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My Experience in Children and Youth Development 

by Princess Sirindhorn

 Every year, for more than 30 years, we have a meeting on Children and 
Youth Development. The outcome and suggestions from these meetings help 
us to improve our performance. We hope that our work will be at least a drop 
in a vast ocean in improving lives of children and youth of our country.

 When I was very young, I had a good opportunity to follow my parents 
in their trips outside Bangkok. Of course at that early age I could not make 
myself useful to anyone but at least I had different pictures of Thailand. I played 
with children and even adults in cooperatives or hill tribe villages. My parents 
and their entourage told me about what they were doing and some anecdotes. 
I saw my mother encourage villagers to learn some handicraft such as weaving 
to earn additional income. She also taught some grownups to read and write. 
Many of the villagers finished primary education but they forgot all about 
books. As you know literacy is very important for everybody. People who know 
how to read and write are less prone to being cheated. They can get more 
knowledge that is important for their livelihood. At that time the Department 
of Non-Formal Education was not established. During the school vacations my 
father gave me extra math lessons. He told me to calculate expense and income 
of a certain family that had quite a difficult life. Apart from math I had to  
conduct a little research on the price of items which were crucial for everyday 
life, how to spend less and how to increase the family income.

 In my teen and later I can make myself more useful. While visiting 
villages I helped to interview people who need help in treatment of many    
illnesses, in education for children and youth, as well as in training for adults. 
I then wrote reports about the facts, and adding my own observations and 
suggestions. This is to facilitate the follow-up teams. I also helped in mobile 
medical units. My job was to deworm and to give oral polio vaccine. To         
deworm, our priority were thin kids with big and stony hard belly. Once after 
giving a spoonful of deworming syrup to a boy, he vomited an ugly long fat 
worm !!

 During these visits, I noticed that some children were very thin. Some 
households had not enough food to eat, some parents had to go out to work 
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very early in the morning so they did not have time to prepare breakfast for 
their children. As I am always interested in food, I wanted to be of some assis-
tance. I started my own project and experimented first on 3 remote schools run 
by Border Patrol Police force. I had other people as helping hands but I used 
mostly my own money to start the project. I bought farming utensils, seeds, 
for schools. For cooking part, I improved the kitchen, buying simple cooking 
gadgets, oil and some condiments. In the beginning I had not enough money 
to give food as often as I wish. After a while, I managed to give more food 
more frequent. I could also increase the number of schools in the project. I got 
some donation, even from abroad and more people to collaborate. I am proud 
that I can feed more children every working day. In the beginning my knowledge 
about nutrition came from health lessons that I studied during my time in    
primary school. Later on nutritionists help to decide what the children should 
eat and what the right amount is. The intake of good food including drinking 
soy milk, goat and/or cow milk will help children to grow up properly both 
body and brain.

 To provide raw material for food, children are taught to plant fruit trees, 
and vegetables. We do not use the chemical fertilizers or if necessary as little 
as possible. Children are taught to make their own fertilizer or organic manure 
and compost from animal dung and dropping mixed with grass and leaves. 
Pesticides come also from plants, decomposed by bacteria. Trichoderma and 
beauveria are species of fungi that can be used as biocontrol agents for plant 
disease control. We teach also crop rotation to conserve soil and children will 
always have vegetables to eat the whole year. Vetiver grass is used for main-
taining soil structure and preventing soil erosion. For animal husbandry,     
children learn about animal feed, animal health such as vaccination. The chicken 
and fish need special care. In some case there are problems such as certain fish 
don’t grow during winter time. Some schools manage to increase the fish pond 
temperature, some choose to change the species of fish. Teachers and pupils 
are responsible for each activity in the project.

 Later on other agencies joined in by providing additional programs or 
activities in my schools lunch project. The Ministry of Agriculture and             
Cooperatives has added projects such as training young farmers. Before most 
young farmers were youth outside a school system. It was like giving them a 
second chance to get knowledge and better jobs. Land Development Department 
has a program in training “soil doctors” and young soil doctors or little soil 
doctors for children. Now the Department of Irrigation develops also a curriculum 
for young water engineers about water management.
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 In addition to primary schools, we have a parallel program for nutrition 
in daycare centers. Food that has been given consisting of the ‘Rice, Pea and 
Sesame’ and the ‘One Plate Food’ menu which has many varieties but mainly 
consist of fried rice with egg, vegetable, meat in small pieces. Children have 
to eat everything in one spoonful and cannot be choosy. A teacher who put food 
in plates will give everyone the same amount not more egg to the child she 
prefers. We also look after adolescent health. Sometimes this age group is 
forgotten. We tend to think that grown up children can help themselves in 
finding food but in fact they need more food because their body uses up more 
protein and energy than smaller children.

