
answer questions brought up by students regarding the photographs if teachers cannot 
offer a description.  

5. Color-coded name cards could be given to all participants so that groups are already 
divided before the workshop begins.  

6. All National Trainers should meet before the next workshop to go over logistics.  

7. All Seminar readings should be organized according to presentation, with page 
numbers and by day.  This would allow the participants to understand what readings 
go with what speakers and when they should be read. 

8. Day 1 article discussions must be removed or the participants need to be given the 
articles before the Seminar. It was also suggested that they be removed or moved to a 
different day. 
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9. Participants should be allowed ample time for question and answer.  Seminar 
organizers should plan for at least 15-30minutes per presentation of questions. 

10. A Seminar Glossary of all translated terms should be circulated to all translators and 
participants to avoid confusion over difficult terms. 

11. A pre-Seminar meeting of all facilitators should be scheduled to outline and define: 
Which lessons will be modeled? How will small group practicum be run?  What 
methodologies will we teach or explain? 
 

12. It appears that participants are not really reading the Guidebook. To counteract this, 
we should allow time in small group sessions for a participant to not only “model 
lessons” but also be required to explain the lesson and rationale behind each one.  

VIII.  OVERALL RECOMMENDATIONS 

For the next training, I would recommend that we devote specific days to presenting different 
pedagogical methods in the large group. Each day could have a theme: “Fact Based 
Methodology,” “Discussion-Based Methodology and Socratic Questioning,” “Incorporating 
Plays, Music, or Movies into the Classroom,” and “Essay or diary writing Activities,” to only 
name a few. In two small groups I spoke with, everyone unanimously wanted a “large group” 
model presentation each day in order to give them clear and consistent methods to use. Each 
presenter could give all trainees copies of their lesson plans, using the three-column 
Cambodian approach so that the participants have tangible documents and examples to take 
home and to the classroom.  

Although the trainees indeed responded and worked better in small groups, presenting models 
in the larger group setting will give trainees clear models and ease uncertainty, which seemed 
to be the largest problem the National Training faced. Cambodians do lean towards a “right” 
and “wrong” answer and while facilitators should, in a larger sense, shy away from this right 
and wrong approach, it must also be embraced in order to make the training as successful as 
possible.  

In order to mitigate tensions between DC-Cam staff, trainees, and foreigners, we could also 
have National Trainers conduct some “large-group” model lessons. Model lessons should also 
incorporate the 5-step classroom procedure and be sure to include the 6-step taxonomy as set 
forth by the Ministry of Education so that we do incorporate Cambodian-ways of training.  
Then, during the afternoon, we could break out into small groups to give the trainees time to 
practice lessons based on models and methods they saw the previous day.  

I would also recommend focusing less on pedagogy theory and more on “doing.” Dense, 
theoretical, Western articles that detail methodology are helpful to understand the 
fundamental philosophies behind teaching practices, but I do not think they are as essential to 
debate during the training. Using the articles also puts Cambodians on the “defense” as 
Western models are forced on them. Instead, I think trainees would benefit more from 
witnessing different theories at work. Once they understand how to do it, they can then move 
to understand the different theoretical debates behind, and importance of, the pedagogy 
they use. Many of the methodologies we suggest are already in their Cambodian taxonomy 
and facilitators should work with and expand upon the framework already established.  

Below is a proposed schedule for the next training:  

Today’s Theme “Discussion Questions.” 
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Mornings: Begin the day with a film or something visual. Once the movie is over, ask 
participants open-ended discussion questions based on the film or play they watched. Some 
questions could include “What did you think of the film you watched? Compare and contrast 
the perpetrator and victim’s responses? How would you define a perpetrator?” After the 
participants debate the answers to this question, ask them if they can explain the tactics or 
methodology the facilitator used to discuss the film. Explain explicitly that this tactic is in steps 
4 through 6 of their taxonomy as set forth by the Ministry of Education. Then, tell the trainees 
that today everyone will discuss the importance of discussion questions.”  

Historians and facilitators then proceed to go over the history text and cover two chapters. A 
model lesson is given based on one of the chapters Boly has just discussed, using discussion 
questions format.  

After lunch, participants can break into their small groups and model lessons based on the 
methods presented to them the day before. If “fact-based questions” was yesterdays theme, 
participants would model lessons based on using fact-based questions. Teachers would then 
receive feedback from their small group.  

IX.  CONCLUSION 

Three decades have passed since the world first learned of the "killing fields" of Cambodia: 
systematic torture, mass executions, and countless deaths by starvation by the Khmer Rouge. 
Yet, for three decades, education on this tragic period has never been implemented in 
Cambodian classrooms in accurate and pedagogically appropriate ways. As one National 
Trainer poignantly quoted during the opening day of the training, “I’ve waited 30 years for 
education on this period.” 