 My late American professor suggested that I should also look after the 
health of newborns and babies up to 3 years old. I keep statistics of birth weight/
height and continue to keep track of weight and height ratio. In Thailand we 
have standard weight and height for each age group. Health of pregnant and 
lactating mothers has to be well looked after to have a healthy baby. Schools 
cooperate with local health care workers in vaccination, giving needed vitamins, 
deworming etc. We can be proud that mother and child mortality has decreased 
significantly.

 Schools in our project plan agricultural activities according to the school 
consumption. Teachers take the weight and height of pupils every semester. 
Sub-district health officers come to check iodine deficiency, iron deficiency, 
giving multivitamin etc. An extra glass of milk or/and an extra egg is given to 
underweight kids, for overweight ones, we plan food intake with less starch 
and carbohydrate along with appropriate exercise. 

 With all the effort some children are still underweight or malnourished 
even we have administered nutrition program for many years. My hypotheses 
for these cases are because of (1) poor oral hygiene, and (2) their stomach 
infested by parasitic worms. Both are correct and now we are trying to solve 
both problems.

 I have introduces cooperative system in these schools. Each school has 
a cooperative shop. The school farm sells products to the school cooperatives. 
Some of the products are processed and preserved food such as pickled           
vegetables. The school cooperative sells the products to the school kitchen. In 
a school shop there are other items such as consumer goods. Pupils, teachers 
and even parents and villagers who are members can buy their necessities in 
whole sale price. Children have to learn accounting. It helps to improve their 
performance in Mathematics. After working on the account of the shop for a 
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while the children will be able to make his or her own income and spending 
account. Side by side with keeping account they also record good deeds or 
good activities performed each day. Many children help teach their parents and 
their neighbors accounting and become volunteer accounting teachers. Each 
household has their family or farm account. With this knowledge most families 
save a lot of money. Saving is very important. With saving ones can make plan 
for the future. Cooperative committee members have to meet regularly, so they 
learn democratic principles in reasoning and listening to others’ opinions. The 
secretary of the cooperative also learns to write better. Some schools use    
computers but they are still required to check their accounts by hand calculation 
and write them down in the books.

 May I come back to health issues: we are interested in sanitation. School 
buildings and surrounding must be clean, especially kitchen, toilets. Food 
containers should not have poisonous matters.

 Children from remote areas with no schools, and these places have not 
enough school age children so it is not cost-effective to build a proper school. 
We have dormitories for these children in nearby schools. In this case we should 
have 3 meals for children. 

 Safety in schools is very important. Now many schools have too many 
electronic gadgets, more than school electricity can support. There are danger 
of fire and electric shock. 

 I emphasize health first and at the same time I encourage teachers to 
learn more both content and teaching methods. Apart from sending teachers to 
further their studies, we use distant learning methods, so teacher can teach 
better. 

 In each school we have a school library and we encourage both pupils 
and teachers to read. Both teachers and pupils take turn to serve as librarians. 
Alumni and villagers are welcome to use the library. In school with internet 
connection useful websites are introduced and sometimes websites can be used 
offline. In addition, important educational tools and media are also provided 
such as solar power system, satellite system, a radio/cassette tape and a TV/
video, dissemination tower, books, pencils, etc.

 I encouraged and support children and youth to study as much as they 
can both in the country and abroad. There are many scholarships for both   
talented students and teachers to study in many countries for their bachelor, 
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master or doctoral degrees or short time workshops, camps, trainings and 
conferences such as in CERN in Switzerland, Lindau Meeting in Germany, 
GYSS in Singapore, Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory in the United 
States etc.

 In addition to academic subjects, vocational training is an important 
part for children and youth development. After their primary school, if they 
don’t have the opportunity to continue their studies, with their vocational skills, 
they would be able to find decent (honest) jobs such as being electricians, 
mechanics, carpenters, cooks, hairdressers, weavers, dressmakers etc. Alumni, 
parents, villagers can join. Young children can learn drawing, painting and 
handicrafts to train their muscles and coordination. I advise teachers to use 
local materials to make handicraft products. It helps to promote creativity and 
working skill. We have also shops as outlet to sell products from those pupils 
and villagers. The income from shops returns to villagers and schools. 