Political perspectives have inevitably affected how educational systems interpret and define 
important historical events. Sometimes, the Khmer Rouge has been used as fodder for 
proactive propaganda campaigns in school curriculum. In other cases, the regime has simply 
been ignored in classrooms. Yet, it seems that DC-Cam and The Ministry of Education’s 
Genocide education project is the first of its kind to offer a somewhat objective presentation 
on Democratic Kampuchea.1The project, while not perfect, is a solid start towards arming 
Cambodians with the tools and resources to know about and learn from their own history. 
While there is no ease in the phrase “never again,” enlightenment through education is indeed 
one of the most important steps to preventing actions that give rise to inhumanity. Younger 
generations must be taught to recognize and know when to stand up against cruelty, which is 
precisely the most fundamental objective of the National Teacher Training and subsequent 
trainings.  

End. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Of course every “objective” history textbook written takes on a point of view and is biased in some 
regards depending on the objectives of the author and institutions.  



DC-CAM GENOCIDE EDUCATION PROJECT: THE TEACHING OF “A HISTORY OF DEMOCRATIC KAMPUCHEA (1975-1979)” 

 
18 

APPENDIX A 

Chris Dearing’s Lesson Plan  

Brief summary of lessons I modeled and information I discussed with participants: I spoke 
briefly on the different learning approaches such as visual, kinesthetic, and auditory.  In 
addition, I spoke on the various learning outcomes that are common in genocide education 
curricula such as 1) enabling knowledge, 2) cognitive learning, 3) affective learning (moral 
reasoning), 4) self-awareness, 5) citizenship.  I also discussed the typical pieces of a social 
studies curriculum such as: 1) context; 2) chronology; 3) evidence (a. testimonies b. historical 
interpretation and c. the biases of the teacher/student); 4) historical narrative.  I also discussed 
the spectrum of moral decision-making that students can discuss such as: 1) indifference; 2) 
conformity (peer pressure); 3) obedience (where force is threatened); and 4) extreme 
atrocities.  I modeled three types of lessons: 1) a vocabulary lesson using categorization, self 
reflection and discussion; 2) a scaffolded reading lesson using the questions in the Guidebook; 
and 3) one approach to teaching using the victims’ testimonies.  I also modeled two forms of 
Socratic questioning: 1) organized, prepared questioning that guides students through the 
various levels of abstraction in a single category of information and 2) open-ended 
questioning (without preparation) that takes a single abstract term or concept and breaks it 
down into pieces until the teacher and students arrive at a single pre-determined outcome 
which is then used to introduce the lesson.  I also discussed the various types of thinking skills 
that are generally seen in social studies courses such as 1) determining relevant information 
from irrelevant information; 2) categorizing information; 3) determining supporting from 
unsupporting information; and 4) questioning the nature of information (anecdotal from 
empirical, etc.).  I described some of the roles of a social studies teacher, such as a facilitator 
for controversial topics (guiding the students through the extremes of “too much information” on 
one hand that causes trauma, and “too little information” on the other which causes students to 
see complex human behavior in simple, even trivial terms); as an “organizer of information” 
(who helps students not only see concepts in their own context, but also in relation to concepts 
of a higher and lower abstraction); and as a facilitator who encourages the students’ 
interaction with information, materials, and ideas.  
 
Below is an outline of one lesson as it was performed… 
 
Lesson 1: Modeling of approaches to vocabulary instruction 
Description: The teacher as information organizer and how to facilitate students’ learning of 
new vocabulary 
Objectives: Participants will… 

1. Understand the role of the teacher as one who organizes information for students. 
2. Understand the role of the teacher as one who assists students in their own 

organization of information. 
3. Understand the importance of learning vocabulary in context. 
4. Understand the various ways that new vocabulary can be introduced or taught to 

students. 
5. Understand the relationship between language and social studies education. 
6. Reflect on the students’ learning process with various lessons on new vocabulary. 
7. Reflect on the relationship between student reading comprehension and social studies 

education. 
 
Evaluation: Student observation and feedback 
 
Activity 1: Introductory lecture 
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Description: Chris Dearing (Facilitator) introduces the agenda for the day.  He writes on the 
board the following:  
 
1) Vocabulary lessons;  
2) Scaffolded reading lessons;  
3) Using Victim/Cadre testimonies;  
4) Global mass atrocity comparative studies.   
 