 School agricultural and farm program can also help villagers improve 
their livelihood. Fruit tree saplings, vegetable seeds, chicken, ducklings, that 
we use and propagate in school can be given villagers. His Majesty the King’s 
“Sufficiency Economy” is encouraged. To quote the former UN Secretary- 
General Kofi Annan’s speech in presenting an award to H.M. the King regarding 
Sufficiency Economy. I quote “His Majesty’s Sufficiency Economy philosophy 
emphasizing moderation, responsible consumption and resilience to external 
shocks is of great relevance to communities everywhere during these times of 
rapid globalization. The philosophy middle path approach strongly reinforces 
the United Nations’ own advocacy of a people-centered and sustainable path 
toward human development…” (unquote)

 The concept of natural resource conservation should be taught at young 
age. They should learn about the conservation of water, forest and soil. Children 
and their parents planted trees in communal forest. There is a school botanical 
garden in each school and fortunately there are many young people who are 
interested in conservation. In 2011 we developed a Conservation of Forest 
Learning Activities Package. This package was designed to give an opportunity 
for children to have first-hand experience with the forest around them and their 
communities, to gain knowledge understanding, to appreciate the beauty of 
nature so they want to conserve and not destroy the nature.

 In schools that I worked there are many ethnic groups so local culture, 
tradition and local wisdom should be learnt and conserved, for examples,    
religions or beliefs, handicrafts, herbal medicines, local songs and dances, 
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local folk tales, customs and traditions, languages and dialects, and even what 
they eat. Since the beginning, I advised health workers to try the food that the 
ethnic groups in our schools liked and we imitated the tastes and added the 
element of nutrition. Children should know their culture which are their roots, 
which they should be proud of.

 As one can see that in undertaking children and youth development, 
we try to enhance the potential of our children in a balanced manner known as 
a holistic approach, covering intellectual development or cognitive learning 
(พุทธิศึกษา - Putti Suksa), moral development or moral education (จริยศึกษา - 
Jariya-Suksa), manual skills or working skills development or manual educa-
tion (หัตถศึกษา - Hatta-Suksa) and lastly, self-care for good health capacity or 
physical education (พลศึกษา - Pala-Suksa). This is known as Thai traditional 
principle of learning found in the Thai Educational Plan since 1951.

 In science subjects, knowledge about health, agriculture and local  
wisdoms can be taught by assigning children to do science projects. In malaria 
infested areas children conduct research on malaria and how to protect oneself 
from malaria. Some children work on using parts of local plants for dying cloth. 
Everything can be used as teaching media, even the construction of a new 
building especially in earthquake risk areas, the use of solar cell, the principle 
of hydroelectric etc.

 Even now in Thailand there are still places without schools. We have 
tried to provide educational opportunity by various means, for example, by 
building schools at the sites where we have surveyed, and the villagers were 
very happy to help build the schools for their children. The schools can be 
under the responsibility of the Border Patrol Police or the Ministry of Education 
(such as under the Office of the Non-Formal and Informal Education or the 
Office of the Basic Education Commission) depending on the sites of the 
schools. There are many donors who would like to help build schools and buy 
educational, agricultural and kitchen equipment for the schools. They want to 
help, but the parents must also help. This is not just to save the money, but to 
show that they really want the schools for their children. More importantly, 
this can strengthen their participation and capacities, as well as to create a 
feeling of pride and ownership. There are repair, renovation and construction 
of some buildings to make sure that the children have enough safe places to 
study.
 Besides ordinary schools we have the experience in working in religious 
schools, for example, schools for Buddhist novices, private schools for Islamic 
Faith or pondok or ponoh.
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 I have the opportunity to talk with friends from many countries who 
are interested in our methods in developing children and youth. Many have 
come to see our schools and have already cooperated with us in setting projects 
in their countries. Some ideas with some modification can be useful and         
applicable though our environment both physical and social is quite different. 
We can learn from one another.

 Thank you for coming today. Your participation is invaluable for us. I 
should end my talk now. I wish to share with you my system of studies that 
we, Thai learn from our ancestors: in learning anything we must follow the 4 
principles : สุ (listen and read well), จิ (think and being observant), ปุ (ask 
questions to know more) and ลิ (taking notes either on paper or digitally so we 
ourselves and other will retain that knowledge).

 Wish you success in all your endeavors. For those who come from 
overseas, have a nice stay in Thailand!

 Thank you for your attention