He also writes a separate list of:  
 
a) Organized questioning; and  
b) Open-ended questioning.   
 
Note: Only “1) Vocabulary Lesson” will be discussed in this Lesson outline. 
 
The first lesson in this series of lessons/approaches that will be modeled is 1) Vocabulary 
lessons.  He explains to the participants that he will both “model” and “explain” what is going 
on as he models to facilitate their understanding of what approaches he is using, why, and 
how they relate to the various philosophies on teaching and student learning.  When modeling, 
the participants will have to (at times) “pretend” to be students and when Chris Dearing gives 
the cue that he is “stepping out of the modeling mode” and now providing explanation, the 
participants can pose questions on any confusing points, aspects, or details of the lesson.  The 
lesson will conclude with the Facilitator asking participants, “What did we learn?” to evaluate 
the participants’ understanding and to model how the participants should summarize lesson 
activities in their own classrooms. 
 
Activity 2: Modeling and Explanation 
 
Description: Chris Dearing (Facilitator) has participants to “pretend” as if they were students 
and he will model a brief lesson.  He asks all participants to turn to Chapter 2’s Vocabulary in 
the Guidebook.  He writes on the top of the board: “economic systems” and draws a narrow 
box indicating a category of information.  He asks participants,  
 
“What are all the economic systems in Chapter 2’s vocabulary?” 
 
The participants begin giving their answers… 
 
“Capitalism.” 
“Feudalism” 
“Peasants” 
“French colonialism” 
 
Chris Dearing writes all responses on the board, commenting on each to encourage the 
students’ answers.  He asks the participants… 
 
“Is there any other economic systems not listed that you know about?” 
 
The participants respond… 
 
“Socialism” 
“Capitalism” 
 



DC-CAM GENOCIDE EDUCATION PROJECT: THE TEACHING OF “A HISTORY OF DEMOCRATIC KAMPUCHEA (1975-1979)” 

 
20 

Chris Dearing gives positive reinforcement by commending them for their answers.  He 
comments briefly and asks participants if “peasants” is an economic system.  They respond 
“No.” and he has them tell him where in the category of economic systems, peasants would be 
better placed. (Peasants would be best placed as a description of a class of people under the 
“Feudalism” economic system). 
 
Note: For reasons of time, Chris Dearing did not go over the political or international aspects or 
nature of the term, “French Colonialism.” 
 
Chris Dearing steps out of the role as “Teacher” and comments,  
 
“Ideally, you should then have the students use the vocabulary in different sentences.  Or 
alternatively, pick another category of information in the vocabulary listing for Chapter 2 and 
have them accomplish the same task of filling in the category with vocabulary that is relevant.  
Then have the students stand up and give a sentence that uses vocabulary from both 
categories.  The rationale for this approach is two-fold.. 
 
One, it requires the students to work on the critical thinking skill of categorization.  Students 
must learn how to categorize data as a thinking skill.  When the teacher creates a category, 
and refers students to a list of vocabulary, asking them to fill this category, the teacher is 
presenting students with an opportunity to practice this skill.   
 
Second, it requires students to learn new vocabulary in context, as opposed to isolated 
definitions.  All human beings learn information in context.  While memorization of definitions 
is a useful skill, it will hardly fulfill the objective of allowing the student to imbed the new word 
in his or her memory when he or she sees the word again in a different sentence or reading.  
The student must use the word in sentences and try to define the new word as it relates to 
other words and as it is used in speech or reading.  If the new word is not used in a context or 
the word’s meaning is not thoroughly explored in relation to other words, the student will not 
have a sufficient grasp of the new vocabulary and will probably have difficulty in knowing 
what the word means when he or she sees it again in a different setting.  Reciting the word’s 
memorized definition will not suffice if the word is used in a different way when used in other 
situations.  In effect, the student will have (if he or she can actually recall the memorized 
definition), apply an incorrect meaning to the word and consequently, misread its actual (and 
novile) use. 
 
Finally, it is important that the teacher gives positive reinforcement to all students.  I 
demonstrated this when I wrote the student response of “Peasants” on the board even though, 
this term does not fit in the defined category.  I then had the students correct the mistake.  This 
allows students to not only feel encouraged by the fact that even wrong answers will see some 
positive response from the teacher (thus encouraging students to give answers that they are 
not sure of), but it also presents the opportunity for students to correct each other and 
participate in the learning/teaching process.” 
 
Chris Dearing now explains how he would divide the class into two sections:  
 
1) Those students will write about life under capitalism; and  
2) Those students who will write about life under communism.   
 
He would ask each student to take 5-10 minutes to pretend that they are living under their 
assigned economic system and to describe what their life would be like under this system.   
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Next, he picks several students from each side (capitalism side and communism side) to read 
aloud their stories or descriptions of life in their economic system.  Chris Dearing then explains 
to the participants that he would ask the class to discuss as a whole the following question… 
 
“What is different between capitalism and communism?” 
 
Chris Dearing finally explains to the participants that he would evaluate student learning by 
asking several volunteers or chosen students to describe what they learned during this lesson. 
 
Chris Dearing now draws the following graphic on the board… 
 

 
Chris Dearing explains that by starting at a high order of a category of information, the 
teacher can create an organized pathway of learning on vocabulary by… 
 
First, defining the category of information that the students will be working with. E.g. economic 
systems…. 
 
Second, have the students use vocabulary that would fill this category, thus having them 
practice the skill of categorization and defining relevant information from irrelevant 
information… 
 
Third, have the students look at specific vocabulary and use the vocabulary in sentences or in 
context with other situations, vocabulary, or meanings. 
 
Fourth, have the students self-reflect on how they (each student’s life) would be different in 
these situations.  Thus, the student connects him or herself with the meaning of the words, like 
capitalism or communism and encourages the student to find his or her meaning through self-
reflection on how life would be like… 
 
Finally, the teacher asks students to discuss the differences between each other’s view of these 
words or in this case “economic systems.”  This encourages students to really probe each 
other’s interpretation and thoughts on these words. 

 Economic Systems  
(High order of category)  

Capitalism, feudalism, 
communism … 

(Different economic systems) 

Looking at a specific system.. 

Capitalism.. 

(Low order of category): What “I” be like or what would life be like 
under this system?  (Student’s connection to the learning) 
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Chris Dearing explains that this lesson also modeled one approach to introducing a Chapter of 
the textbook.  The teacher basically takes a category of information that would be useful to 
introducing a topic or theme of a chapter in Khamboly Dy’s textbook.  The teacher prepares a 
list of questions that encourage students start at the high order of this category of information, 
by posing questions like “What is an economic system?” and using these questions to help the 
students frame the topic of discussion.  Then the teacher (using prepared questions) guides the 
students down the ladder to explore what other sub-categories exist within this category, i.e. 
capitalism, communism, etc.  Then working down further to look at the specific aspects of a 
single economic system and how it can be defined or described with relation to other terms, 
vocabulary, or situations.  Then finally, the teacher encourages the student to connect him or 
herself to these abstract terms by exploring how the student is affected by this system or how 
he or she identifies with the system.  Essentially, what the teacher is doing is using a “Socratic 
Questioning” forum to introduce a topic of study to the students.  The teacher can easily segue 
into a class reading on the rise of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia or a discussion on the Four-
Year Plan, etc. 
 
By using this type of “Socratic” questioning approach, the teacher can: 
 
One, define a category of information for the students that will introduce the chapter 
readings. 
 
Two, contain any discussion on a topic to a single category and thus help the students 
understand the various meanings of vocabulary in this category, without getting too confused 
over what could be a complex chapter or a complex topic in the textbook. 
 
Three, help students construct their own meanings of vocabulary and ultimately identify with 
very abstract concepts or terms. 
 
Chris Dearing explains that this lesson can be given for any new chapter’s vocabulary.  While 
many vocabulary many not necessarily easily fit into a category, the questions or activities 
that were modeled or explained can be replicated or adapted.  Ultimately, the most 
important skill here is to have students work with new vocabulary in such a way that the 
teacher is not simply defining the words for them or asking for a single definition; rather, the 
teacher presents questions and activities that force the students to explore the meaning of the 
vocabulary in such a way that the next time they see the vocabulary, they will have a variety 
of thoughts on what the vocabulary means and how it relates to them.  Chris Dearing explains 
that in order for students to truly understand the readings in Khamboly Dy’s History of 
Democratic Kampuchea, they must understand and truly explore the meanings of these difficult 
terms.   
 
Note: Time constrained my ability to discuss how reading comprehension relates to social studies 
but I discussed this in the later lesson on “Scaffolding Reading” which is not included in this lesson 
plan.  
 
Chris Dearing asks the participants to describe what they learned today (in this lesson) or what 
did they discuss.  Chris Dearing explains that this can be done with all activities.  Having 
students summarize their learning accomplishes two tasks: 
 

1. It allows the students to self-reflect on their learning. 
2. It allows the teacher to evaluate how much the students learned and what should be 

covered in the next lessons. 
 

Prepared by Sarah Jones Dickens, PhD Candidate at Duke University, USA. 


